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1. The Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference’s submission on Adult Prostitution was 

one of the 1761 submissions made to the SA Law Reform Commission in June 2009. The 

length of time that has passed since then is indicative of the difficulty of addressing this 

complex issue in such a way that it protects the rights of the vulnerable; recognizes the 

inherent dignity of each person; asserts the corporal integrity of those involved; and promotes 

positive social mores. The Commission is to be commended in drawing together the substance 

of the submissions and presenting them in such a coherent manner.   

 

2. Furthermore, we appreciate the contextual approach adopted in the report, as it resonates with 

our own.  “At all times the Church carries the responsibility of reading the signs of the times 

and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel, if it is carry out its task….We must be 

aware of and understand the aspirations, the yearnings, and the often dramatic features of the 

world in which we live.”1 We agree that the “most important consideration from a law reform 

perspective is whether the current legislative scheme exacerbates the social problems 

associated with prostitution or serves the purpose of countering them.”2  

 

3. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “Prostitution does injury to the dignity 

of the person who engages in it, reducing the person to an instrument of sexual pleasure.”3 

Such objectification of the human person violates fundamental of human rights. The Pontifical 

Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People concluded that prostitution is 

a form of modern day slavery: “It is important to recognize that sexual exploitation, 

prostitution and trafficking of human beings are all acts of violence, and as such constitute an 

offence to [human] dignity and are a grave violation of basic human rights. The number of 

‘women of the street’ has increased dramatically throughout the world for a variety of 

complex economic, social and cultural reasons. In some cases the women involved have 

experienced pathological violence or sexual abuse since childhood. Others have been driven 

into prostitution in order to have sufficient means of living for themselves or their families. 

Some search for a father figure or a loving relationship with a man. Others are trying to pay 

off unreasonable debts. Some leave situations of poverty in their country of origin, believing 

that the job being offered overseas will change their lives. It is clear that the sexual 

exploitation of women that pervades the world’s social fabric is a consequence of many unjust 

systems.”4 

 

4. At present the major focus of law enforcement is on the criminalization of the prostitute while 

those benefitting from the practice in various forms – from the man who seeks transactional 

sex to the pimp and others living off the proceeds of prostitution – tend to escape criminal 

sanction. Underpinning laws that legalise prostitution is the belief that, since it is ineradicable 

(the ‘oldest profession’), the mainstreaming thereof is pragmatic and will provide for the 

regulation of the ‘industry’. However, this approach gives the practice a veneer of 

respectability and creates the false impression that transactional sex takes place between 

equals. It obscures the reality that in the business of prostitution sexual harassment, sexual 

exploitation and rape cannot be avoided.5  
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5. The Catholic Church’s approach rests on two principles – dignity and liberation: 

“The Church has a pastoral responsibility to promote the human dignity of persons exploited 

through prostitution, and to advocate for their liberation and economic, educational and 

formative support. The Church must take up the defence of the legitimate rights of women. In 

addition to responding to the pastoral needs of the ‘women of the street’, the Church must 

prophetically denounce injustices and violence perpetrated against women wherever and in 

whatever circumstances this may occur. The Church must also invite all men and women of 

good will to commit themselves to sustaining human dignity by putting an end to sexual 

exploitation.”6  

 

6. The focus of the Commission on a diversionary process to remove women from coercive 

circumstances, and to provide opportunities for training, counseling and reintegration of 

families is welcome; as is the motivation for an interdisciplinary task force to work on viable 

exit strategies which offer a hopeful future for those who exist on the margins of our society.  

 

For further information please contact: 

Ms Lois Law 

lois@cplo.org.za  
Catholic Parliamentary Liaison Office 

Cape Town 

021 461 1417 

 

 

1 Vatican Council II, Gaudium et Spes in ‘The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents’, Austin Flannery, O.P. (ed), 
St Pauls, 2007, p.796   
2 SALRC Report 
3 www.catholicdoors.com/catechis/cat2331.htm    
4 Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People, final document of the International 
Meeting of Pastoral Care for the Liberation of Women of the Street, Rome, 20th -21st June 2005   
5https://www.catholiceducation.org/en/controversy/persecution/the-real-harms-of-prostitution.html    
6 See 4 above 
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