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Pimps and Prostitutes... Words Matter
Article By: Bill Woolf

P
rofanity is abhor-
rent and offensive, 
words that demean 
and defame oth-
er people. We tell 

kids not to use the “F” word, 
but what about the two “P” 
words that are so ubiquitous 
in our culture? I am 
talking about the use 
of “pimp” and “pros-
titute.” How many 
times have we jokingly 
used them in a careless 
manner, not knowing 
their true meaning—es-
pecially in the context 
of human trafficking? 
The discovery of more 
and more instances of 
human trafficking - the 
second largest criminal 
enterprise in the Unit-
ed States - continues to 
shock society. 
    The presentation of 
statistics showing trends of 
trafficking and other forms of 
exploitation increasing year 
after year, shows the incred-
ible number of US teenagers 
and children that are being 
coerced into the commercial 
sex industry.  Oftentimes these 
numbers are met with con-
fused looks and stares; “How 
could this happen here in the 
United States?” There are 
many factors that have led to 
the growing problem, such as 
the breakdown of families and 
sexualization of society, specif-
ically through the infestation of 
internet pornography. These, 

each in their own way, form 
societal norms that drive how 
our children view the world, 
themselves, and, in particular, 
how they view sex and relation-
ships. Societal tolerance has 
continued to grow toward cer-
tain moral issues, particularly 

those concerning sex. Por-
nography has become a very 
controversial subject in today’s 
culture of sex.  Many will ar-
gue that pornography is an 
expression of free speech and 
some even argue that it is ben-
eficial to women’s rights and 
encourages healthy sexuality.   
However, these are perver-
sions of the truth and a result 
of the culture of sex that we live 
in today. Now, tolerance has 
shifted past mere acceptance 
into the realm of promoting 
certain dangerous and risky 
behaviors. This has served to 
create new societal norms that 

are implanted in the impres-
sionable minds of youth today.
As sex continues to be glam-
orized and presented as recre-
ational, terms like “pimp” lose 
their true meaning. A pimp, 
as defined by Dictionary.com, 
is “a person, especially a man, 

who solicits customers for a 
prostitute or a brothel, usual-
ly in return for a share of the 
earnings; pander; procurer.” 
It goes on to further define the 
term, most appropriately, as “a 
despicable person.” A pimp is 
a person that, in essence, has 
no regard for the dignity of the 
human person; they are will-
ing to exploit another’s body 
and sexuality for profit. These 
individuals’ traffic human be-
ings and should be regarded as 
a criminal element of society. 
However, in a twist of reality, 
as is common in today’s soci-
ety, the term pimp has taken 

on a new meaning, particu-
larly among youth. There are 
a variety of alternative uses of 
the term; one slang term that 
is popular among teens tells 
us that a pimp is a “very cool 
person; a cool guy who is pop-
ular with the girls.” There are 

many instances in the 
media that subscribe to 
the ‘cool’ definition of 
pimp, serving to distract 
from the true meaning 
of the word.

MTV’s “Pimp My 
Ride”, the documentary 
“American Pimp”, the 
Cinderella story “Pretty 
Women” and a multi-
tude of songs that glam-
orize the pimp lifestyle 
are just a few examples 
of media that fails to 
point out the very real 
psychological, physical, 

emotional, and spiritual ef-
fects that “prostitution” has on 
those exploited in the commer-
cial sex trade. In today’s tech-
nological society where every-
thing can be found online, our 
young people have access to all 
of these various forms of pimp 
propaganda, including online 
guides from various websites 
and “how-to” videos on You-
Tube that teach individuals 
how to become pimps. Would 
we have the same reaction to 
our children searching the 
term “pimp” on the internet as 
we would if they were search-
ing for pornography?   
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Here is the reality: if a pimp 
is concerned with making 
money, then he must have a 
product or service to offer in 
exchange for that money. That 
product is a prostitute and the 
service they offer is sex, a com-
modity that unfortunately is in 
high demand.     
    A prostitute, someone that 
is often shunned by society, is 
defined as “a woman who en-
gages in sexual intercourse for 
money; whore; harlot”.  Please 
forgive the coarse language 
here, but the terms “whore” 
and “harlot” certainly do not 
exude the same ‘coolness’ 
that the term pimp does, and 
society should be challenging 
the polarization of these two 
terms. While a pimp should 
be called by their true profes-
sion—a trafficker, a prostitute 
should be identified by their 
true title—a sexually exploit-
ed person. These are persons 
(most commonly women, and 
often children), that are de-
frauded, coerced or forced into 
lifestyles of sexual servitude. In 
the United States, the average 
age of induction into commer-
cial sex is 12–14 years old and 
they are very real victims, not 
“child prostitutes”. The level 
of trauma experienced by sex-
ually exploited persons is in-
conceivable. 
    One may question how 
children so young are being 
tricked into a life of commer-
cial sex; the answer lies in 
what our children are being 
taught. It is important to note 
that there is no one profile or 
specific demographic of who 
might be targeted and exploit-
ed - a straight A student living 
in a wealthy suburb is just as 
susceptible to being a target 
by a trafficker as a child liv-
ing in the city who may not be 
a high academic performer.  

The reality is that the topic of 
human trafficking is not often 
discussed around the dinner 
table, nor are “pimps” some-
thing most parents warn their 
teenagers about. Much like the 
topic of child sexual abuse, it 
is a taboo subject difficult to 
discuss and understand. Traf-
fickers are not strangers hiding 
in the shadows; they are out 
in the open befriending our 
children and becoming a part 
of their lives. They slowly and 
methodically scout out poten-
tial victims and manipulate 
them by offering nice clothing, 
jewelry, money and the soci-
ety’s ultimate dream of fortune 
and fame. Often, these preda-
tors are known to the parents, 
posing as boyfriends or family 
friends. Then, they trap our 
children in a cycle of victim-
ization and abuse. They can 
operate in plain sight because 
society has permitted a new 
definition to creep into our 
vocabulary, a definition where 
a pimp is “a very cool person.” 

I recall a case I worked on as 
a detective many years ago.  
I was called out to assist on 
what officers believed might 
have been a human trafficking 
case.  Arriving at the police 
station close to midnight, I was 
worn out, but I thought how 
much more worn out this poor 
17-year-old girl, Emily—who 
had been involved in com-
mercial sex at a hotel—must 
be.  The interview began more 
easily than most— Emily was 
fairly forthcoming compared 
to many other victims. As her 
story unfolded, I learned that 
she had been trafficked since 
she was 14 years old, having 
been recruited and groomed 
by her trafficker whom she 
met through a friend at school.   
He persuaded her with slick 
words and an attitude of ‘cool-
ness’, one that Emily would 
later describe as very suave and 
pimp-like, the kind that soci-
ety portrays as flashy, fun, and 
successful. She shared that her 
trafficker quickly turned into 

a monster, manipulating her 
into having sex with strangers 
for money. Over the next three 
years, she was forced to have 
sex with hundreds of men.
    Emily went from an A and 
B student to barely passing, 
drawing the attention of her 
parents and school adminis-
trators, whose reaction was to 
lecture her on the importance 
of having good grades and 
focusing on her schoolwork.   
This, not surprisingly, had no 
effect. She began to fall asleep 
in class and became disorderly 
and disruptive—a common be-
havioral trait of those who are 
exploited. School counselors 
got involved and “counseled” 
Emily on the importance of do-
ing well in school and behaving 
appropriately. 
    Her behavior continued 
to decline and eventually the 
juvenile court system got in-
volved, appointing Emily with 
a probation officer, anger 
management counselors, and a 
substance abuse counselor.
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I sat there listening as she 
poured her heart out to me, I 
became more confused with 
each turn of her story. How was 

it possible that she was surrounded 
by all of these professionals, yet no 
one ever identified her as a victim of 
human trafficking? Eventually I had 
to ask. 

    Where had the system 
failed?

 
The answer was one I didn’t suspect. 
Emily looked me square in the eye 
and with a tone more serious and di-
rect than a judge at sentencing said, 
“Because no one ever asked.” 
I can only imagine the look on my 
face at that moment, but one thing 
was certain—the silence was deafen-
ing. I just couldn’t comprehend that 
not one single person ever asked 
this child what was causing her to 
fall apart.
    Wise and able beyond her years, 
Emily decided to break the silence 
for me and explain what she meant. 
“Everyone was too busy pointing 
their finger at me, telling me what I 
was doing wrong—that I needed to 
get better grades, to correct my at-
titude, to get my life and priorities 
straight—but no one ever bothered 
to ask me what was going on in my 
life to cause all of this. 
    If someone had just asked what was 
happening, I would have told them, 
but I never felt like they wanted to 
hear what I had to say, so I remained 
silent.”  She felt dirty, like she had 
done something wrong, she was af-
ter all a “prostitute” and that is not a 
cool thing to be. There are moments 
in one’s life that leave an indelible 
mark, a vivid image that often alters 

the course of a life—this was one of 
them.  The reality that “we” - the 
community, professionals, everyone 
surrounding Emily - had failed her 
because we allowed these societal 
norms, this misperception, to infect 
children. We had failed this young 
girl and sentenced her to untold ex-
ploitation and abuse
    Human trafficking is a reality in 
the United States, and it has the po-
tential to touch each and every home 
in this country. It is necessary for 
parents and caregivers, corporate 
America, governments, and faith 
communities to be aware of the 
predators that are coming for our 
children and the societal norms that 
allow these profane words to be an 
accepted and glorified part of our 
everyday life. Society needs to re-
define the term “prostitute” and ac-
knowledge those labeled as such are 
persons experiencing exploitation, 
persons preyed upon by not so “very 
cool” people. 

Bill Woolf, Program and 
Policy Director at Enough 
Is Enough, is one of only 
three individuals to have 

been awarded the Presidential Med-
al for Extraordinary Efforts to Com-
bat Trafficking in Persons.  He is a 
former police detective, non-profit 
executive, and served as Director 
of Human Trafficking Programs 
and acting Director of the Office 
for Victims of Crime at the U.S. De-
partment of Justice.  He also served 
as Special Advisor to the White 
House for Human Trafficking and 
Exploitation. 
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