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INTRODUCTION 

 
The Dominican Republic's history is scarred by the legacy of colonial mismanagement, plantation slavery and foreign 
intervention, a legacy which continues to impede the country's economic growth (see Ferguson, 1992). Over the past 
two decades, the Dominican Republic has experienced growing debt problems (partly due to the falling price of sugar, 
the country's main commodity on the world market), unemployment (now estimated at 23%) and high inflation. 
 
These factors, combined with pressure from world financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), have forced the Dominican Republic to look to tourism for economic salvation. Foreign owned companies, 
including the German owned LTI, have invested heavily in the Dominican Republic taking advantage of the generous 
incentives given by the Dominican Government (including a ten year exemption on income tax, corporate and local 
tax, as well as duty free imports of goods not locally available). 
 
Some 1,500,000 tourists now visit the Dominican Republic annually, many of them taking cheap, all inclusive 
package holidays provided by foreign owned travel conglomerates. 
 
Since the government allows foreign companies to repatriate profits to their home country, the wealth generated by 
mass tourism does more to swell pension funds and shareholders' bank accounts in Europe and North America than it 
does to raise the living standards of Dominican people, whose average annual per capita income remained a paltry US 
$830 in 1992. 
 
Meanwhile, national and international economic policies create the conditions which generate a supply of cheap 
labour for the tourist industry. Although the Dominican Republic's exports include gold, silver, coffee, tobacco, 
nickel, bauxite and an expanding agro-industrial sector which produces for the large American market, the IMF and 
World Bank did not include strengthening these industries as part of the country's recommended 'stabilisation plan'. 
 
Instead, efforts were concentrated on the tourist industry and the creation of Industrial Free Zones (IFZs) which offer 
the same incentives to foreign manufacturing firms that are offered to those investing in the tourist industry (i.e., cheap 
labour and tax concessions). The predominantly female workforce in these IFZs undertakes labour intensive jobs and 
wages dropped to around 35 cents an hour in the early 1990s (Ferguson, 1992). 
 
As is the case in so many of the countries which host both multinational corporations in search of cheap labour and 
sex tourists in search of cheap prostitutes, it is the annexation and depletion of subsistence land and which underpins 
the supply of women and girls whose economic desperation makes them so very exploitable. Over the past 15 years 
the Dominican Government has supported the redistribution of land away from the poorest. It has allowed the 
government controlled sugar industry to shift into the hands of foreign business such as the US owned Dole Fruit 
Company. 
 
The new large scale export agriculture business has also marginalised some 40,000 people once dependent on coffee 
production in small scale family holdings (Ferguson, 1992). The overall effect of these land reforms has been to 
restrict domestic food production and create an increasingly large landless population. 
 
It is women who have borne the brunt of these 'reforms' (Moves and Grant, 1987). This is for two main reasons. First, 
almost 30% of households are woman-headed (ENDESA,1991) and land reform has led to a crisis drop in levels of 
food sufficiency, so that subsistence in rural areas is barely guaranteed. 
 
Second, it is increasingly difficult to find work in the countryside. Women traditionally contributed to the family 
income through small scale low productivity economic activity or temporary seasonal work that did not interfere with 
their reproductive role. Although most of the work that they performed was often low paid, unstable and labour 
intensive, even this type of work is now unavailable. 
 
This, coupled with poor education levels that produce high illiteracy rates among these women (it is estimated that 
little more than 50% are able to read and write), has meant that very few are able to support themselves or their 
children. 
 



They are therefore forced to migrate in large numbers either into the new development areas in search of work in the 
IFZs or into tourist areas where prostitution is often the only source of income (Moves and Grant, 1987). As Crummett 
(1987:251) notes about Latin America as a whole, it is young women and teenage girls of the poorer peasantry who 
are the most vulnerable to these migratory pressures. 
 
The economic plight of these young women is further compounded by the intense sexism evident in Dominican 
society at every level. Questions affecting women's equality have yet to be addressed in the Dominican Republic. 
Abortion is illegal, domestic violence and sexual abuse is rife. 
 
Aldebot (1995) claims that in popular thought, women are divided into two categories in the Dominican Republic: the 
huenas, those who remain virgins until marriage, then become mothers and care for the family (offering their sexual 
services to just one man), and the malas, who have uncontrollable sexual urges and satisfy many men. 
 
Machismo continues to play a direct dictating role in relationships between men and women. For most men it is 
important to exercise control over a woman and status is attached to a man who has a wife (mujer), a mistress (amante) 
and a girlfriend (novia). 
 
Although divorce and separation is still frowned upon and a family unit is popularly defined by the presence of an 
adult male, it is estimated that the percentage of households headed by women has risen from 9.5% in 1970 to 29.5% 
in 1991. In other words, there are about half a million women bringing up families on their own, usually with no 
financial help or moral support form their ex-partners or from the wider society (ENDESA 1991). According to 
Guiterio (1995), 26.7% of these women are under 35 years of age and 25% of woman headed households are 
dependent on a single wage-earner who is usually in a low paid occupation. 
 
Without the inclusion of a male representative, these single parented families have been marginalised and even 
referred to as 'No familia' (Hoy,7 October 1995). In such a social and economic climate, prostitution is often the only 
viable option for women who have a family to support. In these ways, economic and gender oppression combine to 
make single parent women especially vulnerable to prostitution. The same can be said about child prostitution. 
 
A UNICEF report on child prostitution in the Dominican Republic published in 1994 concludes that poverty, lack of 
alternative earning opportunities and the lack of a stable family unit are the factors usually associated with prostitution 
of young girls (Silvestre et al, 1994). Girl children are denied access to work that boy children often undertake, such 
as shoeshine, bottle collecting, selling sweets or becoming messengers. 
 
Research with child prostitutes found that 30% of those aged between 12 and 15 years old were illiterate and that girls 
in particular had not been encouraged to stay on at school. 
 
Poorer families cannot afford to send their children to school after the age of eight years, when parents have to pay 30 
pesos per month per child as well as supplying school uniform and books. The majority of the girls under 18 involved 
in the sex trade told researchers that they 'didn't like school' and saw marriage as their only hope for advancement. 
 
In some areas, up to 60% of the children working as prostitutes had given birth to one or more children by the age of 
18, some of whom were fathered by clients. In other words, sexism serves to further restrict the opportunities open to 
poor girl children. 
 
There are other ways in which it could be argued that sexism in the Dominican Republic is linked to the supply of 
female sex workers. The incidence of child abuse, incest and rape of girls between the ages of 12 and 15 is very high 
according to the UNICEF research and it is also the case that girls are often initiated into sexual activities at an early 
age by someone in their close circle of family or neighbours. The country's poverty, combined with its Catholicism, 
means that both sex education and access to contraception are very limited, which accounts for the high number of 
teenage pregnancies. Many girls are sexually exploited by family and 'friends' from the age of 12 onwards, and 
prostitution becomes a logical extension of this when they need to financially support themselves.* 
 
'Lourdes Contreas contends 'the crux of prostitution is found in the subordination of the woman. Attacking the bases of patriarchy is then, the 
only way to irradiate it in the culture' Mujer/Fempree: July 1995: No.165:10). 



Having taken this route to survival, the girls are then labelled as 'unrespectable' and become socially marginalised, 
even though it is recognised that many families are economically dependent on the sexual labour of women. In other 
words, sexism helps to push these girls into prostitution and then condemns them for it. 
 
It is also important to recognise the role that racism plays in determining the life chances of individual Dominicans. 
The Dominican Republic has a population of some seven million, of which 70% are of mixed descent ('mulatto' or 
'mesitzo'), 15%  are of African descent and the rest are of white European descent (Ferguson 1992). 
 
As in other Caribbean countries, one of plantation slavery's most pernicious legacies is the existence of a 
'pigmentocracy'. Historically, lighter skinned men and women: 
 

were given preferential treatment and occupied a superior position within the slave hierarchy.. not only 
did the pigmentocracy operate at the level of ideology per se, it also performed as a material force joining 
tightly together colour with class position and privilege, neatly overlapping, over-laying and imbricating 
them, thus generating and upholding the forced coincidence of colour and class in Caribbean societies 
which has lasted to the present day (James, 1994:234-5). 

 
Today, every Dominican is still issued with an identity card at the age of 18 which specifies their 'racial' category. 
There are seven 'racial' classifications which range from 'White' to 'Mestizo, 'Light Indian', 'Dark Indian', 'Light 
Mulatto', 'Dark Mulatto', and 'Black'. 
 
Individuals are categorised on the basis of the subjective perceptions of a government official who classifies these 
individuals according to their visible phenotypical characteristics. 
 
As an ex slave society, racism is heavily institutionalised and racist ideologies continue to oppress black people. 
Economic status in the Dominican Republic is usually connected to racial identity, since the richer Dominicans are 
typically white descendants of colonialists who have maintained their superior economic position, while the poorer 
black descendants of slaves have remained in the lower echelons of Dominican society. 
 
Such issues have not been addressed at either a political or social level and many Dominicans still buy into the racist 
ideology which keeps white and light skinned Dominicans at the top of the social hierarchy (the intense hatred of 
Haitians who are commonly referred to as 'monos' - monkeys - is indicative of attitudes towards darker skinned black 
people). Many Dominican women therefore see 'whitening' themselves and/or their children as a form of social 
mobility. 'Beauty' treatments largely consist of hair straightening and skin lightening, while marriage to a white 
foreign man is often imagined to offer a quick route to higher social status as well as affluence for both the woman 
and her prospective children. 
 
In terms of understanding the supply of sex workers in the Dominican Republic, it is necessary to consider the 
economic, gendered and 'racialised' oppressions that operate upon Dominicans. These factors cannot be clearly 
separated. Women bear the brunt of the economic problems because this is a deeply sexist society; black and 'mulatta' 
women are still more vulnerable because their situation is affected not just by poverty and sexism but also by racism. 
The complexity of this web of oppression is also illustrated by the fact that poverty forces boy children as well as girls 
into prostitution and encourages black men as well as women to prostitute themselves. 
 



THE ORGANISATION OF PROSTITUTION 
IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 

 
Prostitution is illegal in the Dominican Republic and the age of sexual consent is 18, but child prostitution is a visible 
and growing phenomenon. The UNICEF report on the problem estimates that there are now at least 25,000 children 
involved in the sex trade in the Dominican Republic, of whom 63% are girls (UNICEF, 1994). 
 
Though there is, and has always been, some local demand for child prostitutes, it is tourism that has fuelled the rapid 
growth of this market for children bodies. 
 
As elsewhere in the world, prostitution in the Dominican Republic takes a number of different organisational forms. 
There is a formal sex industry within which the work of prostitutes is controlled by third parties and there is an 
informal sector of the sex trade wherein women, men and children prostitute themselves independently or are 
prostituted in an opportunistic and ad hoc fashion by relatives, pimps or 'friends'. 
 
There is police and military involvement in both sectors of the sex trade. Corrupt policemen and other officials exert a 
good deal of control over third party involvement in prostitution, offering protection to those brothel and bar owners 
who pay for it, as well as sexually abusing, harassing and extorting money from prostitutes who attempt to work 
independently. 
 
 

Exploitation in the Formal Sector 
 
There are two main types of brothel in the Dominican Republic: casa familials and bar-brothels. Casa familials are 
typically run as follows. 
 
The owner indirectly employs between 10 and 20 prostitutes who live in the establishment. There is a bar or parlour in 
the front of the building where clients can take their pick of these prostitutes. The client then pays the owner a casa fee 
(100 to 150 pesos), ostensibly for the use of a room at the back of the building to which the prostitute takes him. 
 
The prostitute negotiates her own deal with client - casa owners do not set prices or time limits or otherwise involve 
themselves in the details of the prostitute-client transaction. 
 
Some casa owners further financially exploit the prostitutes in their house by stipulating that they must buy costly 
treatments from beauty salons (also owned by the casa owner) several times a week, or by offering women loans for 
clothing at 20% interest (Latin America Press). In this way, they claw back a portion of the prostitutes' weekly 
earnings as well as collecting fees from each client. 
 
We visited two such establishments in San Pedro, both of which catered almost exclusively to Dominican demand. 
The first was run by a woman in her fifties, herself an ex-prostitute, who had saved enough money to buy the casa and 
set up business. She generally has between 12 and 15 women working for her. The prostitutes she employs are always 
over 18 she says, because she 'doesn't want any trouble'. 
 
Maintaining close, somewhat paternalistic control in order to avoid 'trouble' appeared to be this woman's prime 
objective. She wanted steady, rather than quick, money and was happy with a relatively low throughput of 'good' 
customers serviced by 'reliable' women. The casa fee here was 100 pesos and the women usually managed to negotiate 
between 300 and 400 pesos for themselves for short time in one of the eight upstairs rooms used for this purpose. It 
was rare for a woman to see more than one client per night. Clients could choose to take prostitutes out of the casa to 
spend the entire night with them but this cost more and there was little demand for such a service from local 
customers. 
 
The second casa familial we visited was a cheaper establishment, run with a greater emphasis on maximising the 
volume of trade. Fifteen women worked here and they usually serviced two to three clients per night. The casa fee was 
lower, only 50 pesos, and the women charged between 200 and 300 pesos for short time. In this house, the women 
took a professional approach to their work. Short time means between five minutes and half an hour and clients are 
told to leave if they are too drunk or too slow. 
 



The women told us that they never perform acts that they find unacceptable, they never leave the casa with a client 
and they always insist on condom use, even for oral sex. The women in this house said that they do sometimes 
experience violence from clients but that there is no point in calling the police since the police 'are not bothered'. 
 
The youngest woman in this house was 20 years old and several of the other prostitutes were in their early 30s. We 
asked them why they chose to work in a casa familial in San Pedro rather than working independently in tourist areas. 
One laughed and told us to look at her, saying she was too fat and too old to attract custom from tourists (she was 27). 
 
Others observed that the tourist trade is seasonal, competitive and unreliable but said that some women do leave the 
casas during high season to work the tourist areas. 
 
In both the houses we visited, the prostitutes all had children for whom they had sole financial responsibility, and 
many were also supporting other family members. By working in a casa familial they can potentially earn between 
300 and 900 pesos a night (they do not always realise this potential, but the promise is there). 
 
Since the average monthly wage for women's factory work (for those who can get it) is about 800 pesos, it is not 
difficult to understand why they elect to prostitute themselves. Although there were no child prostitutes working in the 
two houses we visited, we spoke to Dominican clients who told us that it is possible to find under-age prostitutes in 
such establishments. 
 
Bar-brothels are run along very similar lines to casa familials but operate a 'take away' system rather than providing 
rooms on the premises. Again, bar owners do not pay the prostitutes a wage or control the details of transactions with 
clients. 
 
In a system that is comparable to that adopted by many Thai ago-go bars, owners make money through the sale of 
expensive drinks and by charging clients a bar fine. Bar-brothels in the Dominican Republic serve a wide range of 
customers. 
 
In Santo Domingo we visited bars that catered to tourists, foreign businessmen and relatively wealthy Dominicans. 
These bars are smart, cosmopolitan and pricey. A beer costs more than twice what a beer costs in an ordinary tourist 
outlet and it is expected that clients will buy girls numerous drinks at 70 to 100 pesos a time while they 'chat' to them 
(a small percentage of this sum goes to the girl). 
 
The bar fines range from 300 to 500 pesos and prostitutes working from these bars aim to charge 1,000 pesos or more 
for short time. In other words, using such establishments, a client may find himself paying well over 2,000 pesos for 
sex. More downmarket variants of the same system exist both in and outside Santo Domingo and Dominican 
informants told us that underage girls can be found in such establishments. 
 
Although the Dominican Republic's formal, organised sex industry is not as large-scale, visible or diversified as 
Thailand's organised sex industry, it is clearly a significant sector of the economy. It employs an estimated 50,000 
females in Santo Domingo alone (Latin America Press) and provides a stream of income not just for the owners of 
brothel-bars and casa familials but also for corrupt policemen and other officials, for those who rent rooms to the 
clients who take girls out of the brothels, for the hotel security guards who allow men to take girls back to their own 
rooms in exchange for a 'tip' and for taxi drivers in Santo Domingo who get foreign men to pay through the nose for 
'tours' of all the 'best' brothel-bars. 
 
It is notoriously difficult to quantify either the amounts of money or the numbers of people involved in prostitution but 
there is some reason to believe that the organised sector of the sex trade in the Dominican Republic may have 
experienced something of a decline over the past decade. 
 
As part of the preparations for the 1992 quintucentennial celebration of Columbus' invasion of the island of 
'Hispaniola', for example, the mayor of Santo Domingo not only bulldozed the homes of thousands of slum dwellers in 
order to beautify the city (Ferguson, 1992) but is also said to have ordered a major crackdown on organised 
prostitution, closing many brothels and forcing others to relocate outside the city centre. 
 
We were also told by a number of informants that a great many brothels in San Pedro were closed down by the police 
in the mid 1980s. This may well have been related to the Dominican state's policies on Haitian migrants, since we 



were also told that many San Pedro brothels had relied exclusively on the sexual labour of Haitian girls, most of whom 
were under-age and effectively debt bonded. 
 
In 1986, following the fall of the Duvalier dictatorship, Haiti temporarily stopped supplying the Dominican 
government with cheap labour for its state owned sugar industry and 'the Dominican response was to use the military 
to round up any Haitians inside the country - irrespective of age, legal status or existing employment -and to force 
them into working on the plantation' (Ferguson, 1992). 
 
In any event, local people in San Pedro were of the opinion that the city now has far fewer brothels than it had ten 
years ago. 
 
If the formal organised sector of the sex industry has declined in size or remained static over the past decade, the 
informal sector is widely held to have rapidly grown. It is also in this sector that the expansion of child prostitution is 
most pronounced, according to the UNICEF report: 
 
In the past, child prostitution was chiefly limited to brothels where girls were sold by their families into prostitution, 
or taken to earn money, usually after having been sexually initiated by a family member. Now these 'traditional' forms 
of child prostitution are surpassed by large numbers of children practising prostitution in the streets, beaches, bars and 
parks. (UNICEF, 1994) 
 
This pattern of development lends support to the contention that the growth of prostitution, and particularly child 
prostitution, is linked to the growth of tourism. 
 
 

Exploitation in the Informal Sector 
 
There are a number of different forms of sexual exploitation in the informal sector. Sexual exploitation is quite 
transparently an integral part of various types of employment in the tourist and leisure industry. Domestic workers are 
often expected to make themselves sexually available to their tourist and expatriate employers; Dominican men and 
boys who are formally employed by hotels as 'athletics coaches', 'guides', 'language teachers'; 'bar staff' and so on are 
expected to supplement their income by providing services as gigolo or rent boy; female bar, restaurant and hotel staff 
are likewise paid so little that they are under an economic pressure to accept the sexual advances of tourists. 
 
As is the case in other countries that host sex tourists, the informal sector of the sex trade shades off into the 
non-contractual sexual relationships between tourists and expatriates and Dominican adults and teenagers who do not 
self-identify as prostitutes and do not explicitly negotiate or demand any financial benefit in exchange for their 
services. 
 
Some such relationships end in marriage (indeed, marriage to a foreign man was the spoken ambition of most of the 
prostitutes we interviewed). 
 
Though marriage is widely imagined to represent a passport to a better life (the right to reside in an affluent country 
and/or a comfortable material existence), for some Dominican women it is, in practice, a ticket on the train to hell. We 
interviewed three women who had married foreigners and found themselves trapped in emotionally and physically 
abusive relationships. 
 
The two who had emigrated to their husbands' country had been forced to return with children and without any 
financial settlement or support. The 21 year old mother of two who had married an American expatriate was being 
kept a virtual prisoner in a one roomed flat in San Pedro. 
 
Her husband believed that he compared favourably with other expat husbands and listed the acts of violence and 
intimidation perpetrated against 18 and 19 year old brides by his many expatriate friends and acquaintances. 
 
The most significant form of sexual exploitation in the informal sector, is independent prostitution, however, and this 
section concerns itself with the experience of the large numbers of Dominican and Haitian women, men and children 
who either prostitute themselves autonomously or are prostituted by pimps, relatives or 'friends'. 
 



To begin with, it is important to note that there are a number of ways in which third parties benefit financially from 
informal independent prostitution. Because most of the large hotels, especially those used by all-inclusive package 
holiday operators, do not allow guests to take Dominican 'friends' to their rooms, sex tourists often have to either pay a 
bribe to their hotel security guard or pay for a room elsewhere, as well as paying the prostitute. 
 
The owners of cheap boarding houses who let rooms to prostitutes can thus add to their income by allowing women 
and girls to bring clients back to their rooms for a price. Clients are normally charged 150 pesos for use of the room. 
Apartment /hotels and private room /apartments are favoured by sex tourists who wish to avoid such costs, as well as 
by those who wish to sexually exploit very young children. 
 
In the latter case, such men will also generally have to pay security guards to 'turn a blind eye' to their activities. 
 
Corrupt policemen make money from independent prostitution in two main ways. First, they have regular 'clamp 
downs', arresting prostitutes working in the streets, parks and beaches in order to extort money from them (and often 
raping them into the bargain). 
 
Second, they make 'arrangements' with selected bar owners and hoteliers, who make regular payments in 
exchange for which the police not only effectively 'license' them for prostitution but actually help to ensure 
that prostitutes work from their establishment by 'moving them on' to those bars which co-operate with the 
scheme. Such bar owners also benefit hugely from informal prostitution. 
 
In Sosua, for example, there is a bar (bar W) which, until two years ago, did very little business at all. The 
owner then began to pay the police, who forced prostitutes out of other bars and even off the street into bar 
'A'. This bar is now one of the most lucrative businesses in town. There are so many sex tourists crowded in 
it every night that it is necessary to queue to buy drinks. 
 
The importance of sex tourists' custom to local businesses is well illustrated by the fact that the two 
establishments which had previously served as 'pick up' points for prostitutes in Sosua have now been forced 
to close down. All their trade went to Bar 'A' along with the prostitutes. 
 
The situation in Boca Chica is more or less identical. Prostitutes can work only from those establishments 
that pay the police, and it is only if prostitutes work from them that bars will successfully attract late night 
custom from tourists. Some bar owners involve themselves in prostitution still further by letting out rooms 
that they own for short time transactions (at around 150 pesos a time), as well as renting accommodation to 
the prostitute women who work from their bars. 
 
We visited one such bar in a town between Boca Chica and San Pedro which catered to low budget tourists 
and locals, bar 'B'. The bar is owned by a Dominican but managed by an Italian expatriate in his mid thirties. 
Around twenty prostitutes work from this bar on a regular basis and they are expected to use the owner's 
rooms for short time transactions. Although bar 'B' does not charge a client fee, and the prostitutes are not 
recruited into any formally specified employment relation with the bar, there is very little difference 
between this type of bar and the bar brothels described earlier. 
 
 

Independent Female Prostitution in Tourist Resorts 
 
The vast majority of independent female prostitutes in tourist areas are forced by police 'policy' to work 
from specific bars. The numbers of prostitutes seeking custom outstrips demand and the high level of 
competition depresses prices and decreases the individual prostitute's control within transactions. 
 
This type of informal independent prostitution is also extremely dangerous. In a bar like bar A, perhaps a 
hundred or more prostitute women and girls will arrive and leave during the course of a night. It is dark, 
crowded, anonymous. A client can take a girl out of the bar and back to his own private accommodation, 



knowing that no-one has any idea where she is or with whom and that no-one is expecting her to return at any 
particular time. We were told of the murder of three independent prostitutes over the past year. All three were believed 
to have been murdered by foreigners (two German tourists and one German who is thought to have been either a 
tourist or an expatriate). In one case, it is said that the girl's body was left in a room that had been rented by the tourist 
and was not discovered for three days, by which time the German had left the country. 
 
Independent prostitutes charge anything from 150 pesos to 1,000 pesos for short time but the 'going rate' is between 
300 and 500 pesos (the client usually also pays 150 pesos for the rent of a room). However, prostitutes in the tourist 
areas consider themselves to be doing well if they manage to pick up three clients a week and, on average, the women 
and girls we interviewed claimed to earn around 1,000 pesos a week from prostitution. 
 
Some independent female prostitutes are experienced and exercise a relatively high degree of control within the 
prostitute-client transactions they enter into. 
 
The most skilled and professional independent prostitute we interviewed was Marta, a 33 year old woman who had 
been working as a prostitute for four years. She works set hours, finishing at 10 p.m. every evening, sticks strictly to a 
time limit, allowing clients a maximum of one hour and insists on taking them to a room in a hotel managed by a 
friend of hers. Marta says that she 'services' up to five men a day on a good day and earns up to 1,000 pesos a shift. 
 
For Marta, this is strictly business. She does not fantasise about meeting a 'nice man' and marrying but aims to make as 
much money as she can 'while her looks last'. Unlike the vast majority of Dominican prostitute women, Marta did not 
have children to support and appeared to be making a relatively good living out of prostitution. In all these ways, 
Marta was exceptional. 
 
At the opposite end of the continuum are younger girls who are forced into prostitution by one or more of the factors 
mentioned in the opening section of this report. Teenage pregnancies are commonplace and abortion is illegal in the 
Dominican Republic. In Sosua, backstreet abortions involving knitting needles, no anaesthetic and no aftercare are 
available for women and children whose desperation is such that they are willing to take the risks involved. 
 
The UNICEF survey found that up to 48% of the female child prostitutes interviewed in beach areas had terminated a 
pregnancy but it is not uncommon to meet girls of 15 who are working as prostitutes in order to support a child. 
 
The UNICEF survey also found that, in Sosua, almost half of the female prostitutes aged between 16 and 18 had one 
or more children. Other girl children begin prostituting themselves because it is the only means by which they can 
support themselves and/or contribute to their family's inadequate income. Some then become pregnant by their clients. 
 
One child we interviewed, Rosa, for example, has a nine month old child fathered by a sex tourist who contributes 
nothing towards the baby's maintenance. Rosa is 15. She has left her baby with her own mother, and sends money 
back when she can. 
 
Rosa tries to negotiate 500 pesos for short time with a client and 1,000 pesos for a whole night but is often forced to 
drop her prices. She told us that the police 'fine' prostitutes for failing to carry their ID cards with them and for failing 
to carry with them a certificate demonstrating that they have been AIDs tested and proved HIV negative within the 
past six months. 
 
Rosa did not have either of these documents and she has frequently been stopped by the police. Every time they stop 
her they extort money from her but she has never been formally charged with any offence. 
 
She has never been AIDs tested. She said that she buys condoms and prefers to use them, but that some sex tourists 
beg her for unprotected penetrative sex, offering to pay double the price she has quoted. 
 
Other independent child prostitutes told us the same and evidence from the UNICEF survey further suggests that 
condom use by child prostitutes is erratic. Not only had up to 48% of their sample in some areas fallen pregnant but 
20% of girls interviewed in beach areas had contracted at least one form of venereal disease. 
 
Like many of the younger prostitutes, Rosa drinks fairly heavily throughout the evening and by 1 a.m. is usually 
drunk. 'I like to drink', she says, 'it helps me to forget everything'. Indeed, extensive alcohol use by young prostitutes 



was one of the most marked differences between the Dominican Republic and Cuba, where very few women or girls 
drink heavily. It is another reason to fear for such women and children, who are obviously less in control of 
transactions with clients when working in this condition. 
 
Moreover, like other young prostitutes we spoke to, Rosa does not have lodgings of her own or a special arrangement 
with a cheap boarding house but accompanies the tourists and expatriates who pick her up anywhere they choose to 
take her. 
 
Some of her clients are easy - for example, an Austrian expatriate in his late 50s who buys her meals and then takes 
her back to his apartment where he ejaculates almost as soon as she takes off her clothes, then gives her 500 pesos. 
Others are more demanding and she has experienced violence at the hands of some clients. She does not use the kind 
of distancing strategies employed by more experienced prostitutes but allows clients to kiss her and to perform acts 
that she has not agreed to or negotiated in advance. She is thus at risk in many senses. 
 
The fact that many of the independent female prostitutes soliciting in bars like bar A are clearly under-age is of little 
concern to the bar owners. One bar manager observed to us that as long as the owner pays the police protection 
money, they will 'get no trouble' from the authorities. 
 
A bar owner in Boca Chica told us that he does 'try' to stop under-age girls from soliciting in his bar. He has a sign 
hanging on the wall which says that minors are not allowed into the bar and instructs his doormen to ask to see all the 
girls' ID cards. 
 
This is, according to him, a fairly futile exercise however, since the girls can always get fake IDs. Furthermore: 
 

some of them insist that they're 18, and I know they're not. But I know they've got kids and what else are 
they going to do? It's impossible to stop them. 

 
This man also pays the police protection money, and his bar-disco is a thriving business, the success of which is 
explicitly predicated on the sexual exploitation of prostitutes, many of whom are under-age. The idea that it is 
'impossible' to prevent children from prostituting themselves in this bar is thus highly convenient for both the owner 
and the police. 
 
 

Independent Male Prostitution in Tourist Resorts 
 
The Dominican Republic is an extraordinarily sex segregated country and almost all forms of economic activity are 
highly gendered. Though prostitution is used by both males and females as a means of survival, the way in which this 
work is organised differs. To begin with, as the UNICEF report on child prostitution points out, while the bulk of 
independent female prostitutes are to be found soliciting, in bars, male prostitutes are more likely to be found 
soliciting on the beaches, streets and in parks. 
 
Male prostitutes often combine prostitution with other earning activities rather than relying upon it as their sole source 
of income. Many adult Sankie Pankies (the term used to refer to male prostitutes) make money on the beach from 
deckchair rental, watersports equipment rental, selling seafoods, tapes or trinkets, drug dealing, money changing etc., 
as well as from prostitution. 
 
There are also several forms of child labour that are open to boys but not to girls; shoeshine, selling sweets or flowers, 
running messages and bottle collecting, and prostitution may be combined with any of these. The UNICEF survey also 
found that under-age boy prostitutes were more likely than girls to attempt to subsist through gambling, begging and 
stealing. 
 
Boy prostitutes serve a predominantly male clientele but the UNICEF survey found that 10% of the clients of 
prostituted children interviewed were female. 
 
It is probably the case that, like their male counterparts, women sex tourists are predominantly interested in 
Dominican males between the ages of 16 and 25 but we ourselves were approached at about 2 o'clock one morning by 
two very young boys. One claimed to be 12, the other 13, but both looked younger than this. 



 
They made fairly explicit sexual advances (attempting to touch and kiss us) and then asked if we would take them 
back to our room and let them sleep with us. It is impossible to say whether women had taken them up on such 
proposals in the past as they were not forthcoming interviewees but certainly these very young children did 
not overlook us as prospective abusers on grounds of our sex. 
 
Male homosexual sex tourists appear to favour Puerta Plata and Cabarete as holiday destinations - we 
observed only a handful of homosexual sex tourists in Sosua and Boca Chica, although we were told many 
stories about homosexual expatriates with a predilection for young boys living in or around these resorts. 
Interviews with older male prostitutes suggest that they enjoy rather greater power and control in their 
transactions with clients than do female prostitutes (and this is especially true of those Sankie Pankies who 
work with female clients) but there seems to be little to distinguish young boy prostitutes from young girls 
in terms of their vulnerability. 
 
In Sosua, we interviewed a group of boys aged between 10 and 13 who had migrated to this tourist resort in 
the hope of finding some way of making a living. They were unable to find work (shoeshine and other 
'service' trades that rely on child labour are all controlled by adults who set children to work, and even bottle 
collecting will only provide an income if the child has contacts). 
 
These children bore the marks of neglect. They were malnourished and their arms and legs were covered in 
untreated cuts and sores. At night they roamed the streets or slept rough. They try to avoid the police and 
hotel security guards who chase them off the beaches and away from hotel areas. They said that tourists 
sometimes want to 'make friends' and then give them money. These children were shut off, tired, drawn and 
inarticulate. 
 
They barely had language to describe sexual experience and there was, quite simply, no way in which they 
would be able to negotiate a sexual transaction with a tourist in such a way as to protect themselves or even 
ensure that they benefited financially from it. 
 
We were also told various stories about a 12 year old boy who was murdered in Sosua in 1994. Accounts of 
this event were provided by a number of expatriates and Dominicans, all of whom agree on the following 
facts. 
 
The boy, who called himself Alice, lived by prostituting himself to tourists. He used to cross dress and 
worked from bar A alongside the female prostitutes. 
 
He was murdered and his body was found on the cliffs near Sosua. A German tourist or expatriate was 
responsible for his death. Either the police or the military or both were paid to hush up the affair. His 
murderer has not been brought to justice. 



THE DEMAND FOR CHILD PROSTITUTES 
IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 

 
Over 1.5 million people visit the Dominican Republic as tourists each year. Those working in the tourist industry 
estimate that at least 60% of these tourists are German, with most of the remaining 40% coming primarily from North 
America, Italy, Britain and other Northern European countries. 
 
Where British package tour operators typically market the Dominican Republic as a 'couples' destination, it is 
explicitly marketed as a 'single man's, holiday destination by many German tour operators, who even sometimes 
describe it as 'the new Thailand'. 
 
It is impossible to say what percentage of the total tourist population are sex tourists but they are certainly in a 
majority in Boca Chica (a resort which has little else to offer) and constitute a large portion of visitors to Sosua and 
Puerta Plata. 
 
Apart from a common willingness to sexually exploit local people and a shared affluence relative to those local 
people, sex tourists to the Dominican Republic are, as ever, a heterogeneous group. They include amongst their ranks 
heterosexual and homosexual men and women of different nationalities, social classes, ages, marital statuses and even 
racialised identities. The vast majority are white, heterosexual males, however. 
 
Not all of these sex tourists sexually exploit under-age prostitutes but there is reason to believe that a good many of 
them do. The UNICEF survey* found that child prostitutes in the cities of Santo Domingo and Santiago reported 
between 20 and 30% of their clients to be tourists, while in tourist areas between 60% (Sosua) and 80% (Boca Chica) 
of clients were tourists. Given the large numbers of under-age prostitutes in these areas, such findings should give 
those who imagine child sexual exploitation to be a minority activity some pause for thought. 
 
* The UNICEF report does not clearly explain how estimates of the numbers of children in the sex trade were arrived at, nor how the researchers selected the 
sample of 412 children included in the survey. However, if their estimates are correct and their sample of child prostitutes is representative, the survey's findings 
are dramatic. UNICEF estimates that in the four areas from which the sample was selected (Santa Domingo, Santiago, Sosua and Boca Chica) there are in total 
14,508 child 
prostitutes. Our own interviews with prostitutes in the Dominican Republic lead us to estimate that on average, each prostitute 'services' two or three clients per 
week. If both these estimates were correct, it would mean that child prostitutes in these areas are entering into somewhere between 29,016 and 43,524 prostitution 
'contracts' each week. If the sample interviewed by UNICEF is representative, then 40% of these 'contracts' would be with tourists; in other words, tourists would 
be making between 15,000 and 22,000 'contracts' per week, or between 780,000 and 1,144,000 'contract' each year. Even if we assume that individual sex tourists 
each 'contract' with twenty different children, and allow for repeat trips by large numbers of them, these figures would still imply that somewhere between 30,000 
and 57,200 sex tourists use child prostitutes in the Dominican Republic each year. 
 
Imagine that 500 under-age prostitutes work in Boca Chica, each turning an average of two tricks a week. This would 
mean that children in Boca Chica turned a weekly total of 1,000 tricks, 80% of which would be purchased by tourists. 
Annually, this would mean that tourists enter into some 41,600 sexual transactions with underage prostitutes in Boca 
Chica. 
 
To imagine that these tens of thousands of acts are all committed by a small number of dedicated paedophiles would 
require us to believe such people to be endowed with truly superhuman sexual powers. In practice, the UNICEF 
figures suggest that the numbers of child prostitutes, and so the numbers of child sexual exploiters, are far greater than 
this. 
 
All of this would appear to lend support to our research findings to date, namely, that child prostitutes are exploited by 
'ordinary' sex tourists as well as by sex tourists with a specific sexual preference for children. 
 
Table 1 provides a summary of the background characteristics of sex tourists and expatriates we interviewed in the 
Dominican Republic, all of whom are known to sexually exploit local people. Two admitted to using prostitutes as 
young as 12 years old and we refer to these men as preferential abusers. 
 
The rest were either observed with under-age prostitutes who later confirmed that the men had indeed paid for their 
sexual services or used bars where under-age girls work in order to pick up prostitutes and attached sexual value to the 
kind of physical attributes most common in girls aged between 14 and 20. 
 
We therefore assume that the age of the girls they sexually exploit depends almost entirely on chance and that they can 
therefore be described as 'situational abusers'. 



 
The table suggest that sex tourism is a habitual and self-reinforcing activity, with almost three quarters of sex tourists 
being on repeat visits to the Dominican Republic and more than half having visited other sex tourist destinations. 
 
As the following portraits of individuals will show, sex tourists to the Dominican Republic, like those found in 
Thailand, Cuba and Costa Rica, are preoccupied by issues surrounding their gender, economic and 'racialised' power. 
They imagine themselves to be at the mercy of biologically determined sexual 'needs' or 'urges' and thus believe that 
women control a 'resource' (their female bodies) which is vital to men's well being. 
 
Western women, who are generally in a position to limit or deny their access to this vital resource, are therefore seen 
as powerful. This model of male sexuality, couched in terms of 'needing' rather than 'wanting', allows them to view 
themselves as passive victims of 'nature' rather than as active agents, which in turn means that they do not see 
themselves as fully morally responsible for their actions. 
 
Sex tourists to the Dominican Republic also buy into a highly sexualised form of racism. Without exception, the sex 
tourists we interviewed described Dominican culture as sexually 'open', 'natural' and 'free'. We have found that, in 
other settings, sextourists further rationalise their own behaviour through reference to a set of beliefs about the 
economic and social situation in the 'third world' countries they visit and this was also the case in the Dominican 
Republic. 
 

Beckett (1994:67) observes that: Distortion of attitude and belief, whereby children are portrayed as 
being in some way responsible for their own abuse, and that they are not harmed by sexual contact with 
adults and are able to consent to or gain benefit from such encounters, is one of the most common 
characteristics exhibited by child sexual abusers. 

 
These are precisely the kind of cognitive distortions exhibited by sex tourists in relation to both the adult and child 
prostitutes they sexually exploit. In the Dominican Republic, these distortions take the following forms: 
 
1. The fact that prostitution is widespread allows the sex tourist to tell himself that the women or children he abuses are 
responsible for their own abuse (regardless of the economic pressures that force her/him into prostitution, sometimes 
regardless even of whether this particular woman/child is actually working as a prostitute). 
 
2. Racist stereotypes of Dominicans as hypersexual and Dominican culture as sexually permissive are used to 
construct a fiction in which the sex tourists' sexual contacts do not carry the same meanings as they would carry in the 
west and are instead viewed as quite 'natural' and acceptable. This is often coupled with a horribly warped 
interpretation placed on knowledge about the prevalence of incest in Dominican society. 
 
One expatriate recounted a 'joke' that is popular amongst expatriates, in which a man discovers that his bride is a 
virgin and tells his own father who immediately advises divorce, saying 'If she's not good enough for her own family, 
she's not good enough for ours'. 
 
Regular sex tourists and sexpatriates will thus tell themselves that the harm from adult-child sexual contact has already 
been inflicted by someone else and that their own acts of abuse are not, therefore, the real crime. In these ways, sex 
tourists tell themselves that Dominican women and children are not harmed by sexual contact with them. 
 
3. Racist stereotypes of Dominicans as 'naturally' eager for sexual experience, combined with cognitive distortions 
around the idea that all Dominicans find all white people irresistibly attractive and wish to marry a white person in 
order to `lighten' their children, allow sex tourists to construct a fiction in which women/children consent to sexual 
contact. 
 
4. The manifest economic plight of the vast majority of Dominicans is also twisted and incorporated into the sex 
tourists' self justifications. The fact that women and children desperately need money, often to support their 
dependents, is taken as evidence that Dominicans both consent to and benefit from sexual contact with tourists. 
 



PORTRAITS OF SEX TOURISTS IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 
 
We will start by looking at examples of three different 'types' of sex tourist, none of whom could be described as 
preferential abusers of under-age prostitutes. These are men who attach sexual value to what they consider to be 
'beautiful' women, and are not (at least not consciously) excited by the idea of sexual access to those whom they 
would define as 'children'. 
 
However, their concept of female beauty means that they necessarily tread a dangerously fine line between sexually 
exploiting adult prostitutes and sexually exploiting under-age girls. 
 
A 'beautiful' woman is, for these men, someone who has passed puberty but has firm breasts, stomach, buttocks and 
thighs and is usually of relatively small stature with sparse body hair and a 'fresh' unlined face. Women 
 
who conform to this description may be in their early 30s. They may also be 14 years old. 
 

Macho Lads 
 
Joe and Pete were two of a group of five Yorkshire miners who had travelled together to the Dominican Republic to 
practice sex tourism. Pete had previously visited the country and all five planned to return again after Christmas. Joe 
and Pete are both divorcees in their early thirties and each earns around £280 per week after tax. 
 
Both are cropped haired Macho Lad types, Joe is heavily tattooed, a large Union Jack emblazoned on his upper arm. 
They paid £800 for a two week all inclusive package holiday. All five of these men divided their time on holiday 
between sunbathing, drinking free beer at the hotel and having sex with teenage Dominican girls. 
 
Both Joe and Pete had used prostitutes in England and were willing to acknowledge that the Dominicans they sexually 
exploited were prostitutes. They paid 450 pesos (about £24) a night for girls, 300 to her and, as security guards 
would not allow Dominican women into their hotel, a further 150 for a room found by the prostitute. 
 
According to these two men, Dominican prostitutes are not like English prostitutes: 

 
They stay with you all day too. This one [gestures towards the girl at his side] come down the beach with 
us. They rub in the sun tan oil, bring us the towel, she even washes your feet. What English tart would do 
that?... The problem is getting rid of them. Once you've bought them, they stick to you. They even fight 
with each other over you. It's wicked. 

 
Both men explained the difference between Dominican and British prostitutes through reference to assumed cultural 
and 'racial' differences, describing Dominican culture as 'laid back' and Dominican women and girls as 'natural' and 
'friendly'. 
 
Both men commented on the extreme youth of some of the prostitutes, saying that they had observed girls who looked 
about 12. 'I wouldn't go with a girl like that', Pete remarked, 'I've got a kid myself. The prostitute he was with was 17 
years old. 
 
There is no reason to suppose these men consciously and deliberately seek out under-age girls to sexually exploit. 
Equally, there is no reason to be confident that they have not exploited, or would not sexually exploit, a girl as young 
as 14 or 15 providing that she did not 'look about 12'. 
 

Mr Average 
 
Steve is a New York policeman. He was travelling with two colleagues from his precinct. It was his fifteenth trip to 
the Dominican Republic. Though he considers himself to be an anti-racist (back home, he has Afro-American friends 
and has dated Afro-American women) Steve constructs Dominican women as sexual Others. 
 
He does this by romanticising and exoticising them on the basis of assumed cultural differences. In particular, he holds 
that gender and sexuality are very different in the Dominican Republic. 
 



Sexually, this is 'a very open culture, very natural'. Sexual acts 'mean nothing to people here', they are just a way in 
which people 'express themselves'. Meanwhile, it is a profoundly sexist culture. 
 
The men are really macho: 
 
If you go to a Dominican's house for a meal, the woman cooks for you, and the men eat first. The woman can't eat till 
the men have finished, she just eats what's left over... They won't let you lift a finger. I was brought up to help, you 
know, it's a way to say thank you, you help to clear the dishes away, but here, they won't let you. That's women's 
work. It would be like an insult... The women are kind of nothing to the men. 

 
I stayed with a Dominican friend once, and he, well, he basically offered me his niece. She was only 
about 17, and he said to her 'Be good to my friend Steve'. I didn't do anything. I think she was probably 
offended... I was with a Dominican friend and he had his two girlfriends with him, and he offered me, 
you know, to sleep with one of them... They don't see things in the same way 

 
As with other sex tourists, the permissive narrative which Steve devises for himself rests on a constellation of ideas 
not only about sexuality and gender but also about economics. The Dominican prostitutes are not like real prostitute 
(they are not 'low life', they are not drug addicts). 
 
They are decent, nice women but 'they have to hook to support their kids - there's nothing else they can do'. Steve is 
keenly aware of the economic hardship endured by the majority of Dominicans, as well as of his own economic power 
relative to them. 
 
'I always bring gifts for my Dominican friends', he told us. 'I spent $500 this time, just buying little things. I spent this 
afternoon just driving round, visiting friends, handing out gifts'. His 'friends' were, of course, all touchingly grateful to 
their benefactor, as the shoe-shine boys and street kids he gives coins to, and the 'girlfriends' he 'helps out' always are. 
 
Steve is a short, rather squat man in his late thirties. Round-faced and small eyed, he is better described as looking 
homely or kindly than as conventionally good looking. This clearly worries him. 
 
He showed us a photograph of himself. It was taken at a party celebrating his inauguration into a men's club and in it 
he wore full evening dress. Steve made a great point of explaining three things about this picture, things which tell a 
great deal about his preoccupations so far as his own identity goes. 
 
First, he wanted us to understand that he had brought this photo to the Dominican Republic only because his 
Dominican 'friends' had asked him to. 'I don't want you to think I'm an arrogant kind of guy that carries round pictures 
of himself or anything like that. I'm not a conceited guy... I'm just a cop, I'm just an average guy', he said. 
 
Second, he wanted to explain that membership of the club implies a commitment to doing good deeds: 'We try to help 
people, kids and stuff, we help handicapped kids'. Third, he was anxious about his own appearance. He repeatedly told 
us that the collar on the tuxedo was too tight, 'It really squeezed my neck. Look, it makes me look fat, and I'm not a fat 
guy. I don't like that photo, it makes me look fat'. 
 
Steve wants others to see him as a nice guy, a good guy, an attractive guy. He wants to command their respect and 
liking. Back home in New York, he is 'just an average guy'. He earns $100,000 a year but, he says, this does not make 
him economically powerful. Half of this goes on rent and utilities, then he has a car to run, debts to service and so on. 
He cannot afford to make extravagant gestures of generosity in the US. It is also the case that Steve wishes to 
command the affections of women he considers to be beautiful. Back home, he finds this hard to achieve. 
 
He told us that he was brought up to believe that a man should treat a woman with care, courtesy and consideration 
and he tries to live up to this ideal. Yet he is not a success with American women. 'Have you noticed; he asked us, 
'how beautiful girls always date jerks? I was brought up to believe if you wanted to get a girl, you had to be a 
gentleman. But they seem to prefer real jerks'. 
 
In the Dominican Republic his experience is very different. Here, $500 will buy 'friends for life' and lots of them. 
Here, there is no shortage of low budget opportunities to help unfortunate children along their way and, in narrating 



tales of his charity, Steve frequently juxtaposes his own kindliness against the carelessness of local people and other 
tourists who 'treat these kids like dirt'. 
 
Moreover, Steve's gentlemanly brand of masculinity appears to compare very favourably with the more 
straightforward machismo of the stereotypical Dominican man. Beautiful women pursue his company here. 
 
'You probably won't believe this,' he said to us, 'but the women are all over me here. It's very flattering'. 
 
Because he does not care to consider the fact that his economic power plays a central role in the sexual relationships 
he forms with Dominican 'girls' (the act of giving them money is construed as one of generosity not payment), he can 
tell himself that they would rather date an American 'gentlemari than the Dominican 'jerks' who treat them badly. 
 
Like other sex tourists, Steve experiences his economic power as a benefit because it affords him a sense of control 
over how others perceive him. In New York, he fears he is a nonentity, an 'average guy' who can command neither the 
appreciation of beautiful women nor respect from other men. 
 
Even to do something which could be interpreted as claiming respect from his 'cultural' equals (showing them 
photographs of himself in evening dress) is to open himself to the charge of 'arrogance' or 'conceit' and he is aware that 
they would not perceive him as someone who could excite much sexual interest from women ('You probably won't 
believe this, but...'). 
 
This is a man who 'knows his place' in the status hierarchy of the west only too well. In the extremely unequal 
relationships he enters into in Dominican Republic, his position is transformed and his own subjective view of himself 
is affirmed by others. 
 
There are tensions in Steve's view of his 'success' with beautiful Dominican women, however. He says that sex 'means 
nothing' to Dominicans, it is just a 'natural' pleasure. Yet he also says that the Dominican women who 'date' tourists do 
so because they 'have' to in order to support their children. Furthermore, while he insists these women are not real 
prostitutes, he himself would not choose to marry one of them. 
 
He would like a Dominican wife but hopes to find himself a 'respectable girl'. Finally, it is important to recognise that, 
providing he was not actually conscious of her age, there is nothing in Steve's world view that would prevent him 
from sexually exploiting a girl of 15 or 16. 
 
Indeed, the cognitive distortions he employs to justify his sex tourism (sex 'means nothing to them', 'they' are abused 
by 'their' own men folk, 'they' need financial help, etc.) would serve to legitimate sexual contact with younger girls, 
particularly if these girls were already mothers. 
 

Cosmopolitan Men 
 
Freddie, Bill and Bill's brother are three educated, middle class men from Boulder, Colarado. They are all in their 
forties and all earn good money in managerial jobs. Freddie and Bill are unmarried. They are seasoned and habitual 
sex tourists who have sexually exploited women and girls in Thailand as well as a number of Latin American 
countries. 
 
Bill's brother is married but has taken a number of sex tourist holidays with Bill. These men do not consider 
themselves to be tourists, let alone sex tourists. They view themselves as serious 'travellers', even as amateur 
anthropologists. 
 
Freddie is the most 'intrepid' of the three. He likes to venture off the tourist track (he has hitchhiked across Thailand, 
trekked through Brazilian rain forest, he even went to a refugee camp in Cambodia 'just to see what it was like'). 
Freddie is a veritable gourmet of 'Otherness' and he especially loves Brazil, Cuba and the Dominican Republic 
because of the 'blend of Latin and African culture... it's such a fiery mix, really magical'. 
 
He does not wish to have an 'artificial' tourist experience when he travels, but to truly 'immerse' himself in the culture, 
in order to really understand another 'way of life'. He has thus stayed with peasants in remote villages in Thailand and 
various Latin American countries. 



 
Freddie uses the Internet and downloads information about sex tourism. He is familiar with both Bruce Cassirer's 
company, TSM, and the World Sex Guide. However, he quickly assured us that he only scours the Internet for this 
type of material 'out of interest'. He himself does not travel in search of sexual experience but in order to 'learn about 
other cultures'. 
 
He does have sex with local women and girls when he travels but this is solely because it represents a way of 'getting 
close' to another society. 
 
Besides which, he has often found himself in situations where it is actually expected of him, for he claims that men 
sometimes offer him sexual use of their female relatives and it would seem churlish to refuse such invitations. Who is 
he, after all, to set himself up as moral arbiter of the situation? 
 
He is there to 'learn from' these 'fascinating' Others, who have 'so much to teach the west'. He further demarcates 
himself from his own stereotype of a 'real' sex tourist by observing that, unlike them, he does not pursue multiple, 
anonymous encounters, but develops meaningful and committed relationships. He still writes regularly to scores of 
girls around the world and sometimes even sends them little gifts of money. 
 
Bill is similarly keen to distance himself from his fellow sex tourists. One evening he remarked to us that he had 
noticed that the western men who travel to Thailand, the Dominican Republic and Brazil 'are all losers'. 
 
Apparently forgetting the circumstances under which we had met him the previous night (he and Freddie had only just 
arrived in Boca Chica and yet had already found themselves 'girlfriends', both of whom claimed to be 19 but were in 
fact 16 and 17, with whom they were out dancing), he continued: 
 

I mean, when a beautiful 19 year old starts coming on to some 47 year old guy who's sitting in a bar, who 
is he trying to kid when he says it's not prostitution? 

 
No, they all have relationship problems the guys who come here, they're all trying to kid themselves. You know, 
they're nothing back home, but here they feel like kings. They've got problems. Most of them have problems. 
 
So does he have sexual relationships with women when he is on holiday? Yes. Does he think of it as prostitution? Yes, 
but he is not 'comfortable with it'. As Bill began to agonise about the morality of his own behaviour, Freddie became 
defensive: 
 

Freddie: What's so different? Don't you buy women dinner at home? If you date a woman, doesn't she 
expect something, expect you to buy her things? That's a commercial relationship, isn't it? How is it 
different? Bill: But here, they're all dead end relationships. They're not leading anywhere, and you know 
it. Freddie: OK, maybe they're not leading to marriage, but so what? Does that matter? Does every 
relationship have to end in marriage? That's not what this is about. This is about becoming involved. 
Meeting different people, getting involved in their lives. Sharing something. 
 

Like other sex tourists, these men use racist stereotypes to construct a fiction within which the prostitutes they exploit 
actively consent to and enjoy sexual contact with them. 
 
Standing in bar 'A' one night, Bill's brother asked one of the authors whether she thought the Dominican people were 
happy. 'Perhaps the rich ones are', she replied. 
 
'The poor are never happy, I guess', he sighed, but then remarked that even poor Dominicans seemed happy to him. 
How could he tell? 'Look at them', he said. 'Look at the way they smile and the way they dance'. This set Bill to 
wondering whether the way in which Dominican 'girls' dance does not demonstrate the fact that they really are much 
more highly sexed: 
 

It is a more open culture, sexually, I mean, physically. They are much more physical, you have to admit 
that. 
They just seem to, I don't know, take more pleasure in their bodies. Look at her [he points to a prostitute 
working on her prospective client]. The way she moves, it's like she's having sex. 



 
All three men professed to be horrified by the idea of child prostitution. Freddie told how he drew the line at children, 
even though he had been offered sexual use of them. They were only sexually attracted to women over the age of 18, 
they assured us. 
 
However, on the second evening we met them, Bill was being pursued down the street by a teenage girl who was 
hurling abuse at him, hitting him and demanding money from him. He told us that the girl was 'crazy', that she had 
come to sit with them at a bar and then had started to demand money. He decided to leave, but she followed him, he 
could not get away from her, she was mad ('Look at the scars on her, they look like African ritual scars, it's kind of 
spooky'). 
 
It seemed fairly clear that he had not had sex with this girl and that he did not wish to - she did not have the physical 
attributes prized by men like Bill and was extremely assertive to boot. What was significant, however, was Freddie 
and Bill's estimation of the girl's age. This girl looked to us to be at most 15 years old (we discovered later that she 
was in fact 14). 
 
Bill and Freddie said they thought that she was 20 and this, combined with their conviction that 'the girls they had 
fucked the night before were really 19' as opposed to 16 and 17, implies a curious myopia and makes one less than 
confident that these men confine themselves to sexually exploiting adult women. 
 
Thus far, we have considered the rationales developed by men who do not have a specific and focused sexual interest 
in under-age girls. As will be seen, the attitudes and beliefs expressed by preferential abusers elaborate the same basic 
themes. 
 

Mr Smith 
 
Mr Smith is a retired mechanical engineering contractor in his 70s. When we met him he was on his fifteenth visit to 
the Dominican Republic and was travelling with two elderly male friends. Mr Smith is married and has three grown up 
daughters but his wife does not accompany him on his frequent trips to Brazil and the Dominican Republic. 
 
On these trips he is free, he says, free as he has never been free before. It is the 'culture' which makes him so. 
Everything is 'natural' and 'free' in Brazil and the Dominican Republic. 
 
Until he 'discovered' these countries, he was 'like a caged bird' but now, when he visits them, he is 'an eagle'. He can 
spread his wings and fly. He did not know what life was about until he came here but now he can be himself -'It brings 
something out in me, it brings out the real me'. What is so different? In response to this question, Mr. Smith 
immediately began to speak of the sexual availability of young girls: 
 

It's so natural here, so beautiful. It's a different attitude. You see little girls, girls of 13 and 14 on the 
streets. They're so natural, so open. You see them, they're so small, but they're walking along hand in 
hand with big grown men. 
You see them in the disco... [It reminds] me of a film, Moon and Sixpence... Did you see it? It's about an 
artist. He's French, he lives in Paris and he's 70 years old. But something happens and he has to go on a 
ship and the ship gets wrecked and he lands up in Tahiti and he's so ill. He's very weak. And this little girl 
finds him, she's only 11 years old, but she finds him and she nurses him back to health, and they fall in 
love, and he paints beautiful pictures and she looks after him, and it's a really beautiful story... It's an 
exchange. She gives him her strength, and he gives her his wisdom and his experience... That's what it's 
like here. 

 
Mr Smith moved from this into a rambling story about his youngest daughter who had, he said, developed 
psychological problems at the age of 18 and became 'very upset' with him because 'I was too close to her and she was 
too close to me and wanted my attention all the time'. She had been referred to a psychiatrist who, according to Mr 
Smith, had told him the child's problems were due to the fact that he was 'too kind to her'. 
 
Mr Smith then began to enthuse about the physical charms of his own daughters, how very beautiful they had been as 
girls and how he had said to men he knew 'If you touch them, I'll kill you'. But, he explained to us, 'that was only till 
they were 18. I said to the guys, once they're 18, you can do what you like'. 



 
It does not sound as though this boundary (18) constrained him in relation to his youngest daughter and it certainly 
does not constrain him in the Dominican Republic or Brazil where, in his view, 'attitudes to sex and life are so 
different' and where 13 and 14 year old girls 'like old men'. 
 
He told us that although he speaks no Spanish and so cannot communicate properly with the young girls he sexually 
exploits, he can'see into their hearts and minds' and knows that they are 'very open, very natural, very innocent'. 
 
Though Mr. Smith first claimed to have led a caged life until he started to travel alone after retirement, he later 
spoke of having used prostitutes whilst in the forces during the Second World War. In particular, he remembered 
visiting Switzerland: 
 

That was a beautiful place just after the war. There were nightclubs there, with dancing girls, they were 
like these girls, so open. But it was innocent, such an innocent country. 

 
Like other sex tourists who have a specific sexual preference for girls in their early teens, Mr Smith resents the 
way in which people 'interfere' with 'natural' relationships between older men and young girls in the west: 'They 
don't see the beauty, they always try to stop you'. In Brazil and the Dominican Republic by contrast, such 
relationships are 'accepted', even encouraged. 
 
Although Mr Smith constructs Dominican girls as cultural and sexual Others in exactly the same way that other 
sex tourists do, unlike the vast majority of American sex tourists, he is not a white man. His mother was a 
Cherokee Indian, his father an African American, and he spoke at length about the way in which white people 
have destroyed peoples and cultures. 'I grew up on a reservation', he told us. 'They herded us onto reservations, 
they could do that, they could do anything. They were free. They could use my mother. I had nothing. But now 
I'm free'. 
 

Mr. Jones 
 

Mr. Jones is a 65 year old white man. He is now retired but had previously worked first in the merchant navy and 
then as an engineer. He is still married to his second wife and has four grown up children from his first marriage. 
He has made too many trips to the Dominican Republic over the past eight years to count. 

 
He owns an apartment just outside Sosua and spends several months a year here, working occasionally on 
engineering contracts. Mr Jones has, by his own confession, a long history of sexual abusing and exploiting 
women and children. He started prostitute use at the age of 16 as a sailor, and whilst in the merchant navy had 
'screwed hookers all around the world'. 
 
His first marriage broke up when he was 46 and he was left with custody of his four children. 'That's how I met 
my second wife', he explained:  
 

I was looking for a girl to babysit and look after the house and maybe to sleep with. So anyway, one 
day, a friend of mine said, 'I think I've found the girl for you'. She was a little Irish girl, she'd come 
over for a holiday... She was 26... she had a little six year old daughter, she was on her own with the 
child. So my friend introduced us, and I looked at her and I thought 

 
'She'll do'. Nice little girl and she'd make a good housekeeper, be nice in the bedroom if you know what I 
mean, so I offered her the job. 

 
She was unable to get a green card, however, and having known each other only two weeks, they married. 'I've been 
with her ever since', Mr Jones said. He told us that he has lost touch with his stepdaughter, even though they had been 
'very close' when she was young. 
 
He said that he treated her as his own and described her as having been a 'lovely' and 'beautiful' child, and moved on 
from this to explaining how much he loves children. 



 
He has often had Dominican children to live in his apartment in order to 'help' them and because he likes to have 
young people around him. He buys the children shoes and clothes and he feeds them. When his wife used to 
accompany him on his trips to the Dominican Republic, she would also help the children he 'befriended' by giving 
them English lessons. 
 
To Mr Jones, the Dominican Republic is a wonderful place because it makes him feel young. 'I'm an old guy, I'm 65', 
he said, 'but young girls still make up to me. That keeps you young'. He then explained that these girls are not really 
prostitutes. 'They have to do it for the money, because most of them have been left in the lurch with kiddies' but they 
are very different from North American and European prostitutes, because they actually enjoy the sex: 
 

They like doing it. They're very affectionate, they like a kiss and a cuddle, it's not, you know, business 
and straight down to one thing. And they like it, you can tell they do, they get really excited. Dominicans 
love sex. 
 

It sounds as though Mr. Jones is simply rehearsing the usual self-serving sex tourist script which revolves around the 
idea that the woman is not really a prostitute and so he himself is not really a client. However, for Mr. Jones, this is 
part of a narrative which permits him to sexually exploit children as well as older teenagers and adult women. He 
continues: 
 

Sex is a natural thing here. Everyone's at it, fathers do it with their daughters, brothers do it with their 
sisters, they don't care. They'll do it with anyone, they do it with everyone, they don't care who it is or 
how old they are. They're like animals. That's the only way I can explain it to you. They're like dogs or 
cats or roosters. Have you seen roosters, the way in the farmyard the way they carry on? Just hop on top 
of any chicken they see. That's what it's like here. By the time a girl is 10 years old, she's had more 
experience than, well, an American woman or an Irish woman won't never have that much experience in 
her whole life... Girls learn it's the way to keep a man happy. It's natural to them, it's a natural way to 
please men. 

 
Mr. Jones went on to make a statement which speaks volumes about both his past and his continued acts of child 
sexual abuse. He pointed out two girls in the bar where he was sitting who were, he said, 12 and 13 but working as 
prostitutes: 
 

American girls, in America and places like that you see, they're not so free about sex and their bodies, so 
you have to get them ready for you. You have to have foreplay and even then, they're not always ready 
for the man. But these girls here, they're always ready. They love sex, its a natural love of sex... 
They get excited by anything. They let you do things here an 
American girl'd never dream of doing. I can't even say to you what they let you do. 
You'd be shocked, really, it's shocking what they'll do just to please you... They'll let you beat them and 
they get excited. 
It turns them on. 

 
Mr. Jones then remarked that he had done things in the Dominican Republic that he would never do in the States. Why 
would he not do them in America? Because he would be thrown in jail. 'They throw you in jail just for talking to a girl 
if she's not 18'. 
 
In the Dominican Republic, by contrast, 'no-one cares what you do'. In the States, people gossip. Even if you just cheat 
on your wife, people see you, they talk and she ends up getting hurt. But these things happen very easily. They can 
happen accidentally. You meet a woman, you get talking, you have a few drinks, one thing leads to another and you 
wake up the following morning feeling guilty, he told us. 
 
One of the authors asked him whether breaking other sexual taboos, for example those around age, followed the same 
pattern - do men who have sex with under-age girls wake up feeling guilty the next day? 
 
Mr. Jones replied as follows: 
 



No. I don't feel guilty. I've only done it once, mind, but I didn't feel guilty. I thought she was older. She 
was all dressed up. Then next day, she says to me that she's only 14, but I didn't feel bad, no. 
Why should I? I thought she was older and she was the one who came on to me, you know. 
There she was, sitting in a bar dressed like a 20 year old woman. I didn't feel bad. 
 

If the same thing had happened in the States, did he think he would have felt any different? Yes. He would have been 
afraid. 'I would have been thinking, oh my God, are they going to throw me in jail?' 
 
But in the Dominican Republic, he had no such anxieties because people do it all the time and nobody cares. How 
does he know that nobody cares? Mr. Jones knows this because Dominican friends 'fix him up' with girls of 12 years 
old. They get them from families in the surrounding villages. 
 
'Sometimes', Mr. Jones went on,'10 year olds come down from the mountains, and when they're all dressed up, you 
can't really tell, they look 16 when they're dressed up'. 
 
Throughout the interview Mr. Jones gradually attributed sexual agency to younger and younger children. He ended up 
by saying that when he had visited Thailand, children of eight years old offered themselves to him. 
 
The youngest child he admitted to having sexually exploited was 12 but since research with sexual offenders has 
consistently found that such men minimise the extent and nature of their abusive acts (see Beckett, 1994) and since he 
made several references to children of 10, nine and eight years old, it seems probable that Mr Jones has abused 
children below the age of 12. 
 

 
SEX TOURISTS AND DOMESTIC SEX OFFENDERS: 

SOME COMPARISONS 
 
We have discussed the relationship between the attitudes expressed by sex tourists and popular western ideologies 
about sexuality, gender and 'race' in some depth elsewhere (see O'Connell Davidson, 1995a and b, O'Connell 
Davidson and Sanchez Taylor, 1996) and the same analysis can readily be applied to the men we interviewed in the 
Dominican Republic. 
 
To conclude this report, we want to consider similarities and differences between our data on sex tourists and data that 
has been collected through work with (mostly convicted) child sex offenders in Britain and the USA. 
 
Research with men who sexually abuse children in their home countries suggests that four factors have to be present 
for abuse to occur (see Finkelhor, 1984, Fisher, 1994). 
 
First, it is argued that the motivation to abuse rests on the abuser's sense of 'emotional congruence' with children; that 
is, they see themselves as somehow on a level with their victim, often because they perceive themselves to be as weak 
and as powerless as the child. 
 
Second, 'the vast majority of sex offenders know their behaviour is illegal... and have to overcome internal 
inhibitions... cognitive distortions [serve] to justify and excuse their behaviour' (Fisher, 1994:20). 
 
Third, the adult has to overcome external inhibitions and create conditions under which they can carry out acts of 
abuse. This often requires extensive planning and/or 'grooming' of the victim prior to the actual assault. Fourth, the 
abuser has to overcome the victim's resistance and this is typically achieved through the use of threats, bribes and/or 
gifts. 
 
Preferential child abusers who travel to countries like the Dominican Republic effectively avoid the last two phases of 
the abuse process. No real external inhibitions are placed upon them and they meet no resistance from children who 
are actually working as prostitutes or offered to them by relatives or 'friends'. 
 
The absence of these two factors (external inhibitions and victim resistance) both exaggerates and simplifies factor 
two, making a substantial contribution to the kind of cognitive distortions which allow sex tourists to overcome their 
internal inhibitions about child sexual exploitation 



 
Sex tourists can tell themselves that 'no-one stops me from doing this because here, it is an accepted part of the 
culture; children grow up young, they are not really children'. Furthermore, far from having to overcome resistance, 
the sex tourist is able to tell himself that it is the child prostitute who is initiating and inviting the abuse - 'she was the 
one that came on to me'. 
 
It seems probable that this also accounts for the very high incidence of 'situational' child sexual exploitation by sex 
tourists. In western societies, sexual value is attached to youth but there are also strong prohibitions against adult-child 
sexual contact which are internalised to some degree by most people (hence the horror of 'paedophiles' expressed by 
men busily engaged in sexually exploiting girls of 15, 16 and 17). 
 
The seeming absence of these prohibitions and of external constraints such as law enforcement appears to dull or 
diminish these internalised prohibitions, even amongst men who have no specific interest in teenage sexual partners 
themselves. Interviews with expatriates in Dominican Republic, for example, revealed a very high tolerance for 
adult-child sexual contact as well as a frightening level of 'victim-blaming'. 
 
In addition to remarking in matter of fact tones on the high incidence of child sexual and physical abuse in the 
Dominican Republic, several expatriates expressed the opinion that the 12 year old child who was murdered in Sosua 
had 'brought it on himself'. One Swedish expatriate commented: 
 

He was asking for it, he was a faggot, he was dressing up like a girl, what did he expect? Worse things 
happen here, the deaths on the road are unbelievable. They use trucks that are death-traps, one crashed up 
the road there and killed 14 people. Innocent people. 

 
It is also important to recognise that tourists of the regular variety as well as sex tourists undergo a form of 
disinhibition about the exploitation of children on their 'third world' holidays. 
 
The Dominican Republic, like other economically underdeveloped holiday destinations, is marketed as a culturally 
different place and all tourists are encouraged to view this 'difference' as a part of what they have a right to consume on 
their holiday. The British tour company, Thompsons, for instance, shows their package tourists a 'destination video' on 
the flight to the Dominican Republic. 
 
The video shows sun baked white sand beaches, lined with swaying palm trees; it shows colourful markets crowded 
with local people selling knickknacks; it shows Dominican men, women and children dancing to merengue music in 
open bars and tells the tourists 'In a few minutes, all this will be yours to enjoy'. It tells them that 'these people' love to 
dance. 
 
Showing them film footage of both adults and children, it tells them that 'Despite poor living conditions, the people 
work hard for a living and are always ready with a smile'. 
 
In amongst the pictures of happy 'natives' smiling despite the fact they have to live in a 'developing nation' which is 
'still perfecting technology that we take for granted', come pictures of tourists going horse riding. 
 
'If you go horse riding', the commentator says,'please don't worry about the horses' and explains that Dominican horses 
are a special breed which are naturally thin and boney and are not malnourished or maltreated, even though to 
westerners they appear to be so. 
 
Although no doubt unintended, the subliminal message of all this is clear: 'These people' are not like 'us', and it would 
therefore be inappropriate for tourists to respond to the visible condition of either horses or people as they would back 
in their own fully 'developed' country. Certainly tourists (couples and families as well as sex tourists) appear to accept 
this message. 
 
Deeply exploitative forms of child labour which would evoke a reaction of dismay and concern if seen at home are 
simply viewed as photo opportunities in this tropical 'paradise'. The sight of a four year old child dragging two large 
bags filled with bottles along a mile long stretch of beach in temperatures of 90 degrees in order to earn a few pennies 
is heralded as a delightful indication of the 'entrepreneurial' spirit of the Dominican 'kids'. 
 



A seven year old child attempting to make a living by washing the sand off tourists' feet as they lie comfortably spread 
over sun loungers on the beach is viewed either as 'cute' or as an irritant to be summarily dismissed. 
 
A particularly repulsive Thompson representative told us that he explains to 'his' package tourists that they should not 
be 'taken in' by child beggars. Pointing out a hunchbacked nine year old street-boy to support his case, he continued: 
 

Like him, he goes up to tourists and it's a great act, he'd have you in tears the way he carries on. But he's 
down here on the beach playing football with the other kids every day, big smile on his face. You have to 
be a bit cynical, I tell them. No one in the Dominican Republic needs to beg... They don't need to work as 
prostitutes either. They don't need money. What do they need money for? They've got everything they 
need. 
It grows on trees. If they're hungry, pick a coconut, or an avocado, or whatever. It's all around them. They 
don't even pay for electricity Everyone just hooks into the electricity supply and steals it. They don't need 
anything. 

 
The complete absence of 'antibiotic' trees, 'shoe' trees, 'school book' trees, 'protein' trees and so on appeared to have 
escaped this man's attention. For him, as for a majority of the 'ordinary' tourists and sex tourists we spoke to, 
Dominican children are 'racialised' and cultural 'Others'. 
 
We need not bother our heads about whether these street children feel as our own children would feel about being 
deprived of an education, a home, regular meals, medical attention or being forced by economic circumstances to enter 
into waged work and/or prostitution before they are even 10 years old. 
 
'They' are different and it is, after all, lovely and sunny and there is a beach to play on, and besides, this is a third world 
country, so 'they' cannot expect the things that we take for granted. 
 
This kind of thinking appears to extend to the question of sexual exploitation, for neither 'ordinary' tourists nor sex 
tourists who claim to be horrified by the very idea of adult-child sexual contact appear to believe that Dominican 
children have the same right to protection from abusive adults that is deserved by Western children. 
 
Sex tourists and expatriates, as well as some 'ordinary' tourists, told tales about men who bring young shoeshine boys 
back to their apartments in order to sexually exploit them, or 'adopt' street children and quite openly conduct sexual 
'relationships' with them for periods of months or even years, for example. 
 
But none of them had ever seriously challenged such behaviour. Tourists described the behaviour of some of their 
fellow tourists as 'shocking' but were still quite happy to drink and chat with these same men at the hotel bar. One 
expatriate, a 42 year old (himself sexually 'involved' with a 16 year old Dominican girl), told us that he had been so 
revolted by the activities of another expatriate in the next door apartment with 'boys of only 10 years old' that he had 
actually gone so far as to move to a different condominium. 
 
An American sex tourist described witnessing a German sex tourist trying to drag a young boy out of a bar and how 
the child was desperately resisting, crying and attempting to hide under a table. The American was so disturbed by this 
that he went and asked a Dominican man standing nearby what was going on. 
 
The Dominican told him that the boy was 'with' the German who had already paid for him. 'It made me sick but there 
was nothing I could do', he told us. Not sick enough to put him off sex tourism, evidently, for here he was on his 
twelfth trip to the same country, in the same town and the same bar with his arm around a different girl twenty-five 
years his junior. 
 
The cognitive distortions devised by domestic sex offenders are at odds with popular beliefs about children and are 
thus abhorrent. But the cognitive distortions which sex tourists employ to justify their sexual exploitation of 
Dominican child prostitutes are not the aberrant products of abnormal or atypical minds. They merely extend the logic 
of the kind of 'Otherising' routinely expressed by tourists and tour operators. 
 
The more significant question is why do some tourists draw the line at exploiting the cheap labour of local adults and 
children, while others use the same basic set of beliefs to go on to exploit their bodies for sexual gratification? 
 



So far as the motivation to sexually abuse children goes, it does seem to us that preferential abusers have a tendency to 
view themselves as weak, powerless and hard done by and that in this sense, they may imagine themselves to be 
equals (even disadvantaged) in their transactions with children. 
 
But then situational abusers of under-age prostitutes often voice the same kind of self piteous narcissism (western 
women refuse them access to what they 'need' sexually, they prefer 'jerks', they ruin them financially through divorce 
settlements, etc.). 
 
Meanwhile, there are also differences between sex tourists (regardless as to whether their sexual interest is focused on 
children or adults) in terms of the degree to which they want to construct a fiction of equality and consent. 
 
Though the majority do appear to wish to tell themselves that they are 'helping' the women and children they exploit 
and to imagine that there is genuine consent and mutual attraction, there are some who are overtly hostile and take a 
very direct and vengeful pleasure in the exercise of their power over people who are utterly without defence. 
 
Consider, for example, two Canadian sex tourists we interviewed who 'loved' the Dominican Republic precisely 
because here they are placed at the apex of an extremely unequal social, economic and 'racial' order. We interviewed 
them late at night in a bar where they were sitting. 
 
They explained to us that Canada's tax and welfare system penalises hardworking individuals like themselves and 
rewards the idle and profligate. As they spoke, two shoeshine boys, aged eight and 10, approached them, offering to 
shine their shoes. 
 
'It's like these little guys', Greg said, gesturing toward these barefooted children who, at midnight, were having to 
perform manual labour in order to earn money for their families: 
 

In Canada, those kids would be sat in front of cable TV. Their parents'd be on welfare, and the whole 
family would be just watching TV. I know. I'm a real estate dealer, I see those people, how they live. 
They don't want to work. They just get their welfare, and it's the tax payer who gets the bill. 

 
In the 'third world', by contrast, nobody 'sponges' off you. For Tom and Mike, prostitution was another aspect of this 
commendable work ethic because 'at.least they [the women and girls] aren't begging. At least they do something in 
return'. 
 
In other words, Tom and Mike like the 'third world' because those whom they consider to be their social and 'racial' 
inferiors are clearly marked as such. Instead of having to serve such people by arranging them low rent 
accommodation in his role as estate agent, Tom is served by 'them'. 
 
The black child kneels at his feet polishing his shoes instead of watching cable TV His mother offers him her body 
instead of being empowered to make minimal demands for dignity. The 'proper' order is restored. 
 
Rather than minimising or denying the power that they exercise as affluent white male tourists, they enjoy it. 
 
However, sex tourists like Tom or Mike would not wish to actually physically coerce a woman or child into having 
sex with them. This suggests that the notion of 'consent' is perhaps more flexible and more complex than is supposed 
in suggested analyses of domestic child sex offenders. 
 
Some sex tourists do not have a sense of emotional congruence with the vulnerable women and/or children they 
exploit but rather positively relish the idea that they can command their powerless 'inferiors'. Yet they still want their 
victims to defer to them rather than simply submit. As another (very hostile) sex tourist put it: 
 

There've been times when I've taken a girl back, and she's there and I could do it, but, you know, their 
eyes look so sad. One girl started crying. I just told her to go. I couldn't bring myself to do it. 

 
Whether they imagine it to be based upon deference or upon mutual sexual interest, the idea of active consent is 
important to the vast majority of sex tourists. 
 



For a sex tourist to imagine that a child is actively consenting to sex rests on the kind of cognitive distortions that have 
been discussed so far, that is, they have to convince themselves that no physical or emotional harm will result from the 
act and that the child actively consents to and will benefit from it. 
 
In his discussion of sex offenders who abuse children in their own country, Beckett (1994:67) notes that: 
 
The identification of such distortions helps determine judgements of future risk... offenders who remain convinced 
that some children are not harmed by sexual contact with adults, or that they actively seek such contact, will remain at 
risk of repeating their offending. 
 
If this is also true of those who offend abroad, then our research findings to date are extraordinarily depressing. The 
vast majority of the sex tourists we have interviewed are firmly convinced that, providing they are above a certain age 
(and this varies between six and 15, according to the particular sex tourists' predelictions),'third world' children are not 
harmed by sexual contact with tourists and that they actively seek and desire such contact. 
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Table 1: Background characteristics of sex tourists/ sexpatriates known to use under-age prostitutes/ pick up in bars used by under-age prostitutes. 
    1D Nationality Age Racialised Marital Occupation Prior trips Prior trips Type of Type of Preferential/ 

     identity status  to Dom.
RepJ 

  to other sex traveller accommo- situational 

       length of
stay 

 tourist  dation  exploiter of 

           destinations under-age
           prostitutes
          all inclusive  
1          British 30s white divorced skilled 0 0 package hotel situational
         manual holiday   
           skilled all inclusive
2         British 30s white single  3 0 package hotel situational
         manual holida   
3 British 30s white single tour rep. 6 mths     yes, tour working hotel situational
      p.  re    
           
          Venezuela all inclusive
4          British 33 white single skilled 0 Brazil,Mexic

o 
package hotel situational

          manual Colombia holiday
       exico   M  
5      German 37 white single managerial 0 Brazil independent  hotel  situational 
          Cuba travel   
6          German 19 white single student 1 0 package hotel situational
         holiday   
           small all inclusive
7          German 50s white single business 4 0 package hotel situational
         owner holiday   
         Thailand  
8           German 38 white single restaurant 2.5 yrs

 
Venezuela expatriate rented situational

           owner Philippines condomin.
    married to  small      
9           German 43 white Dominican business 5 yrs Brazil expatriate own home situational
         aged 23 owner    
10           German 30s white single managerial 1 0 package hotel situational
          holiday  
           
11           American 38 white single policeman 15 mths Mexico independent rented situational
          Brazil travel rooms  

 



 
12         American 40s white divorced policeman 10 Thailand independent rented situational
           Brazil travel rooms  
          Philippines 
13          American 40s white divorced policeman 10 Thailand independent rented situational
          Brazil navel rooms  
14          American 30s white single self 20 Venezuela independent own condo situational
        employed Brazil travel   
15       American 37 Afro- Dominican self Philippines rented
   American wife aged 21 employed 18 months    Thailand expatriate gyms situational
           
           Cambodia
       Vietnam independent  hotel and  
16     American 40s white single managerial 5 Thailand  travel rented  situational 
         Brazil,Cuba rooms  
           Venezuela
           Philippines
17         American 40s white single managerial 4 Thailand independent apart-hotel situational
        Brazil,Mexico travel   
18        American 40s white married managerial 2 Philippines independent apart-hotel situational
        Thailand travel   
           retired small  
19         American 75 Afro- married business 15 Brazil independent

pendent 
hotel situational

           Indian travel
           owner
20         American 65 white married retired self 20 Cuba,Kenya independent

Brazil 
own condo preferential

          employed Venezuela travel
21          Swedish 38 white divorced self 3 years Venezuela expatriate own condo situational
       employed  Brazil    



 
ID Nationality Age Racialised Marital Occupation Prior trips Prior trips Type of Type of Preferential/ 

   identity status  to Dom. Repl to other sex traveller accommo- situational 
      length of stay tourist  dation  exploiter of 
         destinations under-age 
          prostitutes 
          divorced, time Cuba  

22 Canadian 40s white co-hab. with share 2.5 years     Venezuela expatriate own condo situational
      Dominican sales  Brazil    
           small Philippines

23 Canadian 53 white divorced business 24 Thailand    independent rented situational
       Brazil,Cuba  navel  rooms  
          owner Venezuela 

24 Canadian 23 white single sales 0 0 independent hotel  situational
          travel  

25 Canadian 26 white single real estate 1    Mexico independent hotel situational
         dealer  travel  
           hotel and 

26 Canadian 64 white single small 10 0   independent rented situational
          business travel rooms  

27 Canadian 62 white single time share 2 Mexico    expatriate rented situational
        sales   rooms  
            Venezuela

28 Argentinean        50s white married self 20 Brazil independent apart-hotel situational
        employed Mexico travel   
          bar  

29 Italian 35 white single manager/ 3 years     Brazil expatriate own condo situational
        pimp    

30 Swiss 50s white single  4 years Brazil    expatriate own condo situational
31 Spanish 53 white single  7 years 0 expatriate own home situational 

 
 
 


