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The Intersection Between “Consensual” Sex Work and Sex Trafficking 

The fight for women’s sexual autonomy and agency, while divisive, has gained traction 

in recent years. As sex work becomes normalized, particularly in Western countries, the topic of 

legalization has inevitably grown in relevance. Though women’s sexual autonomy is an 

important right, the topic of sex work as viewed from a feminist perspective has caused a sharp 

divide amongst those in favor of women’s rights. Despite some believing that sex work can be 

liberating for women who choose to engage in it, many worry that the lines between sex work 

and sex trafficking have become blurred. One may question whether or not sex work is 

intrinsically violent and whether women can have agency as sex workers regardless of consent 

(Bettio et al., 3). Because of this, people must investigate the link, or lack thereof, between sex 

work and sex trafficking and if consensual sex work makes a difference in the exploitation of 

women’s bodies. While women’s sexual autonomy is essential and should be a natural right, 

consensual sex work undeniably shares similarities with non-consensual sex trafficking; this 

overlap is seen through rates of violence against women, the power dynamics inherent in any 

form of prostitution, and the effect that legalizing prostitution has on increased rates of sex 

trafficking. 

 Though one can argue that consensual sex work is related to lower levels of sexual 

violence against women compared to sex trafficking, various studies have proven this idea false. 

Studies have shown that anywhere between 45 percent to 76 percent of women who participate 
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in sex work experience sexual violence in their lifetime from paying intimate partners and 

clientele (Cordisco, 2). When a woman makes the autonomous decision to become a sex worker, 

many people have the mindset that she is liberating herself and proudly owning her body. 

Despite many women feeling liberated and empowered by sex work, this does not mean that sex 

work isn’t inherently violent and exploitative. The very nature of sex work aims to exploit 

women’s bodies for the enjoyment of others, typically men. Many anti-prostitution feminists 

have argued similar points, believing that “the buying and selling of women’s bodies in 

prostitution is a global practice of sexual exploitation and male violence against women that 

normalizes the subordination of women in a sexualized form” (Canada AG v. Bedford 1). Even 

when female sex workers are not facing physical violence, the roots of sex work are themselves 

violent, making it difficult for sex work without violence to exist. 

The idea that consensual sex work is not violent but that sex trafficking is violent holds 

many contradictions that make the legalization of sex work challenging to navigate. While the 

United States federal courts have claimed that underage sex trafficking is a crime of violence, 

they have simultaneously stated that adult sex trafficking is not a crime of violence. This implies 

that the violent nature of sex trafficking disappears when one becomes an adult (Pfleger, 1217). 

This belief further insinuates that sex trafficking is not inherently violent and that, similar to 

consensual sex work, the violence of the sex trade does not apply to adults engaged in 

prostitution. While underage girls are undoubtedly vulnerable to sex trafficking and coercion, 

sexual violence does not become less relevant for adult women. The belief that consensual sex 

work cannot be violent has inadvertently led lawmakers to believe that sex trafficking and 

prostitution are not violent, provided that the individual is over the legal age of consent. The 

stigma surrounding sex work has convinced many people that sex workers cannot face sexual 
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assault and violence; however, one in five reports of sexual assault from emergency rooms 

within the United States are filed by sex workers, and consenting sex workers are often ineligible 

for rape victim compensation (Maryland Coalition Against Sexual Assault, 1). Therefore, 

consensual sex work is equally as violent as sex trafficking, as in both cases, women are exposed 

to higher levels of sexual assault and abuse. A woman consenting to sex work without coercion 

does not, by any means, imply that she is not being exploited, assaulted, and violated by men in 

ways that victims of sex trafficking are. 

Prostitution, whether through consensual sex work or non-consensual sex trafficking, is 

entirely built upon and held up by an imbalance of power dynamics. In the case of prostitution, a 

female sex worker, no matter how liberated she is in her decisions, will always have less power 

than her male clients. The power dynamics in sex trafficking are evident, as the trafficked 

individual is more vulnerable to coercion into sexual acts. What is less evident is the power 

dynamics in consensual sex work and whether or not these power dynamics make any form of 

sex work intrinsically non-consensual. Some believe that prostitution is non-consensual 

regardless of the situation, as a truly consensual sexual encounter is safe and has equal power 

dynamics from both parties. The risk of violence that sex workers are exposed to means no 

actual situation in which voluntary sex work is consensual (Farley). Sex-positive feminism has 

contributed to the belief that women who choose to engage in sex work reclaim their power and 

are not being exploited through a power imbalance. However, this belief is misguided. Sex work 

and sex trafficking cannot exist without exploitation. Women who voluntarily become sex 

workers are almost always doing so because of other conditions in their life, namely poverty, and 

many women who had worked as prostitutes did so in a time before sex work was seen as 

empowering, solely because they had no other choice to escape poverty (Showden, 148). By 
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prostituting themselves, consenting sex workers are inevitably sexually exploited by someone in 

a position of physical and financial power. One cannot find genuine power in sexual exploitation, 

regardless of the reframing of prostitution into consensual sex work. While one may argue that 

any type of work is exploitative, it is crucial to distinguish between being exploited for labor and 

being exploited for sex, which is not interchangeable. Insinuating that sexual exploitation, which 

comes from consensual sex work, is on the same level as labor exploitation that comes from any 

job one consents to ignores the presence of violence in sex work. The two cannot be equal, as sex 

work is inherently violent, with power dynamics that often place female workers at a 

disadvantage. Power dynamics exist in any form of work, but reframing sex work as a socially 

acceptable means of securing steady income downplays the violent exploitation of prostitution, 

which often leaves women powerless to their male clients.  

One could argue that, even if a woman chooses to begin practicing sex work willingly, 

there is still value in analyzing whether a willingness to do sex work negates the possibility of 

non-consensual encounters. Despite the recent reframing of sex work empowering women, a 

woman who freely chooses to do sex work cannot have full power in the situation. This power 

imbalance often blurs the line between consensual and non-consensual sex. Prostitution, even 

when voluntary, is a gendered system that tends to place men in positions of power over women. 

Higher rates of sexual violence towards women apply to the sex work industry. Like many other 

societal structures, the origins and popularization of sex work directly stem from beliefs pushed 

by a historically patriarchal culture. The existence of prostitution in any form is “structured in 

terms of a power imbalance in which women, the less powerful, sell to men…that power 

imbalance ensures that women’s sexuality is constructed very different from that of men” 

(Overall, 721). Despite the notion that sex work is liberating, there are very few glaring 
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differences between how power imbalances work between men and women in willing 

prostitution versus forced or coerced sex trafficking. Understanding the similarities between the 

power imbalances in both environments requires one to analyze their perception of sex 

trafficking critically. People generally have a narrow view of what life for a sex trafficking 

victim looks like. When imagining the traits of an “acceptable” sex trafficking victim, people 

typically picture a young girl, possibly kidnapped, forced to change her life and identity. Though 

this scenario can provide people with a better understanding of the power imbalances inherent to 

sex trafficking, only approaching sex trafficking from this angle plays a significant role in how 

many sex trafficking victims go unnoticed. Many women who are being trafficked appear to be 

willingly prostituting themselves. Still, in reality, they are under coercive control from someone–

often an older man–who profits off of their bodies. Many women are coerced into sex trafficking 

when offered jobs by individuals claiming to be looking for talent. A typical example of this is 

women offered a position as a model. When a woman is being trafficked and overpowered by 

another person, she may be coerced into partaking in sexual professions such as pornography, 

camming, and escort services. The normalization of sex work has made it difficult for people to 

recognize adult women as potential trafficking victims. People often question why women do not 

speak up about being trafficked, diminishing the severity of power imbalances between the 

trafficker and the trafficked. Sex trafficking exists at such high rates partially because the 

normalization of sex work has blurred the lines for many people regarding what constitutes a 

power imbalance during sex. Therefore, the normalization of sex work often makes people forget 

that victims of trafficking do not have to look one particular way. The idea that sex work can 

ever be entirely consensual promotes harmful ideas as men who purchase sex from women 

inherently hold power over them. In this situation, the woman’s livelihood and access to 
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sustainable income relies entirely on the other party’s power. Whether or not a woman is 

willfully partaking in sex work, one needs to recognize that society's perception of consent does 

not erase the inherent power imbalance in the act. Men wielding financial power over women is 

at the core of both sex trafficking and sex work, and reframing sex work as liberating does not 

mean that the sex worker has more or equal power than their client. 

One must note that there is a strong correlation between the legalization and 

normalization of prostitution and higher rates of sex trafficking. The discussion surrounding sex 

work and prostitution that dominates Western cultures is that the legalization of prostitution will 

allow sex workers better protection, which is especially important for women at a higher risk of 

violence from male clients. Though this argument is compelling, it is far from complete. If sex 

work and prostitution were legalized on a large scale, sex traffickers would likely be able to 

coerce more vulnerable individuals–particularly women and children–into the vicious cycle of 

trafficking. While it is essential to continue studying the impact of legalizing sex work on the 

number of trafficked people, available case studies overwhelmingly conclude that there is a 

greater risk for more non-consensual sex trafficking victims if restrictions on sex work laws are 

lifted. A 2012 study found that legalizing sex work would widen the prostitution market, making 

it incredibly likely that rates of sex trafficking would rise. This same study determined that 

countries with legalized prostitution have rates of sex trafficking significantly higher than 

countries with laws restricting sex work. The decision to legalize prostitution would increase the 

inflows of human trafficking victims (Cho et al., 75-76). Global rates of sex trafficking have 

steadily increased over the years, even in countries with laws restricting prostitution. One may 

argue that leaders can combat the high levels of sex trafficking in Western countries by allowing 

people to enter the sex work industry legally, thereby “freeing” the trafficking victims who are 
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not participating with free will. However, this logic is incredibly harmful and hypothesizes an 

improbable situation where legalizing sexual exploitation would benefit people forced into sex 

work. There is no evidence indicating that legalizing sex work would be conducive to lowering 

the high rates of sex trafficking seen worldwide. By making sex work easily accessible, the legal 

system would not only be encouraging women to place themselves in dangerous situations for 

profit but turning a blind eye to those who are unable to escape the prostitution system. Even if 

the legal status of sex work in Western societies were to change, it is unlikely that rates of 

violence towards sex workers, especially women, will get lower at any point. One could assume 

the opposite of this when considering that giving potentially violent individuals more access to 

situations where they can exploit women would do nothing but make it easier for violent men to 

abuse their power over women emotionally, physically, and most of all, financially. There is 

strong evidence indicating that criminalizing prostitution lowers high rates of sex trafficking 

inflows. For example, the study conducted by Cho et al. found that when countries like Sweden 

implemented laws preventing prostitution, there was a substantial decrease in sex trafficking 

inflows (75). Furthermore, Cho et al. compared their findings in Sweden after the nation 

criminalized prostitution to data from Denmark after the legalization of prostitution. The results 

were consistent with the theory that creating higher restrictions against prostitution is one of the 

only ways to make a difference in the number of people coerced and forced into sex trafficking, 

as rates of sex trafficking inflow in Denmark increased after prostitution was legalized. 

While many are hopeful that decriminalizing sex work in Western countries will allow 

for better protection of vulnerable women, the potential benefits of legalization are not 

significant enough to outweigh the harm that legalizing prostitution causes trafficking victims. 

Even if the concept of legalizing sex work was not a part of the discussion surrounding sexual 
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violence, one could still note that the overall treatment of sexual assault victims in society is poor 

and aimed at demeaning sex workers. Legalization is not a genuine attempt at protecting 

vulnerable sex workers, who often choose to prostitute themselves because they do not have 

another means of income. Instead of legalizing sex work, more effort needs to be put toward 

protecting victims of sexual violence, including sex workers, with equal care. Even as sex work 

becomes more common and accepted in Western societies, victims of sexual violence regularly 

choose not to speak about their experiences because of the danger that they will be ridiculed, 

villainized, slut-shamed, and ostracized. Those who believe in the legalization of sex work must 

question the real benefits of legalization–particularly how legalization would benefit women who 

already have their experiences with sexual violence and abuse discounted and dismissed by 

courts. Suppose victims of sexual violence cannot safely speak about their experiences in a 

culture where sexual abuse and exploitation are criminalized. How would these victims be able 

to benefit from a culture where sexual exploitation is legalized? No matter what changes are 

made to Western laws, expanding accessibility to sex work harms rates of sex trafficking and 

makes it harder for sexual violence victims to garner support. If people deny the reality of sexual 

abuse even though prostitution is criminalized, what proof is there to support that people will 

begin acknowledging this reality through legalization? 

Ultimately, societies must foster genuine, open dialogue about the realities of sex work 

and how it overlaps with sex trafficking. Though protecting women's sexual autonomy and 

agency is essential in any society, legalizing sex work would not liberate women in the way that 

many people desire. As Western societies grow more open to the idea of sex work and respecting 

consensual sex work, there is a huge need for a discussion surrounding the dangers of 

normalizing sex work and the implications this would have on sex trafficking victims. Western 
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societies could strongly benefit from a deeper understanding of different ways that vulnerable 

people, especially women, are coerced into sex trafficking. The limited perspective that people 

have on what sex trafficking entails is already causing significant harm to women who cannot 

safely escape traffickers that have complete financial control over them. Therefore, though 

conversations surrounding women’s sexual autonomy as a natural right are essential, consensual 

sex work undeniably shares similarities with non-consensual sex trafficking. The overlap 

between what many consider consensual sex work and sex trafficking is particularly noticeable 

when one analyzes rates of violence against women, power dynamics inherent in all forms of 

prostitution, and the effect that legalizing prostitution has on increased rates of sex trafficking. 

When looking at the links between sex work and sex trafficking, one can better understand the 

real issues that can arise if sex work continues to be legalized globally. Different cultures must 

reflect on the similarities between consensual and coercive prostitution and the presence of 

violence inherent in all forms of prostitution, regardless of consent and legal protections. 
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