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Chapter 1. The Body as Destiny
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Before a woman could say I, her body had already been used to say we. Not as a metaphor, but as a historical reality.

Long before prostitution existed as a word, the female body was already inscribed within systems that conceived it as a resource. Not as an intimate experience or as one’s own territory, but as something manageable, something that could be assigned, exchanged, watched, and corrected. The body did not appear as desired. It appeared as a function.

It worked. That was one of the first definitions imposed upon it.

It served to reproduce lineages, to seal alliances, to honor gods, to sustain empires, to calm men. And when none of that was enough, it served to survive.

For centuries, the question was not what a woman wants. The question was what she is for.

That logic precedes any moral judgment. It comes before shame, sin, and scandal. It is structural, cold, and efficient logic. Societies quickly understood that controlling the female body was a direct way to guarantee the stability of the group. Regulating female sexuality meant regulating inheritance, honor, purity, economy, and the narrative of order.

The female body became a frontier where religion, money, power, and fear intersected. A border that did not need permanent violence to sustain itself, because it rested on more enduring mechanisms: custom, silence, and normalization.

Open violence came later. Shame came later. First, there was utility.

Throughout history, many women did not choose what to do with their bodies. They learned to negotiate within the inevitable. Some did so from positions of relative privilege, others from absolute vulnerability. But never from freedom.

Bodily autonomy, understood as real self-determination, has not been the historical norm. It has been a brief and fragile exception.

For this reason, the modern idea of choice applied to the female body becomes dangerous when separated from its context. It seems neutral. It seems fair. However, it carries centuries of accumulated inequality that condition where you choose from and how much you pay when you decide to say no.

The body was taught to obey before it was taught to desire.

When the body becomes the only available capital, it ceases to be intimacy and becomes strategy.

Different cultures developed female figures who embodied this tension between power and submission. Women trained from childhood, separated from the rest, selected, revered, and at the same time confined. Some were admired. Others were erased. They all shared an essential condition: their value was tied to their bodies.

Not the body as one’s own experience, but the body as an object of social use.

Even when that use was clothed in art, spirituality, or prestige, the logic remained intact. The female body did not belong entirely to the women who inhabited it. It belonged to a larger structure that was named justified and consumed it.

Shame appeared later.

There was not always shame in the exchange. There was control, there was obligation, there was sacrifice. Shame was a later construction, associated with religious, colonial, and economic transformations that redefined which bodies deserved respect and which could be used without consequences.

Before that, the body could be sacred without being free. It could be admired without being autonomous.

Bodily freedom was never the starting point.

That is why, when we talk today about prostitution, sex work, or individual choice, it cannot be done as if the story begins there. No decision is born in a vacuum. The body that chooses does so from an earlier history, from invisible inheritances that push, limit, and condition every personal decision.

This book is not based on the idea that all women who exchange sex for something are the same.

It begins with a more uncomfortable question:

Where do you choose from when the body has, for so long, been the only place available?

Later, this book will speak about an island, a specific period, specific girls. But none of them begin there.

They begin here.

At the exact point where the body ceases to be only a body and becomes destiny. The moment history decided before anyone could choose.

What follows does not seek simple answers. It seeks to trace continuity.

Because when a society accepts that the female body is a resource in times of need, there is always a price.

Of course, it is almost never paid by the one who writes the rules.
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Chapter 2. Honor, Discipline, and Choice
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There were cultures in which the female body was not directly associated with misery. Not because it was free, but because it was subject to order.

In Japan, for centuries, the figure of the geisha represented a particular form of relationship between woman, body, and power. She was not a marginal, clandestine, or improvised figure. She was the result of a complex, demanding, and deeply hierarchical system, where sexuality, when it appeared, was not the center, but a secondary possibility within a much broader structure.

The geisha was not born. She was formed.

From an early age, the selected girls entered a closed world, governed by strict rules, ritual silence, and a discipline that shaped every gesture. They learned to walk in a certain way, to sit with restraint, to serve tea with precision, to converse without exposing themselves, and to listen more than they spoke. Their education was not oriented toward immediate survival, but toward symbolic perfection.

The body, in that context, was not an urgent commodity. It was cultural capital.

Every movement had meaning. Every silence was learned. The body was not offered; it was administered. It did not belong entirely to the woman who inhabited it, but neither was it abandoned to desire. It was protected by the system that formed it, sustained by a tradition that gave it value and meaning.

That value also had a price.

The life of a geisha was not free. The first choice, when it existed, was conditioned by family, poverty, or social expectations. Many girls did not decide to enter; they were handed over. Once inside, however, the system offered them something that other women did not have status, identity, and belonging.

The geisha knew who she was. She did not need to invent a story every night. She did not have to lie about her age. She did not negotiate from urgency, but from social recognition. Her body was not anonymous. It was a body named, trained, and respected within its cultural framework.

Sexuality, when it appeared, was regulated. It was not chaotic or constant. It did not define her main value. In fact, many geishas did not engage in sex as part of their role. The essential thing was conversation, art, companionship, and the ability to sustain a presence that calmed, entertained, and elevated the prestige of those who hired her.

Here a decisive difference emerges: the body was not the last resort. It was the result of an investment.

Japanese society at the time understood that this body represented time, money, discipline, and sacrifice. That is why it cared for it, protected it, and regulated it. Not out of altruism, but because there was an interest in preserving its value.

Honor, in this system, did not belong to the woman as an individual, but to the role she embodied. The geisha did not represent only herself; she represented a tradition. That representation distanced her from marginality, but it also tied her to a rigid identity from which it was difficult to escape.

Leaving was not easy. But entering was not improvised either.

Here lies an essential difference between other forms of sexual exchange: the geisha did not appear as a response to an immediate crisis. She did not emerge from sudden hunger or economic collapse. She was part of a stable, though profoundly unequal, system.

Her body did not scream. It did not ask for help. It was not exposed in the open. However, it was not free.

The comparison does not seek to idealize. It seeks to distinguish. Because confusing all sexual exchanges under the same moral category erases fundamental differences between power and vulnerability, between structure and abandonment, between imposed discipline and desperate survival.

The geisha learned for years before practicing. The poor girl learns in days. Sometimes, in hours.

Both inhabit conditioned bodies, but not from the same place.

Understanding this difference is necessary to avoid simplistic judgments. Honor, when it exists, does not erase inequality. But the total absence of structure, the free fall of the body into the market, produces different, quieter, and crueler violence.

This book does not propose models. It proposes contrasts.

The first is this: a body trained to belong versus a body pushed to survive.

In Kyoto, at the end of the nineteenth century, a girl did not become a geisha by accident. The process was regulated, documented, and monitored. There were specific houses called okiya, where girls entered at an early age, often between seven and ten years old. Some arrived by family decision. Others as payment for debts. Poverty was also present, but it was not chaotic. It was organized.

The houses kept records. Debts were documented. The training had clear stages.

First, they were shikomi, girls who cleaned, observed, and learned obedience before art. They slept little, worked constantly, and were continuously evaluated. It was not about protecting their childhood, but about shaping their bodies and behavior.

Later, if they showed aptitude, they became maiko, apprentices. There began real investment: years of training in traditional dance, music, poetry, conversation, and protocol. Every mistake had consequences. Every advancement had a cost.

The body, in that system, did not belong to the girl, but it was not abandoned either. It was managed.

There are clear records of contracts establishing how much it cost to train a geisha and how long she had to work to repay that debt. Some took decades. Others never finished paying for it. Freedom was neither immediate nor guaranteed, but neither was it entirely absent as a concept.

The essential point is this: the geisha did not emerge as a response to daily urgency.

Her body was not on the verge of starvation that night. She did not depend on an improvised client. She did not negotiate from immediate fear.

Sexuality, contrary to many Western narratives, was not the axis of the system. Various historical records show that a geisha was not, by definition, a sexually available woman. Her value lay in companionship, conversation, and cultural representation. Some had relationships with sponsors, but these were exceptional, regulated, and officially recognized arrangements.

A geisha’s prestige depended on her discipline, not on her naked body.

This does not mean that the system was fair. Girls did not choose freely. Debt chained them. Leaving was difficult. Control could be absolute.

But there was something crucial: structure.

There were rules that protected the system because the system had an interest in keeping them healthy, young, and functional. A sick, traumatized, or discarded geisha represented a lost investment.

Here the female body was not disposable waste. It was heritage.

That is why, even when a geisha was exploited, it was done with method, with limits, and with consequences for those who crossed them. Not out of ethics, but out of economic and cultural convenience.

This detail matters, because it shows that not all sexual or symbolic exchange emerges from the same place.

There is a profound difference between a body trained for years to occupy a role, even if that role is imposed, and a body pushed into the market by immediate hunger.

The geisha could hate her fate, but she knew who she was. She knew her name. She knew her place within the system. She did not have to invent an age. She did not have to lie down every night. She did not have to disappear inside herself to survive.

That difference, subtle but decisive, will shape everything that comes later.

Because when the system disappears and only needs to remain, the body ceases to be heritage and becomes tolerated waste.
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Chapter 3. Women of the Palace
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In many ancient and pre-modern civilizations, women were not pushed into the street but cut off from the world. They were not exposed; they were confined. Their bodies did not circulate freely but were concentrated within spaces of power where they fulfilled precise functions: guaranteeing heirs, sealing alliances, displaying wealth, and sustaining hierarchies. 

The concubine was not a marginal figure. She was an institutional figure. 

In Ancient Egypt, concubines were part of the structure of the state. Not all were official wives, but many enjoyed material protection, housing, servitude, and some legal recognition. Records show that some royal concubines owned land, property, and honorific titles. Their value did not lie only in sexuality, but in their ability to ensure descent and dynastic continuity. 

The female body, in this context, was a guarantee of the future. It was not about individual desire, but about political stability. The woman did not belong to herself, but she was not abandoned either. Her confinement made sense within a system that needed to preserve her reproductive and symbolic capacity. Violence existed, but it was contained by rules, not unleashed by urgency. 

In pre-colonial African kingdoms, such as the Mali Empire and the Songhai Empire, concubines served similar functions. They were women integrated into royal palaces or noble households, often as part of political tributes between clans or territories. The transfer of women was not understood as individual degradation, but as a diplomatic act. 

That did not make them free. It made them valuable. 

Their bodies were not disposable. They were resources that had to be kept healthy, fertile, and presentable. Survival was guaranteed, but at the price of confinement. Choice did not exist as a right, but as an exception. 

In Imperial Asia, the system reached a massive scale. In Ming dynasty and Qing dynasty China, imperial harems housed hundreds, and sometimes thousands, of women. There were strict ranks, internal hierarchies, protocols of conduct, and severe punishments. Concubines lived isolated from the outside world, watched constantly, and regulated even in the smallest gestures. 

Some would never see the emperor. Others would see him only once. But they were all there for political reasons. 

Their bodies did not belong to them, but neither were they exposed to the market. Sexuality was controlled, managed, and recorded. Even the emperor’s access to his concubines followed official calendars intended to maximize offspring and avoid internal conflicts. 

Here the female body was not an emergency. It was an archive. 

In the Ottoman Empire, the imperial harem functioned as a complex political institution. Some concubines, such as Hürrem Sultan, achieved extraordinary levels of power, influencing affairs of state, diplomacy, and succession. Cases like this show that the female body, even within confinement, could become a channel of indirect power. 

But those stories were exceptional. Most lived and died without a public name. 

What all these systems had in common was not sexuality, but control. The female body was protected because it was possessed. She was fed because she was watching. She was safe because she could not escape. 

That protection had clear limits: it depended on the value the system assigned to that body. A concubine who grew old, became sick, or fell out of favor could be displaced, forgotten, or quietly secluded. But even that oblivion occurred within the structure, not in total abandonment. 

Here appears an essential difference from modern poverty. Concubines did not negotiate with their body’s night after night. They were not competing for anonymous customers. They did not have to lie about their age. Their bodies were trapped, yes, but they were not alone. 

History often portrays these systems as barbaric, and they were in many ways. But by judging them solely through contemporary morality, a crucial understanding is lost: the female body had an assigned place, even if that place was unjust. 

That place disappeared with modernity. 

When empires fell, when monarchies were displaced, and when colonialism and capitalism reorganized the world, many women ceased to be protected political capital and became social surplus. They were no longer confined within palaces but pushed to the margins. 

The concubine lived under confinement. The modern poor woman lives under exposure. There is a decisive difference between those two conditions: outdoors, the body wears out faster. 

It is not a question of defending the past or embellishing deeply unjust systems. It is a question of using them as a historical mirror. Only by understanding that there were cruel but organized structures can one better understand
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