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Prostitution is often viewed in feminist theory as the sine qua non of the female condition under patriarchy. Frequently cited as ‘the absolute embodiment of patriarchal male privilege’ the highly gendered nature of commercial sex appears to offer a graphic example of male domination, exercised through the medium of sexuality. This construction is, howeve.r, as convincing as it is problematic. Feminist writers, by assuming different theoretical lenses, offer diverse interpretations of the subject of prostitution – both in terms of women’s subjective positions and as a problem of a particular type.
Prostitution, rather than having a singular meaning is more usefully viewed as a crucible for testing the central mainstays of feminist theory. There are limitations in viewing prostitution as a straightforward paradigm, given the contingencies and diversity of the structures under which its materializes.

Radical feminist theory on prostitution is essentially reductionist, and prostitution by challenging the dualism of sexuality in private and public life invites criminalisation to restore the boundaries. The complexities are better highlighted by postmodern insights, such as Davidson, O’Neill and Phoenix. Historical treatments are exemplified in the contrasts between Jeffries and Walkowitz. Such historicization by Jeffries and Barry sets out to fuse racial slavery, trafficking and prostitution. This ideological recasting of a movement that was so successful in the late nineteenth century is challenged by Doezema and Kempadoo’s more nuanced treatment. 
A more balanced perspective allows theorists to resist attempts to see power as overwhelming and consuming the subject. This creates the discursive space for a transformative feminist theory which seeks to utilize the disruptive potential of the counter-hegemonic and ‘resisting’ subject to challenge hierarchical relations.
