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The history of prostitution is as old as human history. Prostitution 

has been both accepted and rejected as a profession. However 

what has turned prostitution into a controversial and contentious 

activity is its unstable matrix of adaptability in different eras of 

human history. Like all other discourses developed both as a 

concept and activity prostitution has also claimed an intellectual 

ground of inquiry.  Therefore, seen from the perspective of social 

history ,a discipline that identifies processes of social change as a 

historical phenomenon, prostitution can also be seen as an 

institution. To that effect Therefore, from classical to modern 

world prostitution as a social reality has undergone various 

transformations. The existing literature on the subject of 

prostitution shows this difference.  The current study is an attempt 

to compare and contrast the existing and historical configurations 

responsible for the occurrence of prostitution ensuing a discursive 

discourse. Since this paper is  based on quantitative research 

design  for the collection of the required data a survey was 

conducted through 270 respondents i.e. prostitution selected on the 

basis of convenient sampling technique. The findings of the study 

show that historically economic and religious factors were  most 

instrumental in accomplishing prostitution as a profession. 

However, in contemporary world psychological, and social issues 

are also important factors responsible for the growth of 

prostitution as a profession Most of all, in modern world 

economics is huge factor behind proliferation of prostitution. 

 

 

Background of the study 

 

Prostitution, arguably, is one of the oldest profession that has survived. There are 
however multiple causes of occurrence and growth of of prostitution. Presence of 
prostitution in the history is easily observable and it had been present in different 
civilizations with different shapes, modes and forms. Social history is an important 
sub-discipline of history that traces out any social phenomenon over a longer 
period of time. Social history deals with the social structure with a specific and 
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well directed focus on social change that occurs with a longer time span. There are 
two broader facets that are included in the study of social history (Fairburn 2004).  

 

 The first area that the social history focuses is on the social status, caste 
and class system and how society is composed of different factors 
throughout the history. This mainly studies the structure and composition 
of the society. 

 
 The second area that the social history studies, relates to the study of social 

movements and gradual changes that take place in the society. 
 
Throughout the history, presence of prostitution cannot be negated however the 
factors that are responsible for the prostitution can be widely different owing to 
cultural variables. But socio-cultural and religious factors are alsoassociated with 
the occurrence of the prostitution. However, in modern era, through social change, 
new factors fostering the prostitution have also been identified (Conrad 2001). 
Some of the factors are present throughout the history however some new factors 
have been emerged. The current study is an attempt to compare and contrast the 
existing and previous factors that led to the presence and spread of the prostitution. 

 

Factors of Prostitution 

 

There are a number of the reasons of prostitution i.e. lower socio-economic status, 
psychological pressure, the criminal nature of the parents and most importantly the 
lack of education. Poverty is one of the important reasons that promotes 
prostitution because the people of remote areas have limited job opportunities. 
They suffer from a number of economic issues that force them to involve their 
children especially the girls in prostitution (Thompson et al 2013).  
Family pressures compel girls to become involved in prostitution. Prostitution, 
indubitably, in any society  is a reprehensible profession. . Prostitutes are almost 
outcast and are figures of social periphery.  People or families involved in 
prostitution even if they do not have a history of prostitution are socially shunned, 
and become easy victims of social abuse. It is apathetic that no one sees the causes 
behind ones involvement in this profession. But there are a number of cases which 
reveal that prostitutes do not choose this profession by their will but are rather 
forced by social, economic and psychological pressures. Carrying a baggage of a 
past of deprivation subjects of prostitution are humiliated and traumatized to such 
an extent that they began to take their bodies for granted. Their bodies become 
marketable commodities. . For that matter, really a serious issue of our society that 
needs the attention of the government and policy makers (Jackson et al. 2009). 
 
 
Moreover, tlack of education is one of the prime factors of prostitution because 
uneducated people are not conscious of the merits and demerits of different social 
settings. The parents who prefer to sell their children topimps, brothel-keepers, and 
humantraffickers are mostly uneducated. They do not have a minimal moral  that 
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they are culpable of consigning their children to a socially disapproved profession 
which  will destroy their future and coming generation as well (Nkala 2014).  
Nearly half of the women prostitutes belong to families who  are already involved 
in prostitution. They take this profession like the other regular professions in 
which they offer sexual services and in return they get monetary benefits. Modern 
concept of escort services and of sex-workers(who are tax-payers) is an example 
of commercialization of prostitution as a lucrative profession. This shows that 
originally prostitution is a self-perpetuated activity. On the other hand, socially 
segregated and economically impoverished sections of society. take part in this 
sector because they do not have social value in the society so they feel comfortable 
in providing sexual services as well (Qayyum et al. 2013). In a way these people 
are unable to come to terms with their low social self-esteem. A number of studies 
show that in Pakistan psychological pressure is also an important determinant of 
prostitution. The physical and sexual abuse both in childhood and adolescence at 
home leads to psychological complexities ultimately forcing an individual at a 
much younger age to expose his/her genitalia.  The teenagers who face sexual 
abuse at their homes or job placement are more likely to become prostitutes 
because they have seen and experienced that what a sexual intercourse is all about 
(Ramesh et al 2008). 
 
Correspondingly, homelessness is another factor for growth  prostitution because 
social status is measured by residential status. Homeless are the most vulnerable 
to prostitution.  Families who have no shelter or a place to live with dignity 
choose prostitution to compensate for their trauma of homelessness. Harlots and 
kerb-crawling call girls in search of clientele frequent seedy motels and hotels and 
ironically these places become their make-shift homes. Since shelter or home is a 
basic necessity therefore homeless families use every method to get regular  
facilities like home andadopt prostitution as their profession (Spice 2007). 
Symbolically, at least for economically marginalized prostitution becomes a 
spatial field of unfulfilled desires. Similarly, , the youth gets involved into the use 
of drugs as a fashion but later on they become habitual drug addicts. The lack of 
the economic resources to fulfill their needs of drugs forces them finally to present 
their bodies for sexual services in order to get drugs (Brown 2013). 

 

Factors of prostitution in the history 

 

Prostitution was present in very civilizationwhich not only establishes 
phallocentric hegemony of societies but also women’ s status to be shamefully 
reductive. Greek and Roman civilizationand literature has plenty of reference to 
prostitution. In fact one of the primary reason of the fall of the Roman Empire is 
the frequency of womanizing let alone prostitution.  The presence of the 
prostitution as a profession is found existent in the Pagan societies as well as in 
Greek civilization in the name of Hetaera (Kofman et al, 2000). In Cyprus and 
ancient Japan women must participate in activities of prostitution in order to show 
eligibility for a marriage. Hence, there is no doubt that prostitution remained 
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present long ago but the historical traces show that the factors were somewhat 
different from what they are now inthe modern world. 

 

According to Brents& Sanders, 2010, the most important factor that is responsible 
for prostitution is economic drive that pushes an individual to indulge into this 
activity. Hence, the role of economics cannot be overlooked. However, 
prostitution historically has been nurtured under religious obligations and 
disguises. Temple prostitutes, the euphemistic figure of devadasis(girls given to 

God or priest) were quite prevalent in Hindu Brahmanic religion and in order to 
get salvationthese girls used to offer sexual services to the management of the 
temple.  However, some scholars are of the opinion that they are only slaves and 
provide sexual services for money but some attach this activity to only religious 
ceremony. This practice was abolished in 1988; however the activity remained in 
practice as the part of Yellamma religion (Mai, 2009).Similarly, in Chinese, 
Ottoman and Mughal civilization there was this concept of keeping 
concubines.Concubinageis a softer version of legitimate prostitution. The Muslim 
notion of harm(a place where women lived in segregation from male) is quite 
debatable as royalty and elite class often exploited the institution of marriage and 
kept many women to entertain and please them as providers of sex.  

 
Hence, it can be inferred that prostitution was due to economic as well as some 
religious factors. In addition to that, some prostitutes entered into the profession 
on account of force and some of them were got involved into this profession on 
account of their self exercised sheer personal choice. 

 

Prostitution in Pakistan 

 

An industry in which a person provides sexual services in exchange to the money 
or other goods is known as prostitution or sex industry and a person who provides 
sexual services and earns money in reward is termed as a sex worker or prostitute 
(Goodlin 2009). This profession is present since long in history and according to 
Dickson, 2004, the proportion of female sex worker is on the rise and globally 
there are 1.8 million people attached to this profession. The prevalence of this 

profession in Pakistan is highly observable and some major cities are famous for 
such activities for instance Lahore, Karachi and Multan are to be mentioned in 

particular. Only in Lahore 26000 females provide sexual services on daily basis for 
earning money owing to different reasons. In Pakistan, the trafficking of children 
and women is illegal and their involvement in the prostitution is also considered to 
be the violation of law that is prohibited strongly (Bokhari et al, 2007). In addition 
to that, prostitution in Pakistan is further associated with some ethnic groups as in 
Lahore, the Christian community, being economically marginalized,  is reported to 
be attached itself with this profession and by the same token in Karachi, 
Bangladeshi Burmese prostitutions are famous for providing sexual services. 
Again, the  major reasons for them involving into this profession remain poverty 
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and lower socio-economic status. Within the cultural context of the country, 
prostitution can be broadly divided into three major categories. These three 
categories are home based, street based and brothel houses. However,despite a 
strong moral antagonism and societal reaction to prostitution escort agencies and 
call girls survives are also on the rise in Pakistan. This means that globalization is 
responsible for this build-up to modern modes of prostitution. In the wake of the 

modernization of the institution of prostitution it can be concluded that while 
prostitution is mainly adapted by economically lower classes nevertheless there are 
certain sections of society who come to this profession willingly.Hence, 
prostitution can also be categorized into two broader categories of voluntary and 
non- voluntary prostitution. 

 

Objectives of the study 

 
The current study is designed to address two major objectives. Each objective of 
the study is based on certain type of data which will help achieve the objective of 
the study. 
 

 What are the factors in the contemporary world that lead to the 
prostitution? 

 
 Compare and contrast between existing and previous factors of 

prostitution. 
 
The first objective of the study will be addressed with the help of primary data in 

the form of quantitative data. However, the second objective of the study has been 
taken up with the help of both secondary and primary data. 
 

Significance of the study 

 

Identifying factors of any social problem has certain implications and benefits for 
the society as it enables the policy makers to work on those factors to curb and 
uproot that particular issue. In the course of the current study, the intension was on 
finding out some key socio-economic and psychological factors behind 
prostitution. The findings of the study are utmost beneficial to draw a roadmap in 
line with the factors identified during the research that as to how to eliminate this 
issue and remove the factors. This will not only help the society as a whole but the 
individual suffering from this issue shall also be taken into account. As this 
profession is culturally and religiously prohibited in Pakistan and legal provisions 
also curtail it. Hence, identifying the factors will not only help the society to get 
rid of this social menace but also the individuals who are suffering at the atrocities 
of this profession. 
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Methods and materials 

 

The current study is based on the quantitative research and applied survey research 
design to highlight the factors which are instrumental and trail blazers of the 
emergence, existence and spread of prostitution. The quantitative research is the 
best suited for this kind of research where the researcher intends to find out the 
answer to the research question on the basis of quantitative data (Creswell, 2012). 
In addition to that, the study is based on descriptive research design as the study 
does not intend to examine the predictive relationship between the variables rather 
only evaluate to describe the relationship. 

 

Sample size 

 

The sample size of the current study is 270 respondents i.e. prostitutes. This 
sample size was adjusted on the basis of the convenience of the researcher and not 
on the basis of some statistical operations. This was due to the fact that the 
population of the study is very rare and difficult to reach. In addition to that, the 
cultural limitations and boundaries were a critical factor that led the researcher to 
adopt convenience based sample of 270 respondents. 

 

Sampling technique 

 

Not only the sample size but sampling technique adopted by the researcher was 
also a convenient sampling technique. As stated above, the population is difficult 
to reach and culturally sensitive hence identification of the respondents was a 
difficult and a herculean task. In addition to that, the non-availability of the 
sampling frame i.e. the list of the respondents also led the researcher to adopt for 
the convenience sampling technique (Creswell and Clark 2011). Convenience 
sampling technique is mostly applied where the population is sensitive and no 
formal list of the respondents is available to the researcher. Hence, keeping in 
view the aforementioned technical, difficult and unsurpassable barriers, the 
researcher used the convenience sampling technique. 

 

Tool for data collection and field experience 

 

A pre-coded questionnaire was formulated by the researcher and was administered 
by the researcher in the field. The researcher personally visited the field and 
contacted the respondents by himself. The researcher sought for the help of some 
personal references and gate keepers to access the target population and retrieve 
the data. It was a difficult job for the researcher as some ethical issues and moral 
boundaries confronted and posed to be the serious threat to the researcher. Seeking 
the trust of the target population was a very important move for the researcher 
during the data collection. 
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Analysis of the data 

 
The analysis of the data was based on the research design of the study as the 
research design of the study was based on descriptive research design hence the 
quantitative data analysis was also based on this trend. The data was analyzed on 
the basis of the frequency distribution and cross tabulation. 

 

Ethical consideration 

 

The topic of the study as well as respondents of the study is very sensitive and 
information retrieved from them is also culturally and legally sensitive. Therefore, 
during the data collection, maintaining ethical issues and observance of secrecy 
were the major and mind boggling tasks. However, the researcher tried hard to 
tackle and honor the ethical issues. The following ethical issues were observed by 
the researcher:  

 Anonymity of the respondents was ensured 

 Confidentially of the data provided was also maintained 
 

 No legal and psychological harm was enacted on them during the data 
collection 

 
 Maintaining a fair distance and rapport building was necessary but it was 

done within the professional limitation of the researcher. 
 

Analysis of the quantitative data 

 
The analysis of the data obtained from the participants of the study is presented 
here in the form of frequency distribution and cross tabulation. Some socio-
demographic features are also presented along with some questions related to the 
social, economic and psychological factors of the prostitution. An important aspect 
of the study of the prostitution is the geographical distribution of the prostitution or 
the source to which they belong to. The respondents of the current study were 
asked about the area of residence and the study found that40.7% of the respondents 
were from rural areas background while 59.3% were from urban areas. This shows 
that the majority of the prostitutes were from the urban areas with respect to their 
background.  
 

Table No.1 Current Working Area 

  Frequency Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Traditional 82 30.4 30.4 

 Modern 188 69.6 100.0 

 Total 270 100.0  

 

The current area of the prostitution activity is also very important to understand 
the factors that lead to this activity. The Lahore walled city or the inner city is very 
famous for this kind of activities however the trend has changed and now most of 
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the activities of the prostitution are in the modern localities of Lahore. In this 
regard, the respondents of this study were asked and it came outthat 30.4 percent 
of the prostitutes who were included in the current study were from the traditional 
locality of Lahore. However, 69.6 percent of the prostitutes were from the modern 
localities of Lahore.  
 

Table No 2 Level of Education 

 Frequency Valid Percent 
Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Illiterate 33 12.2 12.2 

Primary 33 12.2 24.4 

Matric 55 20.4 44.8 

Intermediate 65 24.1 68.9 

Graduation 63 23.3 92.2 

above BA 

(Graduation) 
21 7.8 100.0 

Total 270 100.0  

  
Level of education was another important socio-demographic variable that the 
researcher intended to dive deep into. The study found that 12.2% of the 
respondents were illiterate while same number of the participants i.e. 12.2% were 
primary pass. On the same token, 20.4% of the respondents were Matric pass and 
a  
good amount i.e. 24.1% had level of education till intermediate. Similarly, 23.3% 
had graduation level of qualification and 21 respondents which constitute 7.8% 
were having education above BA. So, as a whole about 55.2% of the respondents 
were having education above Matric which is a very huge number that shows that 
the profession of prostitution is not confined to the lower education level of people 
rather the educated people are also involved into it. 

 

An important aspect of the current study was to find out that whether the 
prostitutes work alone or work in the form of a group under the supervision or 
control of a pimp. As in new modes of the prostitution, many sex workers can 
work independently hence it was important to examine that how prostitutionworks. 
It wasfound that 40% of the prostitutes work independently while 60% of them 
work under the control of a pimp or some other organizational structure. So, 
despite the emergence of the new modes still most of the prostitutes work under 
some protective supervision.  
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Table No.3  Level of education * Involved due to poverty Cross 

tabulation 

Count 

 Involved due to poverty Total 

No Yes  

Level of 

Education 

Illiterate 19 14 33 

Primary 9 24 33 

Matric 18 37 55 

Intermediate 30 35 65 

Graduation 24 39 63 

Above BA 

(Graduation) 
4 17 21 

Total 104 166 270 

 
Poverty is a very important factor behind prostitution and the existing literature has 
also shown that the lower socio-economic status leads to the higher prevalence of 
the prostitution. A question was asked from the respondents regarding prostitution 
and its relationship with poverty. The fore furnished table shows that out of total 
270 respondents 166 reported YES which implied that due to poverty they were 
indulged into that profession and 104 respondents stated NO to that question. 
Hence, the statistics shows that most of the respondents adopted this profession on 
account of poverty. However, the same question with regard to the level of 
education shows that from Matric to BA and above BA, 128 respondents stated 
YES i.e. involved due to poverty and in the same educational level only 76 
reported NO which showed that more than half of the respondents were involved 
into this profession due to poverty. 
 

Table No.4 Level of Education * Any prior Frustration Cross Tabulation 

Count 

 Any prior Frustration Total 

No Yes  

Level of 

Education 

Illiterate 20 13 33 

Primary 15 18 33 

Matric 33 22 55 

Intermediate 36 29 65 

Graduation 29 34 63 

Above BA 

(Graduation) 12 9 21 
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Total 145 125 270 

 
Frustration is an important psychological aspect that leads to an  anti-social 
behaviour and is also associated with prostitution. So this was an important aspect 
of the current study and the study found as reflected in the above table, that 125 
respondents stated YES i.e. they felt frustration owing to certain reasons before 
adopting prostitution as the profession. However, 145 respondents stated NO, but 
keeping in view the knowledge of the respondents about the psychological issues, 
the number of respondents i.e. 125 is very high. With regard to the level of 
education, the above table shows that graduation level prostitution was the highest 
to show that they felt any frustration which is 34 and even 9 respondents above the 
level of BA also stated YES to the frustration as the cause behind the prostitution 
activity. 
 

Table No.5 

Background Area of Residence * peer influence Cross tabulation 

 

Count 

 Peer Influence Total 

No Yes  

Background 

Area of 

Residence Rural 60 50 110 

 Urba 46 114 160 

Total 106 164 270 

  
 
The above table shows that background area of the residence predicts the role of 
peer in the prostitution. The table shows from urban background 114 respondents 
said YES and only 46 said NO to the influence to the peer in the involvement in 
the profession of prostitution. However, for the rural area participants 50 said YES 
and 60 said NO to this question which showed that the influence of the peer was 
more in the urban areas than in that of the rural. 

 

Conclusion 
 
On the basis of the quantitative data the study concludes that social, economic and 
psychological factors are the most important factors which contribute towards the 
occurrence, growth,  and extension of of prostitution. The study further concludes 
that poverty is a major factor along with peer influence and other social factors. In 
addition to that psychological factors in the form of frustration are also an 
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important factor behind prostitution. An important objective of study was to 
compare the factors of the prostitution from history and current scenario. The study 
concludes that in the history economic and religious factors were most important 
and instrumental elements that were responsible for the prostitution. Lower socio-
economic status and prostitution on account of poverty were considered the major 
factors of the prostitution in the history along with religious obligations and some 
social issues. However, in the modern era some psychological and social issues are 
the important factors of the prostitution. However, economic factors still remain at 
the top of the ladder when assessing the factors of the prostitution both in the 
history and in the present era. 
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