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1. Why are children & young involved in prostitution? 
2. How are children & young people involved in 

prostitution?
3. What are children and young people’s experiences of 

prostitution? 
4. How are children and young people involved in and 

with experiences of prostitution supported?



Child Prostitution: A form of modern slavery

The USE of children for 
sex in exchange for some 
form of remuneration, 
monetary or otherwise

•Worst form of child 
exploitation
•A form of child slavery



Theorisation of 
Child Prostitution

Children’s Rights Approach: 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 

Optional Protocol on the Sale of 
Children, Child Prostitution and Child 

Pornography

African Charter on the Rights and 
Welfare of the Child - Article 27; 

Article 29 & African Youth Charter -
Article 23 (also, Article 15) 

ILO’s ConvenGon 182 

Structure & Agency: Involvement as a 
personal decision and/or as a result of 

structural factors – involvement as 
economic decision, indentured etc

Feminist perspectives – women’s 
exercising agency or being objectified



Safeguarding the African 
child: Why is the children’s 
rights approach 
inadequate?



Loni’s life story
• Abducted
•Worked at a brothel
• Forced to work
• Denied food 
• Sleep with clients
• Harmed – cut using a razor blade
• Escaped (& rescued)



Labani’s story
• “My job in South Africa was no 

different from slavery. I was getting 
peanuts as my salary despite 
working every day of the week”.
• She was 13 years old when her 

father died, still in Standard 8. 
• Nearly married at 13 but “my sister 

took me to stay with her”. 
• “I am currently the one who 

supports my mother, who is in her 
old age”



Re-focusing the lens:  
Engaging intersectionality & the 

capability approach



Re-focusing the lens: The capability approach
• Concerned with human rights and 

social justice, the approach refers 
to ‘capabilities’, the freedom of 
human beings to: “lead the kind of 
lives they value – and have reason 
to value’ (Sen, 1999 p. 18), and 
functionings, what people actually 
do, or are. 
• A core concept of the approach is 

freedom of choice to lead a valued 
life and achieve what will 
contribute to well-being. 



Re-focusing the lens: The 
capability approach
• “We can only have an adequate 

theory of gender justice, and of 
social justice more generally, if 
we are willing to make claims 
about fundamental entitlements 
that are to some extent 
independent of the preferences 
that people happen to have, 
preferences shaped, often, by 
unjust background conditions” 
(Nussbaum, 2003, p. 40) 



Re-focusing the lens: No 
one leaves
• Adaptive preferences (Nussbaum, 2005): child 

prostitution grounded within key structural 
conditions which constrain girls’ and young women’s 
choices to the extent that involvement in 
prostitution for them emerge as an option/norm 
despite describing the experience as being “less than 
human”

• Ambiguous agency: It is instrumental to identify 
‘freedoms’ and ‘unfreedoms’ – the obligation to do 
something one would not choose to do, if there 
were any plausible alternative - (Sen, 2005; 
Nussbaum, 2005; Bordonaro & Payne, 2012). , p. 
153) 
• Any sense of agency exercised in unconstrained, or significantly less constrained, 

circumstances for children and young people living in precarious circumstances



No one leaves
Normalisation of prostitution (& 

transactional sex)
“Zoyamwira” [hereditary], “za m’magazi” [Involvement is 

“genetic” [in the bloodline]
“For us, it is prostitution”

Restricted choices
Survival involvement: poverty, orphanhood…

(adult & child prostitution – where do you draw the line)
Prostitution leaves girls and young women  with 

little opportunity to ‘plan’ their lives or be treated 
with dignity as people of equal worth to that of 

others (Nussbaum, 2003).



Re-conceptualising involvement in pros3tu3on 
as:
1. happenings constrained by circumstances 

and structural factors; and
2. not only occurring within but also generate 

an intersec(onality of experiences 
requiring different policy & prac3ce 
interven3ons to ensure effec3ve & long 
las3ng ‘safeguarding’ of children (Cho, 
Crenshaw & McCall, 2013) 
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