
Doctoral School of Sociology and Communication 

Science  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

THESIS SUMMARY 

 

 

 

 
 

    to the Ph.D. dissertation by 

Fanni Nóra Dés 

„I was looking for trouble all over the EU, blending in everywhere"  

Hungarian women in the prostitution industry between the semi-periphery and the 

core 

 

 

Supervisors:  

Emilia Barna Róza PhD, Judit Takács DSc 

 

 

 

2023, Budapest 

 



 

Department of Sociology 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THESIS SUMMARY 

 

 

 
to the Ph.D. dissertation by 

Fanni Nóra Dés 

„I was looking for trouble all over the EU, blending in everywhere"  

Hungarian women in the prostitution industry between the semi-periphery and the 

core 

 
 

 

Supervisors:  

Emilia Barna Róza PhD, Judit Takács DSc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Fanni Nóra Dés 

 



Table of contents 

 

I. Research background and justification of the topic ................................................................. 4 

1.1 Research background ............................................................................................................. 4 

1.2 Indication of topic .................................................................................................................. 5 

1.3. Research questions ................................................................................................................ 6 

1.4. Structure of the dissertation ................................................................................................... 6 

II. Methodology ............................................................................................................................ 7 

III. The Findings of the dissertation ........................................................................................... 9 

IV. Main references .................................................................................................................. 17 

V. List of own (or co-authored) publications to the topic ........................................................... 23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



I. Research background and justification of the topic 
 

 

1.1 Research background  

 

I started to focus on prostitution as a social problem ten years ago. In 2013 I started doing support 

work, mainly with Hungarian women who were used in the prostitution industry. This was in the 

red light district of Amsterdam, where I volunteered for a charity. During these years the Hungarian 

press started to problematize the situation of Hungarian women who were massively involved in 

the sex industry in Western Europe (e.g. Valkai 2011; Wirth 2011; Bérczes 2012). Throughout my 

work, as I got closer to the women I worked with and learned about their stories, it slowly became 

clear to me the level of oppression and vulnerability they constantly face. It was through these 

experiences that I decided I wanted to explore this issue, and the oppression of women in society 

in general, in more depth.  

 In the course of 2015 and 2016, I went to Zurich twice for internships with one of the city's 

low-threshold services which focuses on women in prostitution. It became clear to me then that the 

decriminalization legislation in Western Europe - the legal environment in which prostitution is 

legal under regulated circumstances - is not able to respond to the real needs of Hungarian women, 

and that professionals working in core countries rarely understand the reality and complex 

circumstances of women from semi-peripheral countries who are present in the prostitution 

industry. As a sociologist and a social worker, I already had professional experiences of extreme 

poverty in Hungary at that time, and therefore did not only see what was happening to these women 

in the sex industry in the core countries, but also had knowledge of where they were coming from 

into the sex industry. For this reason, it became particularly important for me to draw out the 

experiences of Hungarian women in the global prostitution industry, and also to examine how 

Hungarian women in semi-peripheral regions and in core countries become commodified and what 

are the social constraints that determine their experiences in the prostitution industry. In 2018 I 

became a member of Helyzet Working Group (Helyzet Műhely) that explores social theoretical 

issues from an Eastern European position through the tradition of world systems analysis, which 

helped me frame these questions theoretically.  

  I have also been an activist and staff member of NANE Women’s Rights Association since 

2016. NANE Association works at the social, community and individual levels to improve the 

situation of victims of violence against women in the country. My years with the association have 



helped me to deepen my knowledge of the social basis and mechanisms of violence against women, 

the reality of victims in society and the nature of trauma, as well as relevant policy responses to the 

problem. These professional experiences all contributed to the focus my research, to the research 

process and ultimately the writing of the dissertation.   

 

1.2 Indication of topic 

 

 The aim of my dissertation is to highlight the unequal and oppressive structures along which 

lower-class women are exploited in the prostitution industry in the semi-periphery and in the core 

countries of the capitalist world system (Wallerstein 1974). To this end, in my dissertation and for 

my analysis, I draw primarily on the works of feminist authors who reflect on the oppression of 

women, the phenomenon of violence against women, and the prostitution industry in society in a 

global framework and at the level of the capitalist world system (e.g. Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Wilma 

A. Dunaway, Silvia Federici, Wally Seccombe and Claudia von Werlhof). My thesis interprets 

prostitution within both an abolitionist and a socialist feminist framework, accepting the claim that 

the phenomenon of the prostitution industry is a consequence of capitalist patriarchy. It assumes 

that the result of the structural oppression of women is that in social reality men's freedom includes 

the use of women's bodies for sexual pleasure (MacKinnon 1993; von Werlhof 2007). Furthermore, 

it claims that under the influence of the capitalist world system, women's bodies become a fictitious 

commodity (Polányi 2004) that can be purchased by men in the sex industry (von Werlhof 1974). 

I argue, therefore, that both the sex industry and prostitution industry are based on patriarchal and 

capitalist social relations.    

Moreover, the direct aim of my qualitative research is to show the realities and experiences 

of Hungarian women from semi-periphery in the global prostitution industry along the lines of 

feminist empiricism (Skeggs 1997; E. Smith 2005; Lykke 2010; Naples and Gurr 2014). In the 

discourses surrounding the prostitution industry, the semi-peripheral position and the experiences 

and realities of women from semi-periphery are rarely represented (Katona 2020). Feminist 

empiricism aims to make visible the experiences of women's groups based on structural oppression 

that are invisible to society (Skeggs 1997; E. Smith 2005; Lykke 2010; Naples and Gurr 2014). My 

thesis aims to make visible the experiences of Hungarian women about the global prostitution 

industry.        



 

1.3. Research questions 

 

In my thesis, I explore the ways in which the capitalist world system shapes the experiences 

of women in prostitution from the semi-periphery and the core through the following three research 

questions:  

 

(1) How do Hungarian women become commodities in the global prostitution industry?  

(2) How does the patriarchal capitalist world system define the experiences of women from the 

semi-periphery involved in prostitution in the semi-periphery and in the core?  

(3) How does the ongoing violence against women in the global prostitution industry become 

invisible to society?  

 

1.4. Structure of the dissertation  

 

In the theoretical part of my dissertation, I present the general mechanisms of women's oppression 

in the capitalist world system, and more specifically the inequalities that define the global 

prostitution industry. In the first theoretical chapter, I draw on feminist theories of radical feminism 

and world-system analysis to introduce the unequal social structures that define women's 

oppression and, within that, violence against women and sexuality that are essential to 

understanding the phenomenon of the prostitution industry. In the context of sexuality, I devote a 

special section to the historical roots of the male-centredness of sex and the discourses around sex 

in core countries that emerged from liberal feminist theories in the 1990s and continue to frame the 

prostitution industry today. I refute the neoliberal understanding of the prostitution industry as a 

commodification of 'sold' sex, and present the feminist literature that approaches the phenomenon 

from a structural perspective, through the unequal structures of patriarchy and capitalism, which 

argues that women themselves are commodified in the prostitution industry. I will then focus on 

the inequalities that define the prostitution industry in semi-peripheral regions and in the core: the 

feminisation of poverty, racialised inequalities, the feminisation of migration and the regional 

inequalities that define the global prostitution industry. 

 In the empirical part, I will first examine how Hungarian women from semi-peripheral 

regions become fictitious commodities in the global prostitution industry. I analyse the topic 



through the narratives of my interviewees about their entry into the prostitution industry and what 

the sexual act means to them in the context of the prostitution industry. In the next chapter, I 

examine, through a case study, ten interviews, and my fieldwork in Zurich, how the patriarchal 

capitalist world system defines the experiences of women from the semi-periphery involved in 

prostitution in the semi-periphery and in core countries, and to what extent decriminalisation 

policies in place in the core countries can respond to the realities and needs of Hungarian women 

from the semi-periphery. Finally, in the last empirical chapter, I present the violence against women 

in the prostitution industry through the narratives of my interviewees and the mechanisms through 

which violence against women in the industry becomes invisible to society. 

 

 

II. Methodology 

 
 

The primary aim of my research is to make the experiences of Hungarian women in the global 

prostitution industry visible within the framework of feminist empiricism. To this end, I draw on 

the methodological traditions of feminist empiricism in my dissertation. The aim of feminist 

empiricism is to amplify the voices of oppressed groups and make them heard, to show the reality 

of groups that remain invisible to society (Smith 2005; Lykke 2010; Naples and Gurr 2014). 

Feminist empiricism emphasises the importance of looking at the everyday experiences of 

individuals, women, in order to make statements about society (Smith 2005: 45-146), as it is these 

experiences that capitalist patriarchy hides by making unpaid reproductive labour and violence 

against women invisible. In my analysis along the lines of feminist empiricism, I try to place the 

emphasis fundamentally on their perspectives and narratives, even if it is inevitable that in 

interpreting their narratives I will essentially place them within my own interpretation. Skeggs 

(1997: 1-16) draws attention to the responsibility of researchers to bring out the everyday 

experiences of lower-class women for society. In her interpretation, feminist methodology 

challenges the traditional mechanisms of knowledge production and reveals the hidden knowledge 

that emerges from the unequal relations in society. It also reveals the realities of different groups 

of women that have historically emerged under different power relations. 

In my research, I conducted semi-structured interviews with twenty-five women who were 

either involved in the prostitution industry in the past or at the time of the interview. Between 2015 



and 2016, I conducted ten interviews with Hungarian women in Zurich who were selling sex 

illegally on a downtown street called Langstrasse. Between 2019 and 2021, I conducted fifteen 

interviews with women who were involved in the prostitution industry in Budapest and in shelters. 

I also conducted five interviews with professionals who worked with my interviewees in social 

institutions and in Zurich. I use these interviews to contextualize the narratives of the women 

involved in my dissertation. 

I did two internships in Zurich, once for a month and once for six weeks, at a low-threshold 

service of an organisation that targets women in prostitution. I conducted my interviews during 

these periods, between summer 2015 and autumn 2016. In my dissertation, I also draw empirically 

on my field experiences during my internship. The low-threshold service where I did my internship 

is present in all three zones in the city of Zurich where it is legal to sell sex. 

I conducted three interviews with women who were selling their bodies in Budapest at the 

time of the interview, I contacted them through social institutions and interviewed them in the 

institutions.  

The remaining twelve interviews were with women who had left the prostitution industry 

and were living in shelters. In Hungary, shelters are institutions that provide shelter for abused 

women or victims of sex trafficking after they have left an abusive relationship or the sex industry. 

I interviewed women in two shelters, one run by the state and the other by the church. 

My interviewees were between the ages of nineteen and forty. The women who were still 

involved in the prostitution industry tended to be in their early twenties, while those I interviewed 

in shelters were between thirty and forty. The majority of my interviewees came from an 

underprivileged background and half of my interviewees had a Roma background.  Two women 

had less than eight years of primary school education. Twelve of my interviewees had primary 

school education, six of my interviewees had vocational education, and two of my interviewees 

had attended a vocational secondary school. Three of my interviewees had a high school diploma, 

the highest level of education among the women I interviewed. I interpret the narratives of my 

interviewees anonymously in the dissertation, using pseudonyms when quoting from interviews 

with them. My interviewees verbally agreed to be interviewed before they were interviewed. I have 

analysed my interview transcripts using ATLAS. ti software. I analysed the 25 interviews 

according to 78 codes, which were related to the following themes: life path, traumatic events, 

violence, sex, prostitution industry, contacts in the prostitution industry, contacts outside the 



prostitution industry, living conditions, housing, attitude towards Hungary, attitude towards foreign 

countries, plans for the future.  

Women involved in prostitution are classified as a 'hard to reach population' in the 

sociological literature (Faugier and Sargeant 1997: 791; Benoit et al. 2005: 263). This category 

includes groups whose numbers, backgrounds, lifestyles are not known or few comprehensive 

statistics exist, or who belong to a group that, if identified, could be threatening or even result in 

criminal justice consequences. These groups are distrustful of outsiders and feel that they cannot 

share much information with strangers because they could be put at risk. Access to hard-to-reach 

populations can be made even more difficult by a hostile or stigmatising social environment (Benoit 

et al. 2005: 264-265). 

 

III. The Findings of the dissertation 
 

3.1. How do Hungarian women become commodities in the global prostitution industry?  

 

The majority of my interviewees entered the sex trade either by being sold by family members or 

by being used as a profitable commodity by their partner or family. Polány (2004: 104-105) defines 

the concept of commodity as goods produced for sale and the market as a meeting of sellers and 

buyers. However, he points out that all actors in the capitalist economy have a market and those 

actors that are not produced for sale but are nevertheless commodities are called fictitious 

commodities (Polányi 2004: 107). The capitalist world system integrates patriarchal relations for 

the production of capital and social reproduction, and through it women, are used for the production 

of profit (Fraser 2014: 551). The sex industry is one of the representations of this process. Women 

are not produced for the market, so in this sense they cannot be called commodities, but they 

function as commodities in the sex industry, among other things: in the sex industry they are often 

specifically sold and bought, or through patriarchal relations they function as property of men who 

sell them for sexual acts. The narratives of my interviewees clearly contradicted the neoliberal 

approach to the prostitution industry, which frames sex as a commodity in the industry. In their 

narratives, women's bodies became commodities in the industry, from which the pimps, their 

families or partners profited either by selling them or by employing them and the proceeds provided 

a livelihood for their families, pimps or partners.     



In the context of the prostitution industry, sexual acts were a bad and difficult experience for 

my interviewees. The first sexual act in the industry was a shock for several of my interviewees. It 

was a point them when it became clear to them what the sexual act meant in the context of the 

prostitution industry. This is similar to what Saskie Sassen (2002: 518) describes in her study, that 

women are often confronted with the nature of the prostitution industry and the ongoing violence 

present in the industry when they enter it. The following were typical feelings reported in relation 

to sexual acts: exploitation, disgust, fear, a sense of being dirty and shame. Feelings highlighted in 

their narratives may be related to the traumatic nature of these acts for them, as well as the sense 

of shame created by the stigma of the prostitution industry. 

The inseparability of the prostitution industry and violence was also articulated in the interview 

narratives in relation to specific 'deals' in the prostitution industry: from the moment men bought 

women's bodies for money for sexual pleasure, it was difficult for women to define what was and 

was not violence within the 'deal'. Many of the women I interviewed who had already left the 

prostitution industry articulated that they were afraid during the 'business'. For them, domina sex 

was a separate category of sexual acts where users indicated before the act that they wanted to have 

violent sex. These deals were clearly framed by the interviewees as violent, but the fact that the 

violence was stated in advance in relation to the sexual act gave them a sense of control. This may 

origin from a neoliberal approach to the industry, which suggests that for each sexual act, women 

and their users enter into a contract (Jeffreys 2014: 38-61; Ekman 2013 [2010]: 85-119). In the 

case of domina sex, violence is part of the contract, as the user anticipates that he wants to commit 

violence and will pay for it. While in the case where there was no explicit violence on the part of 

the user, women were uncertain whether violence during sexual acts could be called violence. My 

interviewees' attitudes towards sex and men were shaped by the prostitution industry, sex and 

relationships with men caused them difficulties even after years in the industry. 

Despite the fact that motherhood is framed in an idealised feminine role in society, also based 

on the oppression of women, it appeared in the narratives of my interviewees as something that is 

the opposite of prostitution and commoditization. Through which they could meet society's 

feminine expectations despite their participation in the industry. The feminine expectations framed 

by society place the idea of the middle-class woman in centre, which oppose with each other 

sexuality and motherhood. As a result, my interviewees felt the need to continually prove that, 

despite being or having been part of the prostitution industry, they were good mothers. These 



mechanisms are often played out in their lives by the social care system, which in Hungary often 

conveys an attitude towards the women in its sights that distinguishes between a good mother and 

a bad mother. This contrast, is often set up along economic lines and is conveyed to women in the 

lower classes that they are bad mothers. Despite the fact that motherhood often made them 

vulnerable to the industry, it was also a positive factor in their lives during the time they were 

involved in the prostitution industry. In addition, children were often the motivation for my 

interviewees to leave the industry and build a new life. 

 

3.2. How is the patriarchal capitalist world system defining the experiences of women from 

the semi-periphery involved in prostitution in the semi-periphery and in the core?  

 

The transnational prostitution industry was typically entered by my interviewees by being passed 

between pimps. Regardless of the fact that my interviewees entered the prostitution industry from 

similar social backgrounds but through different routes, they had all been to several places abroad 

- most of them in core countries - and each time others profited from their bodies. The only positive 

thing they said about working abroad was that they earned more money abroad, but typically they 

had none of that left. In addition, the conditions were similar to those in Hungary: they were 

controlled by pimps, constantly forced into sexual acts with users and had no real sense of being in 

another country. 

The city of Zurich has tried to improve the situation of women in prostitution by 

decriminalising the phenomena, creating new zones and the Strichplatz, where women can sell 

their bodies while being surrounded by security guards and social workers. However, the 

Strichplatz also fails to ensure that women from poorer regions can work legally; lack of money 

and the need for money mean that these women often cannot earn enough money to support a 

family at home in the ninety days a year that are legally provided, so they stay longer or do not 

have enough money to pay for a day ticket. The sex industry is also flourishing illegally on 

Langstrasse, – where the aim was to eliminate prostitution – and police officers are constantly 

penalised the women who are involved in prostitution. The pimps have not disappeared from the 

city either, they are just less visible, often through the appointment of a cashier. Also, because of 

their Hungarian origin, the women feel they are at the bottom of the hierarchy of the prostitution 



industry, and the Swiss are prejudiced against them. This is made easier by the fact that Hungarian 

women support each other in the city. 

The decriminalisation model aims to legalise 'voluntary' prostitution and to make victims of 

trafficking and related organised crime visible (Kilvington, Day and Ward 2001: 82). The city of 

Zurich responded to an obvious problem around 2012: the trafficking of women, mainly from semi-

peripheral Eastern Europe. In 2013, Strichplatz was created in the city, along with three other zones. 

However, the city has failed to respond to the street prostitution on Langstrasse: women continue 

to work there illegally, victims of exploitative working conditions, completely at the mercy of users 

and brothel owners, while being constantly penalised by the city police. However, social workers 

are also present at and around Langstrasse.  

The decriminalisation model does not take into account the inequalities of the world-system, 

the vulnerability of women from Eastern Europe who come and live in the core. It fails to address 

the conditions of women living in extreme poverty, of pimps who stay at home, of women who are 

marginalised within the prostitution market in the country. In relation to the issue of free choice, 

the model makes the implicit assumption that all women come from a core country, with a middle-

class background, when in fact the women used in prostitution are typically from deep-poverty 

backgrounds.  

In von Werlhof's (2007) critique based on world-systems theory, Swiss men exploit the 

economic vulnerability and invisibility of women from semi-peripheral regions to satisfy their 

sexual desires. This is often the only way for these women to maintain their families, their only 

hope of building a sustainable life. The only assets of semi-peripheral, abjectly poor families that 

can be exploited in the capitalist market are often the bodies of the women in the family, which in 

this case are exploited by the men at core countries.  

Some of the women from semi-peripheral areas work illegally in the city, which the city 

administration is aware of, but does not take effective action to address the phenomenon. Police 

fines and an exploitative housing market built to house women in prostitution in the city, further 

complicate the situation of women. Women are forced to pay the high daily room rates because 

they would not be rented rooms or apartments elsewhere, so the housing market profits from their 

vulnerability. Just as women are doubly exploited: on the one hand, the bodies of women from the 

semi-periphery are used in the core, and on the other, they often have to give part of the money 

they collect from the industry to the pimps. In addition, the money they earn is often used to support 



their boyfriends or husbands who stay at home. So, it is men who also at the core and at the semi-

periphery benefit from the use of women's bodies. However, in many cases, invisible work is also 

framed as the responsibility of women who sell sex in the core countries to the family left at home: 

their multiple exploitation is realised both in terms of sexuality and invisible work. When the 

women are in Zurich, it is typically other female family members who take care of their children 

and the household left at home. When they are at home, they are also responsible for doing the 

housework and the work around the children, despite the fact that they often create the family's 

livelihood by selling their bodies. 

 

3.3. How does the ongoing violence against women in the global prostitution industry become 

invisible to society?  

 

The women I interviewed were exposed to the risk of violence from almost all actors in the 

industry. They had no trust in the authorities and the authorities typically did not protect them. 

They were often protected by actors who themselves had abused them. These mechanisms tend to 

perpetuate women's total isolation and the experience of being on their own, alone. Even if one or 

two of my interviewees did not report being directly victims of violence, they also spoke of their 

fear of violence and of the violence that is ever-present in the industry. The narrative that fear of 

violence in the industry should not be expressed also emerged during the interviews, there is an 

unspoken agreement among women, that fear of violence should be pretended not to be present.  

The women, who were also involved in the prostitution industry at the time of the interview, 

often found it difficult to recount events of violence in their narratives, giving short and often 

emotionless answers. In their narratives, they often had a patriarchal, individualistic framing of the 

narrative of the violence events they had experienced: often the illusion of a sense of control and 

blaming of other women who were victims of violence in the prostitution industry appeared in their 

narratives. Incidents of violence were framed in terms of women who had experienced violence in 

the prostitution industry having done something wrong. In addition, women often blamed 

themselves for being in the industry and for what happened in the industry, disconnecting the 

unequal social structure from their narratives and the phenomenon of violence against women. 

Rather, women who have been in and out of the prostitution industry had a structural, socially 

framed narrative of the violent events they were exposed to in their lives and in the prostitution 



industry. They integrated their life trajectories and prior traumas into the narrative of their 

experiences in the prostitution industry, and interpreted violent events as a phenomenon associated 

with the prostitution industry rather than as individual events independent of the industry. Just as 

they did not only present economic constraints as coercive factors in their involvement in the 

prostitution industry, they also integrated the prior traumas they had suffered in their life paths into 

their narratives of how they were forced into the sex industry.  

These phenomena can also be paralleled with the nature of trauma: the reaction of 

individuals to the trauma caused by violence against women often involves an effort to exclude the 

trauma from their consciousness because of its unintegrability into the self-image and worldview, 

even if the exclusion of traumatic experiences cannot be achieved (Van Der Kolk 2014: 172-199). 

In addition, under the constant threat of violence, the physical and emotional functions of 

traumatised individuals are often generally reduced, limited to survival, which often involves the 

avoidance of other thoughts and feelings. Persons exposed to and threatened by ongoing violence 

gradually learn to change the unbearable reality through deliberate repression of thoughts, 

trivialisation and sometimes outright denial (Herman 2011 [1992]: 111).  

The spatial and temporal distance from the traumatic event also plays an important role in 

the differences in violence and trauma narratives in the two groups. The safe space and distance 

from danger creates the possibility for women who have experienced violence to distance 

themselves emotionally from the traumatic event, often through therapy or other external support. 

Emotional distance provides space for the traumatised individual to associate new meanings with 

the traumatic event, to contextualise the circumstances of the event and to have the space to 

incorporate the traumatic events into a new self-image and worldview (Herman 2011 [1992]; 

Hydén 2008; Van der Kolk 2014).     

The non-verbalisation of trauma also plays a role in rendering unequal social structures 

defined by the capitalist world system invisible: it silences the narrative of violence against women, 

the nature of the prostitution industry and the fear and violence that the industry entails for women. 

It disconnects the prostitution industry from the unequal social structures that produce the industry's 

existence and determine its functioning. Thus, violence and trauma remain invisible in the 

prostitution industry because women, in most cases, lack the opportunity to articulate danger, fear, 

and violence due to the constant presence of danger and vulnerability. A safe and supportive 

environment therefore plays a particularly important role in trauma processing (cf. Herman 2011 



[1992]). The non-narratability of trauma in the prostitution industry is not unrelated to the 

expectations of a patriarchal society, the traumatised person is constantly under the impression that 

trauma related to violence against women cannot and should not be talked about. Thus, the 

experiences of violence and trauma against women in the prostitution industry remain invisible, 

just as women's experiences are generally invisible in the capitalist world system.  

In addition, the sense of solidarity and "sisterhood" of women in shelters towards other 

women who were also victims of the prostitution industry was more pronounced. The issue of 

rivalry and solidarity between women can also be pronounced in the framing of individual 

experiences of violence and trauma. The competition between women for men is also produced by 

unequal structures of patriarchy along the lines of men's position of power, which dictates that 

men's expectations must be met (Marion-Young 1990: 39-63, Federici 2004: 133-162). This rivalry 

impedes the process of women sharing their similar experiences in society, personally experiencing 

the structural groundedness of the violence and trauma that happened to them along similar 

experiences (Herman 2011 [1992]: 19-22; Mies 2014 [1986]: 6-44).  

However, my own role as interviewer - researcher - also showed me that the different class 

situation - even though my own persona certainly had a strong influence on the interview process 

- could in many cases not be bridged through shared female experiences. The class situation can 

make women more vulnerable to patriarchal violence to such an extent that the difference in our 

vulnerability and patriarchal experiences along the lines of our difference was clear to both my 

interviewees and me during the interviews. In recent decades, a dominant strand of the feminist 

movement that framed violence against women has been the one that framed the problems of 

victims of sex trafficking as if class differences in the social phenomenon could be bridged and 

marginalised through a shared female connection in framing the social problem. However, 

economic vulnerability is a determining factor in the process of being forced into prostitution, and 

lower-class women make up the largest segment of the industry (Suchland 2015). Thus, class 

analysis is important when examining both sex trafficking and the prostitution industry.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

3.4. Contribution to the literature 

 

 My research contributes to the empirical literature on the prostitution industry in  two 

respects. On the one hand, research that examines the global prostitution industry from an Eastern 

European, semi-peripheral context, analysing and presenting the experiences of women from semi-

periphery, is rare in the literature. On the other hand, my empirical material and conclusions also 

contribute to the literature from the context that I am simultaneously analysing and drawing 

conclusions from the narratives of women who have left the prostitution industry and who are still 

present in the prostitution industry.  

One of the main theoretical contributions of my dissertation to the literature is that I draw 

on both Marxist feminist and radical feminist literature for empirical analysis and, drawing on my 

interviews, show that the two theoretical traditions are not in opposition to each other. A structural 

analysis of both capitalism and patriarchy is essential in order to make sense of the unequal 

relations between women and men in general, and of the global prostitution industry and its 

structures in the capitalist world system. Each theoretical approach typically acknowledges the 

structural theoretical underpinnings of the other as playing a role in the oppression of women and 

the phenomenon of prostitution, but the Marxist feminist literature is dominated by a critique of 

the capitalist social order, while the radical feminist literature is dominated by a critique of 

patriarchy. While radical feminist literature focuses essentially on core countries, ignoring 

geopolitical inequalities, Marxist feminist literature ignores the patriarchal nature of violence 

against women and the prostitution industry. As von Werlhof (2007) has pointed out, capitalism 

integrates unequal structures of patriarchy and oppression of women, and uses the resulting 

violence against women and prostitution industry to accumulate capital. The prostitution industry 

is also defined by the unequal relations between women and men, unequal sexuality and violence 

against women that result from patriarchy, as well as by class and geographical inequalities and 

the nature of capitalist industries. The fictitious commodification of women (Polányi 2004) is one 

of the foundations of the prostitution industry, and women become actors in the market as a result 

of the capitalist social order. Another major theoretical contribution of my dissertation to the 

literature is the paucity of authors on the subject who interpret the prostitution industry and the 

experiences of women involved in prostitution from semi-peripheral countries through the 



theoretical tradition of world-systems analysis (see also Shapkina 2014; Suchland 2015; Katona 

2020).     
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Csányi, G., Gagyi, Á., & Kerékgyártó, Á. (2018). Társadalmi reprodukció. Az élet  
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Szociális munka folyóirat, 7(2). 

Dés, F. N. (2021). Costs of social mobility in the context of intimate partner relationships.“It  

is really easy to be angry at someone who is in front of me and not at the system, which 

produces the inequalities between us”. Szociológiai Szemle, 31(3), 51–73. 

http://doi.org/10.51624/SZOCSZEMLE.2021.3.3 

Csányi, G., Dés, F., & Gregor, A. (2022). Pornification as Westernization on the semi- 

periphery: The history of the Hungarian ‘porn boom’in the 1990s. Sexualities 0(0). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607221092651 
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