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identifying and responding to the needs of victims of this form of child abuse will proliferate. 
Further, this attention will require even greater resources of the criminal justice system in 
terms of both dealing with victims and addressing the behaviors of offenders and those who 
facilitate these crimes.

HATE CRIMES/BIAS-MOTIVATED CRIMES
Hate crimes, also known as bias-motivated crimes, have been a topic of great concern in 

recent years. Hate crimes occur when the offender targets a victim and/or her or his property 
due to the victim’s perceived membership in a specific group. Groups frequently targeted for 
hate crimes include racial, ethnic, religious, sexual orientation, and gender identity groups. 
Some are quick to note that “all crimes are hate crimes” and abhor the notion of a specific 
label of “hate crime.” Such a stance reflects a failure to fully understand the definition of a 
hate crime. A hate crime is not just any crime that is committed against someone in a pro-
tected group. A hate crime is one motivated by bias regardless of whether the victim is a mem-
ber of the specific group. Hate crimes are such that if there was no perception that the victim 
belonged to a particular group, no crime would have occurred. It is important to understand 
that the motivation for committing hate crimes differs from the motivation to commit other 
crimes. Establishing a crime as a hate crime can be difficult because there must be evidence 
that the offender’s discriminatory attitude or bias is responsible in part or whole for the com-
mission of the crime.

Like crime in general, hate crimes are not new in the United States. An obvious example 
is the long history of violence against blacks by groups such as the Ku Klux Klan. In response 
to this violence, the first hate crime law was the Civil Rights Act of 1871. This act extended 
federal protection to individuals whose Fourteenth Amendment voting rights were being  
violated by private persons, including those in the Klan. This statute made it illegal to, “by 
force or by threat of force, injure, intimidate, or interfere with anyone” engaged in protected 

ETHICAL ISSUES

Can Sex Trafficking Ever Be Ethical?
Karyn is a 16-year-old who is being prostituted. 

She contends that she does this work because she 
wants to and it earns her enough money to live com-
fortably. In addition, she earns enough to support her 
partner, who introduced her to this way of life. Earning 
money is important since her parents kicked her out 
when she told them she was a lesbian. Karyn contends 
no one is making her do it and she should be able to if 
she wants to. Still, she notes that her partner gets angry 
and sometimes a little physical if she does not bring 
home enough cash.

Think About It
1.	 Karyn is younger than 18 and claims to voluntarily 

engage in this prostitution. It is noted that many engage 

in this behavior to survive because it helps them obtain 
food, shelter, clothes, and other needed basics. Is it 
unethical for Karyn to engage in this activity?

2.	 Is it unethical for this to be illegal? Should the age of 
the people being prostituted matter?

3.	 Should it matter if someone lured them into this 
activity when they were minors? 

4.	 If people state that they are engaged in sex trafficking 
but have no skills or education and have no other 
opportunities, is their participation unethical? 

5.	 If their trafficker violently abuses them but they 
choose not to leave, is this practice unethical? 

6.	 What policies would you implement to deal with this 
thorny issue?

hate crimes: Crimes 
committed that target 
victims and/or their property 
due to their perceived 
membership in a particular 
group. Also known as 
bias-motivated crimes.

Civil Rights Act of 1871: 
Federal legislation passed 
to give federal protection 
to Fourteenth Amendment 
rights that were violated by 
private persons, including 
those in the Ku Klux Klan. 
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