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if it is inherently detrimental to the wellbeing of 
women and the plight of gender equality. 
 Through analysis of the connections 
between sex work in the West and sex work in 
modern America, a more critical perspective can 
be revealed about the narrative that sex work is 
a means to empower or provide opportunities 
to women. This essay considers the implications 
for, and the motivations of, sex workers in the 
settling of the American West and in America 
today as a means to illustrate how “empower-
ment” is not always at the hands of the women 
involved. Furthermore, the argument that sex 
work can serve as a means for empowerment di-
verts attention from issues of structural inequal-
ity that places women, particlarly low-income 
women and women of color,  in the position 
where commodifying their bodies is far from an 
empowered choice. 
 When American pioneers began to mi-
grate west in the 1850s following the quest for 
land and gold, it was largely the men who would 
venture into the dangerous unknown. As a re-
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buy a plot of land for a dollar or two, and being 
financially independent within months. Women 
became operators and owners of boarding hous-
es and hotels. Today many women earn substan-
tially higher salaries through engagement in sex 
work than they would otherwise be able to earn 
through low-level service jobs. 
 There were also many limitations to the 
mobility and economic success for women in 
the Western frontier that could not be avert-
ed or disrupted by prostitution. In order to be 
successful in the West, women often had to ac-
tively perpetuate stereotypical roles of women. 
For some women, sex work was the only option, 
much as it is for many women today. Rutter de-
scribes the way sex work was often not a choice 
stating, “In reality, sex was the only thing most 
of these desperate women felt they had to sell. 
It was a matter of basic survival” (Rutter, p. ix) 
Middle-class white women who were married 
staunchly promoted their domestic work as a 
means for nation building while women who 
were not married often needed to make an in-
come off of their sexuality. In terms of giving 
women purpose or a role in building a nation, 
this appears to be a positive focus. However, the 
consequence was that women moving out to the 
West were working backwards from the social 

sult, women, seen as far too fair and gentle for 
the frontier, came to be a premium, and thus, in 
high demand. As Dee Brown writes, “Any com-
modity that is both uncommon and universally 
desired becomes overvalued in the market place 
and that was the situation applying to white 
women in the Far West” (Brown, 1973, p. 218) 
 In accounts from the 1850s and 1860s 
there are many stories of men, especially min-
ers, traveling for days just to catch a glimpse of 
a visiting woman. Miners were said to be incred-
ibly kind to women, treating them like “queens” 
and putting them up with shelter and food if 
they happened to come upon their camps. In 
the western frontier, the demand for women ex-
tended beyond sex work alone and many wom-
en made money off of their femininity but not in 
the form of sexual endeavors at all.  Many wom-
en in the Wild West were able to make money by 
performing tasks seen traditionally as “women’s 
labor” including cooking, baking, and house-
keeping, as a way to make money. It was rela-
tively common for single women moving west to 

 The American “Wild West” has histori-
cally been depicted as hyper-masculine. Women 
in the West during the 1840s to the 1870s were 
few and far between and remembered as if they 
existed merely on the sidelines, caring for the 
children and the home when men were busy es-
tablishing a new frontier. Historians have argued 
that women in the West were able to capitalize 
on their scarcity, and use their very being as 
women, to start businesses, gain social capital 
and attain mobility (Brown, 1973). The means 
by which women have used their femininity and 
sexuality as a tool for social mobility and finan-
cial endeavors is easy to glorify, especially when 
it is seen as a surprising manifestation of resis-
tance or empowerment; it is uplifting to imagine 
women being born into little power, moving to 
an entirely new place, recognizing a need they 
could fill and becoming entrepreneurial and suc-
cessful. Similar rhetoric, along with the desire 
to provide women more agency over their own 
bodies and choices, has shaped many of the cur-
rent arguments in support of legalizing prostitu-
tion and other forms of sex work in the United 
States. Looking at the propagation of sex work 
in the Old West provides context that can be ap-
plied to current conversations about whether or 
not sex work can be empowering for women, or 
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progress that reformers were fighting for in the 
East (Zócalo Public Square, 2015). Women in 
both cases, those who were domestic and mar-
ried and considered “pure” and the sex workers 
who were considered “dirty,” were not further-
ing the cause of job equality. Sex work may pro-
vide financial opportunities for women but it 
emphasizes the idea of men and women having 
distinctly, and exclusively, different roles in the 
professional sphere (Dworkin, 2009). 
 Sex work today tends to intensify the 
prominent, and reoccurring, sentiment that the 
worth of women is exclusively in what their 
body can offer or provide for men. Applauding 
sex work for its ability to give opportunities to 
women for financial success reinforces the ways 
that women have historically been valued for 
their bodies over their intellect or talents. The 
less spoken about truth regarding who was able 
to find success being female in the West is that 
often only white middle and upper-class wom-
en who were young and attractive, were able 
to succeed. Today a similar phenomenon exists 

the 19th Century. Sex workers were often ostra-
cized as “dirty” or “impure” and had difficulty 
finding husbands or maintaining financial sta-
bility after their prime years had passed (Sea-
graves, 1994). This is very similar to the state 
of the sex industry today where young women 
have a very short window of time at which their 
value is high. When women age-out of the indus-
try they are left jobless with few prospects and 
little experience that would be respected by po-
tential employers (DeRiviere, 2008). 
 Today many women who find careers in 
the sex industry also do so because they have 
few other options for professional success. Fo-
cusing on glorifying sex work as a means for 
women to be empowered and have financial 
success, diverts attention away from the serious 
need to mitigate the wage gap and provide more 
substantial opportunities to young women. Fo-
cusing on the rags-to-riches, idealistic view of 
prostitution as giving young women access to 
a competitive salary, draws the attention away 
from the need to give young women access to 
other ways of earning a living that do not further 
commodify women’s bodies and sexuality.
 When sex work, particularly prostitution, 
is supported, advocates generally speak to its 
ability to provide women with agency over their 
bodies or that sex work allows women to fully 

where prostitution reinforces the subornation 
of all women but particularly, and dispropor-
tionately so, that of women of color. For women 
of color, who lack access to high-earning, sta-
ble jobs at disproportionate rates to their white 
counterparts, sex work is also more physically 
dangerous as rates of abuse and trauma associ-
ated with the job are substantially higher (Far-
ley, 2018).
 Despite providing opportunities for fi-
nancial success for some women, prostitution 
both in the wild west and in the U.S. today remain 
dangerous professions for women. Prostitution 
the the mid-nineteenth century carried much of 
the same risks that modern prostitution involves 
such as pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseas-
es, physical abuse and social ostracism (Rutter, 
2012). Many young women joining the prostitu-
tion “sisterhood” in the West had been sexually 
abused as children, were living in poverty and/
or lacked access to adequate education. Some 
young women were entirely illiterate (Zócalo 
Public Square, 2015). Furthermore, social stig-
ma against premarital sex was even stronger in 
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women were a commodity that they, the men, could profit off of (Rutter, 2012). If these 
women were unable to marry quickly, the only way to support themselves was through 
selling her “feminine” skills or her body. This phenomenon of men still maintaining 
positions of power over female sex workers is still the norm. Today in even in Nevada, 
where prostitution has been legalized outside of Las Vegas, it is the male brothel own-
ers who possess most of the market power. They enforce strict regulations that limit 
the number of brothels in a county as well as the workers’ mobility. Women who are 
legally working as prostitutes are still doing so at the hands of wealthier businessmen 
who can control where and when she is able to work (Rosenbluth, 2018). 

C
o

n
c

lu
si

o
n

s

embrace their sexuality (Davidson, 
2002). While it is important to pro-
vide women with the opportunities 
to make their own choices about 
their bodies, prostitution and the 
“selling of sex” more generally dis-
enfranchises women as their agen-
cy is still often delegated by men 
(MacKinnon, 2011). In the West, 
women themselves were often not 
the only ones who saw the poten-
tial in the scarcity of their gender. It 
was often the men in the West who 
were creating businesses and mak-
ing profits off of the commodifica-
tion of women. 
 Historians have pointed to 
the great successes women had 
performing on stages at taverns 
and theaters. Surely enough, some 
young women were able to make 
hundreds of dollars in mere weeks 
of performing. They would dance 
on stage, nearly naked, and receive 
a showering of silver coins (Sea-
graves, 1994). If cowboys were able 
to pay a steep price they would 
be granted access to the seclud-
ed, illustrious, “green room” where 
they could be more intimate with 
the stage girls. It was the men who 
were the ones establishing theaters 
and brothels and earning a cut of 
the money from services women 
performed (Brown, 1973). Men 
such as newspaper owner, Asa 
Mercer, were lauded for recruiting 
attractive girls across the country 
to move out west from New York 
promising them careers and hus-
bands. Many young women were 
swayed to move West without mar-
ketable skills, social connections or 
any form of stability waiting for her 
out West. Men who convinced wom-
en to leave everything they knew 
to come West did so knowing that 

 In some regards the topic of legalizing or criminalizing prostitution today can 
be compared to the way women in the Wild West were able to turn their sexuality into 
capital. Women then, and now, have similarly been able to use the demand for their 
services as a way to further their own careers and financial independence. It seems as 
though women should be permitted to engage in prostitution or selling sexual services 
insofar as it is a reflection of women having agency over their own bodies. This prac-
tice begs the question however of whether or not women actually have the control to 
commodify their own bodies or is this only happening in the context of a patriarchal 
society where there is a demand for women’s bodies and a normalization of the fe-
male sex as commodity? Arguing against the promotion of prostitution being labelled 
as an “opportunity” is not to say that prostitution should definitively be criminalized 
or should remain illegal. Legalization has been observed to have substantial positive 
impacts on the safety of women involved in sex work and on reducing the social stig-
matization of sex work (Cunningham & Shah, 2017). It is important instead to remain 
cognizant of who is being empowered and who is benefitting from the commodifica-
tion of women’s bodies and sexuality, because, from business owners to clients, it often 
is still the men.
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