
Trafficking the “exotic”: damaging representations of women of colour in the sex 
industry  

How are women of colour represented in a way damaging to them? 
 
In the world of commercial pornography, stereotyped fantasies, exploitation and inequality are something of an industry norm. Gail 
Dines, author of the 2010 ‘Pornland’, suggests that the relegation of women of colour to the ‘gonzo’ genre, defined by its limited 
plotline or character agency, is symptomatic of an industry controlled by white producers for white consumption. The existence of 
pornography scenarios such as the illegal immigrant Latina servicing a white police officer, or the sexual submission of an 
“innocent” Asian schoolgirl to a foreign teacher, certainly support this claim. In pornography, ethnic identities are tied to a limited 
set of sexual and aesthetic characteristics: the voluptuous rear end of a black woman; the feisty Latina maid; or the stilted English 
of a geisha figure promising to “love you long time”.  
  
The text on porn site “Ghetto Gaggers” describes black actress ‘Vixen’ as “a sassy ghetto fabulous beyatch with more attitude than 
Harlem has crack. She need a learnin’ by some white cocks…Ghetto Gaggers, we destroy ghetto hoes.” Vixen’s debased role as a woman 
in this imagined sexual scenario is melded with, and reinforced by, her debased status as a woman of colour. Black Feminist author 
Patricia Hill Collins (1990) writes that, “Contemporary portrayals of black women in pornography represent the continuation of the 
historical treatment of their actual bodies.” In this way, pornography is built upon the same assumptions as the institution of 
slavery: that black men and women were not fully human and as such, not deserving of the same treatment or rights of their white 
peers. The same logic can be applied to the treatment of other non-white bodies in pornography. If abstract ideas of ‘humanity’ and 
‘civilisation’ only apply to white bodies, all other bodies are “othered”, conceived of as lesser and in need of, in the words of Ghetto 
Gaggers, “a learnin’”. It would seem that the representation of women of colour in the sex industry is built upon the same white 
supremacist presumptions of colonialism, designating non-white women as exotic or hyper-sexual and ultimately, as submissive to 
conquering white men.  

What is meant by “sex industry’? 
 
This research focuses on the interplay of online or ‘web’ pornography and sex work. Web Pornography is understood as sexually 
explicit videos (depicting acts of penetrative sex, clitoral and penile stimulation, sex acts such as kink play and scenes of 
sexual arousal), filmed using and by the commercial pornography industry for online purchase and/or viewing. A working 
definition of sex work is much more difficult to achieve: state regulations typically ignore the subtleties and complexities of 
an industry that produces more forms of employment than just prostitution. For the purposes of my research, which aims to 
understand how pornography informs consumer demand for sex work in the EU, sex work is defined as a direct form of 
prostitution, which ranges from the sale of penetrative sex to other acts of sexual touch, and includes pornography. It does 
not include stripping, private dancing or escorting in its definition, as these forms of work (though sex acts may take place on 
or off site) are not explicit in their inclusion of sex as a financial transaction or as a form of labour.  

How does pornography shape our 
perceptions of sexuality? 

Prostitution and sex trafficking in the European Union 
 
The recruitment of women and girls into the sex industry by traffickers is dependent on a number of factors, the most significant of 
which is the vulnerability of the group in question. The selection of a prospective sex worker is influenced by the victim’s socio-
economic status; the less able they are to access state funded support, to be in work or to enjoy any degree of social protection, the 
easier it is for pimps or traffickers to attract women into the industry with the promise of a better life abroad, or the existence of 
lucrative opportunities unavailable in their native country. The intersections of race, class and gender make women of colour among 
the most vulnerable in these terms. Black and other “ethnic minority” communities are frequently amongst the most socially and 
economically disadvantaged, while the perceived hyper-sexuality of black and Latina women (and the assumed submissiveness of Asian 
women) conveys an “un-rapeable” status upon them, built upon the idea that they are always willing to have sex. Elman (1996) writes 
that the racism inherent in sexual trafficking puts women of colour into the most powerless position imaginable, existing as they 
must within an environment where their racial or ethnic group is considered inferior and where they must submit to clients’ 
stereotyped fantasies. Elman’s (1996) writing came before the boom in online pornography; in the time since, the psycho-social impact 
of pornography is only likely to have exacerbated these conditions.  
What’s more, European immigration Laws and Policies intensify the plight of the estimated 17,756 (Eurostat, 2014) women and girls 
trafficked into the sex industry: by restricting the ability of immigrant women to seek out and hold ‘ordinary’ jobs, Philippine 
activist Aurora Javate de Dios claims that women of colouR are increasingly dependent on their European male clients, who are not 
subject to these restrictions.   

Anthony (2012) cites websites showing and selling porn as making up 30% of online space, with 
Xvideos, the largest pornography provider on the web, claiming 4.4 billion page views per month, 
dwarfing news sites such as CNN. Pornography is no small phenomenon, and as the availability of 
the Internet itself increases, so does the reach of pornography. In the US, 68% of young men and 
18% of young women view pornography online at least once a week, with over a quarter of those 
viewing it without even seeking it (Covenant Eyes, 2014). In rural India, nearly 75% of boys under 
18 are allegedly addicted to web pornography (Express News Service Bangalore, 2013). The near 
omnipresence of pornographic material in the lives of young people – at a time in their lives 
where biological and environmental factors are combining to produce new conceptions of 
sexuality – looks set to influence their perceptions of sex. Peter & Valkenburg (2006) found that 
the realism young men, as the group consuming the most pornography, perceive in porn influences 
their recreational attitudes toward sex with others, while Lee & Tamborini (2006) discovered 
that university students perceived that pornography’s effects on others was greater than it 
was upon themselves. Pornography shapes expectations of others’ sexual behaviours that, at 
least in the case of young men, is perceived as realistic.  

Furthermore, Farley, Bindel and Golding (2009) look to suggest that there is an 
overlap between men who watch sex online and those who buy sex from 
prostitutes. This link between viewed and lived experience is reflected in the 
work of Monto & McRee (2005), who discovered a statistically linear 
relationship between men who were repeat-users of women in prostitution and 
men who regularly used online pornography. One interviewee from the 2009 
Farley et.al. study claimed that, “The more I’ve watched pornography, the more 
specific my wants have become. Watching pornography has shaped my sexual 
desires. I watch pornography and I discover ‘hey, that really turns me on’and I 
want to recreate what I’ve seen in porn.” 
  	  

Does it have to be this way? 
 

No. Pornography is not an inherent social evil. an interest in sex, and the consequent consumption of readily available and 

easily accessible web pornography, is unlikely to abate. This is especially true when one considers pornography’s capacity to  
provide representation of non-heteronormative sex where national curriculums on sexual education in the UK and abroad do 
not provide. Pornography has the potential to be an excellent sexual health learning tool, advertising the health and 
psychological benefits of good consent and safe sexual practice, as well as providing a positive space for queer-identifying 
teenagers and adults. Davis (2012) states that, of a survey male, female, trans* and gender fluid youth, only one participant 
reported not turning to pornography to explain non-heterosexual sex. 
Women of colour are already beginning to produce counter-narratives to mainstream pornography’s stereotyping of non-
white bodies. directors, cam girls and web-mistresses such as Vanessa Blue, Diana DeVoe and Shine Louise Houston provide 
‘alternative’, anti-racist pornography, involving much more complicated representations of women of colour. Companies like 
Heatwave Entertainment and Metro have built their branding on contracted PoC actors and feature films, and created a 

viable space for NoN-white directors and producers. As Pornography scholar Miller-Young (2010) comments, “If you really 
want to understand porn from the view of women of colour you need to talk to them, not just evaluate 
their experiences based on the titles of the movies they appear in.” Greater engagement of women of colour in 
porn, and in policy making, Is a viable solution to the risks presented by the sex industry as it currently stands.  
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Key   
  Prostitution legal and regulated, brothels are legal and regulated 
  Prostitution legal and regulated, but brothels are illegal 
  Prostitution legal but not regulated, brothels are illegal 
  Prostitution illegal: the clients are criminally prosecuted, but not the prostitutes 
  Prostitution illegal: the prostitutes are criminally prosecuted 
  No data 
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