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Making Money with Sex:  
Commercial tapping of the Darwinian imperative

Selling:

Relationships: OkCupid, Tinder and Match: over 2 billion $ in yearly revenue

Emotions: sex therapy, self help

Stuff: viagra, porn, sex toys,  over 100 billion $ of market value

Marketing: sellable erotic connections

Bodies: prostitution, commercial sex work

People: sex trafficking

Life itself: fertilization services, sperm donors, egg donors, surrogates. (>20 billion $)

societies with trade economies and money: various aspects of sex can be 
commercialized and turned into money.

Human Trafficking

Zimmerman, C. and Kiss, L., Human Trafficking and Exploitation:  A global health concern PLOS Medicine (2017)

Human Trafficking is really modern slavery, in which humans are forced to work 
for no or little payment in situations that they did not chose. 
Sex work is one of the major industries that includes many modern slaves.



Human Trafficking Several million people are forced to perform sex work, many more are forced into 
other types of dangerous work. 
Practice question: What fraction of victims of forced labor are forced into sex 
work? 
About a quarter.

Slavery (Social parasitism & brood parasitism)

Polyergus breviceps (red ants) 

Formica argentea (black ants)

reed warbler feeding cuckoo chick

African Honey guide Indicator indicator

Biological precedents of slavery: 
The obligate slave-maker Polyergus breviceps (red ants) are readily distinguished 
from its host Formica argentea (black ants).Courtesy of Alex Wild 
(www.alexanderwild.com). 
Enslaving parents to raise your chick: brood parasitism. 
Practice question: What is the naturalistic fallacy? 
The mistaken justification of actions based on the fact that such actions can be 
found in nature. 

Slavery (brood parasitism)

Egg tossing: the removal of host (Reed warbler)  eggs by the check of a brood parasite (Common Cuckoo)

Many different bird species have evolved this exploitative behavior. 
About one percent of bird spieces  (~100 species) are brood parasites. 
Practice Question: How many different species of birds are brood parasites? 
about 100 or 1% of bird species. 



Human Slavery (Social parasitism) 
Overview of the slave trade out of Africa, 1500-1900 

Source: David Eltis and David Richardson, Atlas of the Transatlantic Slave Trade (New Haven, 2010)

Arab slave trade in 
medieval times:

African Slave trade: over 1000 years of massive exploitation culminating in Trans-Atlantic 
Slave trade. A combined of over 20 million people taken from their land and sold as 
property. 
A situation rife with sexual abuses as well. 
Defending slavery on the basis that it has a long history makes as little sense as 
defending actions based on the fact that examples on such actions can be found 
in nature….. 

Human Slavery (Social parasitism) 

“there is a need for a better understanding of why adherents of different belief systems 
accepted slavery for so long, and why and how they ceased to do so.” 
 

 Religions and the abolition of slavery - a comparative approach  
William G. Clarence-Smith 

Professor of Economic HIstory University of London 

Most of the big religions have at a some point condoned slavery……

US Slavery, the US constitution and the 3/5 Clause

The Three-Fifths Compromise (1787) is found in Article 1, Section 2, Clause 3 of the United 
States Constitution, which reads: 

Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which may be 
included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by 
adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of 
Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.

Much has been said of the impropriety of representing men who have no will of their own.... 
They are men, though degraded to the condition of slavery. They are persons known to the 
municipal laws of the states which they inhabit, as well as to the laws of nature. But 
representation and taxation go together.... Would it be just to impose a singular burden, without 
conferring some adequate advantage? 

— Alexander Hamilton

Section 2 of the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) later superseded this clause and explicitly repealed the compromise.



Human Trafficking: children, adults, women, men Overwhelmingly, modern slaves working for sex work are females, but there are 
males who also got trafficked as sex slaves.

Socio-economic determinants

Zimmerman, C. and Kiss, L., Human Trafficking and Exploitation:  A global health concern PLOS Medicine (2017)

Conceptualizing exploitation  
as a potentially preventable  
cause of harm!

Human trafficking  
should be considered  
a global health concern

Socio-economic inequality is a huge driver of global human trafficking. In places where 
many poor people live in extreme poverty, individuals end up being sold or tricked into 
modern slavery. Potential for harm is huge, as these individuals have no representation, 
and are routinely kept in isolation without the possibility to from new social bonds with 
people who might want to help them. 
Practice question: What is one of the biggest drivers of human trafficking? 
Socio-economic inequality.

Acquisition: 
Abduction, sale by parents/family, 
seduction, deceit and recruitment by peers.

Trafficking: 
fake passports, organized crime, 
constant relocation. 

Exploitation 
Intimidation, confinement, 
document confiscation, physical 
and drug abuse

The making of modern sex slaves

Low risk, high profit:  ~ 5000.- leading to > 130.000 returns

Modern sex slavery is an extremely lucrative business. The risks are very low and 
trafficked sex workers often generate a huge return on investment! 
Traffickers are rarely prosecuted, and if someone ends up in the net of 
prosecution, it is the workers themselves. 
Practice question: What are the three steps of modern sex trafficking? 
Acquisition, Trafficking, and Exploitation



Fighting Human trafficking

https://polarisproject.org/


This website is operated by the organization Polaris. Polaris is a nonprofit non-
governmental organization  (NGO) that works to combat and prevent sex and 
labor trafficking in North America.  The organization's work is built around the 
understanding that human trafficking is the predictable end result of a range of 
other persistent injustices and inequities in our society and our economy. 



Reported cases of human trafficking in the US in 2020 Cases categorized as “High” contain a high level of indicators of human 
trafficking. Cases coded as “Moderate” contain several indicators of human 
trafficking, or resemble common trafficking scenarios but lack core details of 
force, fraud, or coercion.

Where? Large differences in trafficking cases across US states.

Who calls the Hot Line? Who reports trafficking?



Trafficked for what? What type of forced work are people trafficked for?

Trafficked persons:





https://www.globalmodernslavery.org/ 

Polaris (NGO) Global Modern Slavery Directory

Sex slaves often are incarcerated on  
immigration violation charges

This takes precedence over their 
state as victims of sex trafficking. 

Immigration law versus criminal law Practice question: What other legal issues tend to prevent the punishment of sex 
traffickers? 
The immigration status of the people forced into sex work.



US child trafficker: Jeffrey Epstein

Trump said of Epstein in 2002: "I've known Jeff for fifteen years. Terrific guy. He's a lot of fun to be with. It is even 
said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side."

Ghislaine Maxwell,  found guilty in December 2021 
of recruiting teenage girls for EppsteinJeffrey Eppstein committed suicide in Jail in 2019.

Jeffrey Eppstein has may friends in high places: Bill Clinton, Bill Gates, Donald Trump, Prince Andrew of the UK….

Legal status of prostitution

https://prostitution.procon.org/view.resource.php?resourceID=000772

Prostitution, the sale of sexual services, is not the same as forced sex work, by modern 
slaves. Prostitution is legal in many modern societies and can be a completely voluntary 
activity by the person offering the services. Where the trade is illegal, it strongly favors 
exploitation of sex workers by illegal entities, pimps, gangs and organized crime. A few 
societies have tried to abolish prostitution such as the people’s republic of China. 
Perhaps tellingly, with the reintroduction of private economics, sex-work in China is 
booming.

Prostitution & Commerce



Would full decriminalization of consensual sex work  
solve more problems or create new ones?

Practice question: What would be positive and negative consequences of 
legalizing prostitution? 
Better protection of the sex workers, tax benefits to the state, more difficult for 
criminals to control sex workers, possibly more prostitution and associated 
infectious disease?

The traditional feminist argument against decriminalization is that legitimizing 
prostitution will harm women by leading to more sexual inequality.  

The human rights argument for it is that it will make people’s lives better, and safer.  

In this fight over whose voices to listen to, who speaks for whom and when to use the 
power of criminal law, the sex-workers’ rights movement is a rebellion against 
punishment and shame.  

It demands respect for a group that has rarely received it, insisting that you can only 
really help people if you respect them.

I highly encourage you to read this article from 2016

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/08/magazine/should-prostitution-be-a-
crime.html


Criminal not-so-Justice System?
When laws against sex work are enforced, enforcement appears strongly biased against 
minorities.



Intersections between commercial 
sex work and other health issues

Violence against children

Violence against Women


Human trafficking

Drug use


Organized crime

Mental Health


Infectious Disease

Confronting Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Sex Trafficking of Minors in the United States, 
The National Academy of Sciences (2013)

Commercial sex work, both, forced and voluntary comes with important personal and 
public health costs. 
Recruitment might unfairly target persons who have faced social hardships in their youth. 
Even when embarked on voluntarily, there is a big risk that exploitation kicks in at a 
certain time, and that individual lose control and get trapped. 
A part from different stressors for individual psychology and well-being, high rates of 
sexual activity with large numbers of partners can easily act as amplifiers of sexually 
transmitted infection. 

What is prostitution? The definition of prostitution is rather relative. Many societies actively despise prostitutes. 
If receiving material support in exchange for sexual favors is strictly used as a definition 
for prostitution, what does that mean for gifts, invitations etc…

Global Mating Place Power and Resource gradients

origin of tourists
destination countries

sites
origin & destination

With increased mobility and ease of international air travel, the world has become a 
global mating place. Differences in power and mobility, often favoring men, but in some 
countries also women, has led to the development of sex tourism. The phenomenon of 
mail-order brides is relatively new. More and more individuals, men and women from 
richer societies, travel to distant destination with the explicit goal of fining sex partners. 
These novel sex tourism industries likely promote forced situations at the respective 
destinations but also include voluntary sex work. 
Practice question: name a few issues (social and health related) arising from growing 
global sex tourism. 
Exploitation, global movement of novel and old infections.



Global Mating Place Power and Resource gradients

Jamaica Netherlands

SpainNamibia

Tanzania

GambiaThailand

Cuba

Men and women travel the world in search for sex! Famous hot spots include the 
Caribbean, East and West Africa, Thailand and the Philippines, Holland and other places. 
Many individuals from these places have used these opportunities to emigrate to the 
home countries of sex tourists.

Art or pornography?

Erotic scene on the rim of an 
Attic red-figure kylix, c. 510 BC.

Artist Joan Semmel painted her Erotic 1971-1973 series (Indian Erotic , Erotic Yellow, On the Grass)

Marlene Dumas 1999 FingersKajuraho Temple, 11th century

Venus of Lespugue

23,000 years old

“Pornography” literally images of prostitutes, is very difficult to define. 
Practice question: What is the literal meaning of pornography? 
“prostitute image”

l’origine du Monde, Gustave Courbet 1866 l’origine de la guerre, ORLAN, 1989

Art or Pornography? Depicting nudity and genitals does not seem to automatically fall under the 
definition of pornography. 
Artists know this and are constantly pushing the envelope. 
Gustave Courbet Painting Discovery, Paris Match, Issue 3325 
PARIS, FRANCE - JANUARY 31: The famous painting 'L'Origine du Monde' by 
Gustave Courbet is photographed for Paris Match on January 31, 2013 in Paris, 
France. PUBLISHED IMAGE. The reconstruction of the painting using the face of 
the woman painted by Courbet and discover by an art lover in an antique shop. 
After two years of investigation, the painting was authenticated as the missing 
part of the famous painting 'L'Origine du Monde' by Gustave Courbet, revealing 



the face and body of his mistress Joanna Hifferman. CREDIT MUST READ: 
Philippe Petit/Paris Match/Contour by Getty Images. (Photo by Philippe Petit/
Paris Match/Contour by Getty Images)

Art or pornography?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YkJS0IzZREk 

Stephen Colbert’s Schtick on modern Art and censorship of Modigliani’s Nu 
couché and Michelangelo’s David (2 seconds at a distance)…. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YkJS0IzZREk 

.



Selling with Sex Many countries around the world allow fairly explicit sexual imagery for the sales 
of pretty much any goods…fashion, perfumes, cars, even chainsaws….

We have an urgent global problem of human trafficking = modern slavery.

Summary

Many women and some men are trafficked for forced sex work.

High profit low risk situations entice many to engage in sex trafficking of others.

Health implications are huge: health costs for the sex slaves and impact on spread of infectious 
disease for the entire society.

Sex is sold in many other forms: sex drugs, toys, pornography, art and marketing.

Defining prostitution is not always easy.

Defining pornography is also a difficult task.

Human art will continue to defy norms of what ought or ought not be painted, photographed, filmed, 
carved, sung, recited or danced.

Class Silk Screen

Chinese: sè, Japanese: shoku, iro:   
Meaning: color, sex 


