
Women's Studies International Forum 40 (2013) 230–242

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Women's Studies International Forum

j ourna l homepage: www.e lsev ie r .com/ locate /ws i f
Appropriating the rights of women: Moral panics, victims
and exclusionary agendas in domestic and cross-borders
sex crimes
Selda Dagistanli a,⁎, Sanja Milivojevic b

a School of Social Sciences and Psychology, University of Western Sydney, Locked Bag 1797, Penrith, NSW 2751, Australia
b School of Social Sciences, Morven Brown Building Room G44, University of New South Wales, NSW 2052, Australia
a r t i c l e i n f o
⁎ Corresponding author.

0277-5395/$ – see front matter © 2013 Elsevier Ltd. A
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2013.09.001
S y n o p s i s
Available online 27 September 2013
 In this article we focus on moral panic driven publicity and policy surrounding female victims
of sexual assault and sex trafficking in Australian and international contexts. The case studies
comprise a series of racialised gang rapes in Sydney, Australia between 2000 and 2004, and
anti-sex trafficking campaigns around major sporting events including the 2006 World Cup in
Germany and 2012 London Olympics. While heightened public awareness around the sexual
victimisation of women is welcome, we also critique the sort of attention that these cases and
their victims receive, questioning whether increased publicity and knee-jerk policies around
certain sex crimes is genuinely based on the realities of women's victimisation. We seek to
demonstrate that moral panic driven attention for victims neither eases their suffering nor
necessarily bolsters their rights while interrogating who does come to benefit from such
“feminist” causes, and how we should begin to re-think our engagement with women's
victimisation.
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Introduction

In a recent collection on contemporary moral panics, Stan
Cohen (2011) expressed a concern to distance the politics of
moral panic from its negative associations with conservative
hysteria over relatively routine events or disempowered minor-
ities. In seeking a less judgemental delineation of the concept,
Cohen (2011: 240) referred to the possibility of ‘good’ alongside
‘bad’ moral panics, suggesting that the former bring to our
attention legitimate and justifiable topics of concern, issues
with which we, as ‘sociological critics of moral panics’, should
sympathise.While the notion of a ‘goodmoral panic’may seem
paradoxical to some (Critcher, 2011; David, Rohloff, Petley, &
Hughes, 2011), it does raise some significant questions around
which social issues are judged as ‘worthy’ of moral outrage,
who judges them to be so, and whether social scientists can
really claim to be disinterested observers equipped with the
ability to label some displays of heightenedmoral outrage to be
ll rights reserved.
overreaction. When we, as social scientists, call some social
reactions a ‘moral panic’we politically distance ourselves from
the ‘moral entrepreneurs’ – such as the popular media,
politicians, law enforcement and other criminal justice agen-
cies or indeed, any agent we hold responsible as fanning the
‘hysteria’ – while at the same time leaving unquestioned a
self-proclaimed right to label such reactions as hysterical. This
has led Cohen to ask “whose side” we are on when we judge
society's responses as melodramatic and reactionary. This
certainly seems a pertinent question in the context of highly
politicised moral outrage to cases of violent group sexual
assault, sexual exploitation and cross-border crimes such as
sex trafficking. Should we not be outraged about the sexual
abuse and exploitation of women? Indeed, as feminist scholars,
we welcome heightened awareness around the sexual
victimisation of women in its various forms and eschew
any moral panic analysis that may inadvertently circum-
vent the genuine suffering of victims. Yet we question the
sort of attention that these cases and their victims receive,
interrogating not only the forces that drive the sudden
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spike in public awareness and its practical, policy driven
effects, but also whether the heightened publicity around
some sex crimes is based on the realities of women's
victimisation. We seek to demonstrate that the increased
attention that some victims receive through moral panic
neither eases their suffering nor necessarily bolsters their
rights; on the contrary, such attention may sometimes be
harmful for those we ‘ought to protect’. In this article we
questionwhodoes come to benefit from this increased attention,
and how we should begin to re-think our engagement with
women's victimisation.

With these points in mind, we focus here on what we and
others (Ho, 2007; Lee, 2011; Milivojevic & Pickering, 2008;
Poynting, Noble, Tabar, & Collins, 2004; Segrave, Milivojevic, &
Pickering, 2009) describe as moral panic driven publicity and
policy interventions surrounding female victims of sexual assault
and sex trafficking in Australian and international contexts. The
case studies comprise a series of racialised ‘Muslim’ or ‘Middle
Eastern’ gang rapes in Sydney Australia between 2000 and 2004,
as well as a series of anti-sex trafficking campaigns related to
some major sporting events, namely the 2006 football World
Cup inGermany and the 2012 LondonOlympics. Through critical
scrutiny of the victims' rights campaigns in response to these
cases, led by conservative media, victims' lobby groups and
populist politicians, this paper argues firstly thatwomen's bodies
and allegedly feminist agendas have been used to promote
conservative interests that revolve around punitive criminal
justice and exclusionary immigration policies. Secondly, we
observe that conservative appropriations of feminist agendas are
more than just disingenuous; they also function to jeopardise
women's rights (and human rights more broadly) by
legitimising and further entrenching common misconceptions
about women's victimisation.We argue that the harmful effect
of such interventions outweigh the potential and potentially
spurious benefits of heightened public awareness. Throughout,
this paper will also critically examine the role of feminists in
promoting these exclusionary interventions (see Okin, 1999; cf
Kapur, 2002), before reflecting on why we need to reconsider
our engagementwith, and approach to issues around gendered
violence and crime.

Creating fictions about ‘ideal victims’: sex, gender and
moral panic

The credibility of female victims and complainants in sexual
assault cases has traditionally been evaluated through reference
to a woman's sexual history or reputation, the circumstances
surrounding the attack and her responses to it, visible physical
injuries on the victim's body and whether or not she was in an
existing relationship with the offender. While not exhaustive,
this list provides a cursory overview of the conservative
gendered norms that prevail in popular and legal narratives
on sexual victimisation. Historically, these factors have been
cited as necessary for differentiating between genuine victims
and thosewhoare seen to ‘invite’ sexual violence or, worse still,
make vexatious complaints against unsuspecting men (Allen,
1990).

Constructions of ‘genuine’ as opposed to ‘blameworthy’
victims entangled with beliefs about what constitutes ‘real
rape’ have also dominated the early disciplinary contexts of
criminology and victimology. Victimology reflects its positivist,
conservative and male-centric origins through reference to
gendered ideas of ‘victim proneness’ via engagement in ‘risky’
lifestyles, noting that such factors underscore non-random
patterns of victimisation and hence ‘victim precipitation’. Early
victimologists, for example, squarely attributed moral responsi-
bility for a crime – particularly of a sexual nature – to the victim
(cf. Amir, 1971; Mendelsohn, 1956; Miers, 1989; Von Hentig,
1948). Feminists have confronted victim blaming, while also
seeking to dismantle some of the broad myths referring to the
alleged infrequency of sexual violence and, where acknowl-
edged, the dominant paradigm of stranger rape (Kelly, 2008).

The success of robust feminist activism and advances in
policy and criminal justice practices has been variable, with
popularmedia, legal and criminal justice discourses still largely
embracing positivist myths and conservative gendered as-
sumptions around rape and trafficking (see Benedict, 1992;
Ehrlich, 2001; Meyers, 1997; Moorti, 2002). In addition, as
Kapur (2002) notes, female victimisation and the ‘hegemonic
victim subject’ were staged as the centrepiece of the interna-
tional human rights framework in the early 1990s. However,
Kapur argues that such constructions “cannot accommodate
[the] multilayered experience” (Kapur, 2002: 2) of female
victimisation, leading to the simplified, stereotypical narratives
that are exemplified in public dialogue around sexual violence
and sex trafficking. Parallels can also be drawn between
genderedmyths around sexual victimisation and Nils Christie's
(1986) seminal concept of the ‘ideal victim’. Popular construc-
tions around the ideal victim of sexual assault and trafficking
adhere to Christie's abstract ideal that locates an unsuspecting
innocent in the wrong place at the wrong time: a victimwho is
visibly and brutally harmed by a deviant stranger or opportu-
nistic trafficker who becomes the ideal offender positioned in
stark moral contrast to the victim. This makes social and legal
recourse for most victims of sex crimes only remotely possible,
as victims of sexual violence commonly know their attackers
and have had previous sexual encounters with them, while
victims of trafficking commonly have experience in the sex
industry. Furthermore, victims of sexual abuse are often not
attacked or exploited by what society perceives as deviant
monsters. These realities around sexual victimisation firmly
subject most women to moral judgement through salacious
media reporting and legal conjecture around their sexual
reputation, provided that their victimisation is reported and
receives any public or criminal justice attention in the first
place. Similarly in trafficking, many feminist scholars have
engaged in debunking myths about ‘sex slave’ narratives,
noting that themajority of women trafficked for the purpose of
sexual exploitation do not fit into the stereotype of ‘kidnapped,
chained sex slaves’ and are consequently stripped of their
rights and deported to their country of origin (Lee, 2011;
Segrave et al., 2009).

When sexual assault goes to trial, the legal framing of sexual
violence presents difficulties as it operates on patriarchal beliefs
and gender norms which subscribe to broader social paradigms
of ‘real rape’ involving strangers, sometimes multiple offenders
and force — in the face of which the victim, as is the case with
every ideal victim, must provide active and unequivocal
resistance (Estrich, 1987). Prosecutorial decision-making reflects
this, hinging on stranger perpetrated complaints, the presence of
physical harm on the complainant's body (commonly correlated
with resistance by the complainant to the attack) (Fileborn,
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2011: 4), alongside an assessment of complainant behaviours or
circumstances (Stubbs, 2003: 19). In trafficking, the pathway to
successful prosecution rests on the narrative of naive, innocent
(often ‘Third World’) victims, tricked, lured or kidnapped, and
forced to work in the sex industry (Segrave et al., 2009). The
reliance of prosecutors on these evidentiary factors does not take
account of the realities of women's victimisation. Research has
shown that ‘the overwhelming majority of sexual assaults are
perpetrated by assailants who are known to the victim, and […t]
he majority of victims do not acquire additional injury in the
course of a sexual assault’ (Fileborn, 2011: 4). Likewise,
experiences of women trafficked for sex portray a complex
picture of victimisation, agency and survival (Segrave et al.,
2009).

The entrenched nature of these assumptions ensures that
neither law nor other social institutions offer the majority
of victims a platform from which to speak about their
victimisation. For example, there is no narrative available for
womenwho are sexually victimised during romantic encounters
which are, statistically, by far the most common setting for
sexual assault. In ‘date rape’ settings, women are commonly
unable to expressly object to the sexually coercive situation that
takes place and where they are successful in taking their
case to trial, complainants are seen as ‘ambiguous’ and
‘equivocal’, “expected to know what they ‘should’ have done”
even where the benefit of hindsight is not available to them
(Philadelphoff-Puren, 2003: 55–56). The moral judgements
and expectations placed on the majority of women who find
themselves unable to express their lack of consent in such
encounters reflect the troubling normalisation of sexually
coercive practices that are constructed as ‘part of normal
heterosexual relations’ (Chung, O'Leary, & Hand, 2006), which
permeate criminal justice practice and policy. In trafficking,
women are encouraged to speak against their abusers, while
secondary victimisation that happens in ‘the care of the state’ –
in shelters, safe houses and during the criminal justice
intervention – is largely overlooked (Segrave et al., 2009).

Moral judgements made about women who are sexually
victimised are also subject to a number of contextual and
structural variables. Intersecting factors of gender, class, culture/
ethnicity and age, play a significant role in determining attitudes
towards victims from certain social positions which are often
reflected within criminal justice outcomes and support services.
Of specific pertinence here, is the fact that structural character-
istics contribute to the social and institutional visibility of some
victims of sexual violence over others. It comes as little
surprise that those victims who are less constrained by
structural disadvantage, present with a case of ‘real’ sexual
violence, respond in gender appropriate ways and are attacked
by the ‘ideal’ perpetrators, are more likely to attract the
politicised publicity and heightened public outrage that foment
the right conditions formoral panic. Yet the confluence of these
factors alone does not guarantee the incidence of moral panic.
Not all sex crimes elicit what has been theoretically classified as
moral panic even where they do present with the ideal factual
circumstances, victims and offenders.

What makes social reactions to sex crimes susceptible to
moral panic then is the convergence of certain social and
political conditions. Cases must resonate with deeper, existing
socio-political issues while colliding with other indefinable
variables that are peculiar to individual cases. Cohen's (1972:
57–8) original account suggests that “[a]t times of moral panic,
societies are more open than usual to appeals to [a] consensus
[on shared values]… The deviant is seen as having stepped
across a boundary which at other times is none too clear”.
Others argue that the consensus to which Cohen refers reflects
a particular social order that is selective of the issues it chooses
to define as ‘major problems’, doing so in accordance with the
ideological ‘need’ to sustain particular relations of power and
domination (Fairclough, 2001: 126). For some scholars this
explains why some issues escalate to become moral panics
while others may pass by unnoticed (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson,
Clarke, & Roberts, 1978). The argument that emerges from such
analyses is that reactions of media and social control agents to
the crime are underscored by the broader exclusionary
agendas mobilised around class, race, age, and mobility,
rather than the crime itself. Media portrayals of offenders
and their victims and political campaigning through ideo-
logical ascriptions of collective identity and ‘otherness’ both
inform and are legitimated by broader community attitudes
and criminal justice outcomes, which serve tomaintain relations
of domination within certain socio-historical contexts.

This might assist us in explaining why, in a certain political
climate, victimswhomay not fulfil the requirements of an ‘ideal
victim’ may still be upheld as symbols of collective identity in
moral panic situations in which social concern is mobilised
through the ‘democratisation’ of the victims' suffering (Best,
1998 cited in Lindgren& Lundstrom, 2010: 311).Within amoral
panic, the ‘consensus’ to which Cohen referred, is that which is
reached between powerful political actors, agents of social
control including law enforcement, the courts, media, some
victim lobby groups, and feminists, creating the amorphous
‘community’ towhich legal, political andmedia discourses refer,
and increasingly, victims themselves. The interplay between
these actors and their agendas determines which incidents of
sexual violence are considered major social problems while
others remain overlooked. In this way, sexual violence in its
various forms can be the centrepiece of a range of debates
relating to unrelated issues, where suddenly, victims may find
themselves in the centre of a politicised furore about disparate
causes. In someways thismay be seen as a positive development
in that it, at the very least, flags sexual violence and exploitation
as a serious crime and gives previously silenced victims a voice in
public debate. Yet, if, as we argue, the furore is not really about
sex crimes and women's victimisation, then women's and
victims' rights agendas become used as a veneer for other
political causes resulting in a deeply problematic trivialisation of
sexual violence. As Kapur (2002:6) notes, ‘the victim subject and
the focus on violence invite remedies and responses from states
that have little to do with promoting women's rights’. This is
seen in the punitive law and order solutions that are sought for
sexual victimisation, which, in the cases we will examine, are
often overtly linked to other draconian agendas around border
protection and immigration. Where the sexual violence or
exploitation is perpetrated by a racialised other, the suffering of
victims and their rights in the criminal justice system also
provides a mainstream platform for racist rhetoric and the
increasingly prevalent condemnation of multiculturalism that
has become ‘commonsense’ (see Dagistanli & Grewal, 2012;
Lentin & Titley, 2011).

To illustrate these points we outline a couple of Australian
and international case studies where (allegedly) feminist



233S. Dagistanli, S. Milivojevic / Women's Studies International Forum 40 (2013) 230–242
‘victims' rights’ causes are co-opted to further other ideological
interests unrelated, we argue, to the genuine rights of victims
and, more broadly, women's rights. Following Robert Elias
(1993: 55) in his seminal account of the political manipulation
of crime victims, we speculate through these case studies on
“how much victims have really benefitted, and if not, who has
gained instead?”; whether the moral panics we outline have
“createdmuch less of a victims'movement andmuchmore of a
‘law and order’ movement for other objectives” that establish
narrow policy directions for a small number of victims while
marginalising or worse still, rendering invisible and harming
those victims who do not fall within the ambit of victimhood
that is popularly extolled.

Appropriating a women's rights agenda, part 1:
racialised gang rape, moral panic and gender
in contemporary Australia

Between 2000 and 2004, a series of ethnically and culturally
defined gang rape cases went to trial in Sydney, Australia.
These cases became conflated through their popular labelling
as ‘the Sydney gang rapes’, even though the group attackswere
perpetrated in three separate instances by three separate
groups of youngmenwhowere alternately said to be ofMiddle
Eastern, Arabic, Lebanese and/or Muslim background.

The first of the cases involved three young Lebanese
background men referred to in the 2001 court trial as AEM
Snr, AEM Jnr and KEM who had sexually assaulted two 16 year
old girls. The trial took place withoutmuch publicity as themen
had pleaded guilty and agreed to a plea bargaining deal where
the victims would not need to testify. Judge Megan Latham of
the District Court of New SouthWales, handed down sentences
of six years, eighteenmonths and five years sevenmonths based
on the perpetrators' guilty pleas, their expressions of contrition
and their age.1 Judge Latham also commented that the case did
not fall into the ‘worst category’ of sexual assault and denied
that there was any racial or ethnic element to the crime, despite
a victim impact statement to the contrary (R v AEM (Jnr) and
AEM (snr) andKEM, unreported judgment, 23August 2001 at 6).

These sentences and their perceived leniency, alongside
Latham's denial that there was any racial element to the crimes
attracted much public interest and heightened moral indigna-
tion towards the judiciary and the legal system. Faithful to the
particularly punitive law and order debate that capitalised on
this public anger, the State government was moved to change
legislation in the first week of September 2001 and create the
specific offence of ‘aggravated sexual assault in company’with
a new statutorymaximumof life imprisonment (Johns, Griffith,
& Simpson, 2001). A New South Wales Parliamentary Briefing
Paper was issued noting a polarisation between social and
judicial perceptions about just punishment and sentencing
practices, while flagging the relationship between ethnicity
and crime as an area of emerging concern (Johns et al., 2001).
These developments came to determine the outcomes for the
offenders and victims of the two remaining cases in the ‘Sydney
gang rape’ trilogy, as it was under this legislation that the
offenders in the other two cases – the Bankstown and K
brothers' attacks – were sentenced.

Coinciding with the timing of these sentencing debates and
the burgeoning outrage around ethnicity and crime, the story of
a series of group sexual assaults on several young female victims
made a spectacular foray into mainstream media and political
discourses. In the second case within the Sydney gang rape
trilogy, punitive law and order debates enmeshed with calls to
tighten border security, restrict immigration and reconsider
multiculturalism to generate a potent concoction resulting in the
racialised Lebanese orMuslim gang rapemoral panic (Dagistanli,
2007; Gleeson, 2004; Poynting et al., 2004; Warner, 2004). The
trail of indignation sparkedby Judge Latham's perceived leniency
and the preliminary ethnic and cultural links established in that
case were now firmly embedded within the Australian public
consciousness: Middle Eastern or Muslim youth and men were,
according to popular common sense, exclusively attackingwhite,
Australian women in a show of contempt for Australian society.
This line of reasoning was enthusiastically mobilised by
conservative anti-Muslim media commentators who reiter-
ated common-sense understandings about the evils of
multiculturalism and, specifically, Muslim immigration.

The cases themselves had the makings of a sensational
news story. Numerous attacks were orchestrated, through the
use of mobile phones, by a young man by the name of Bilal
Skaf and a group of up to fourteen young Lebanese Muslim
backgroundmen around theworking class area of Bankstown in
SouthWestern Sydney. The notorious ‘rape spree’ of Skaf and his
cohorts dominated the headlines of Australian newspapers in
2001, even though the attacks themselves had taken place and
come to the attention of police a year earlier. The details of the
case had been leaked by NSW police to the media in 2000, but
due to their concurrence with the Sydney Olympics, were not
considered newsworthy at the time (Poynting et al., 2004;
Warner, 2004). The headlines of the popular tabloid publication
The Sun Herald on 29 July 2001 – ‘70 Girls Attacked by Rape
Gangs’, ‘Police Warning on New Race Crime’ and ‘Caucasian
Women the Targets’ –made clear the tenor of debates to follow:
the crimes were established as racially motivated, as a symbolic
assault on the nation and its values through the violation of
women's bodies (Anthias, 2002). The derogatory racial taunts of
the men to their victims (‘you deserve it because you're
Australian’, ‘I'm going to fuck you Leb-style’, ‘does Leb cock
taste better thanAussie cock?’) accompanyingother examples of
sexual and racial derisionwere upheld as evidence that the rapes
were race hate crimes.2 The misogyny of these men was clear,
but it was not seen as restricted to the actions of the individual
offenders; popular wisdom implicated the ethnic and religious
backgrounds of the men in their cultural attitudes towards
‘white women’with the result that entire Lebanese and Muslim
communities in Australia became pathologised by associ-
ation. Conjecture on whether or not these attacks were
really motivated by racial hatred is interesting (see for
example Grewal, 2012; cf. Poynting et al., 2004). However
speculation of this kind detracts from the point that the
‘racial connection’ served multifarious interests that were
not necessarily driven by the rights of sexual assault
complainants and victims.

The racialisation of multi-perpetrator sexual violence,
whereby the ethnicity and culture of the perpetrators are
implicated as causal factors to the crime, does not only have
harmful consequences for the communities tarnished by such
aspersions. As a number of feminist scholars have argued,
racialising sexual assault obscures historical and recent inci-
dences of gang rape in Australia that were perpetrated by
'non-racialised' Anglo-Australianmen, often against indigenous
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women (Allen, 1990; Carrington, 1998; Gleeson, 2004; Stubbs,
2003). As Stubbs (2003: 21) points out, in cases involving men
of the dominant ethnicity, ‘the media seemed much less
interested in asking whether cultural values or ethnicity had
any role to play in those offences’. Moreover, a focus on the
‘dangerousMuslimman’ (Razack, 2004, 2008) and the shocking
nature of group sexual violence serves to further entrench rape
myths of stranger danger, and explicitly ‘foreigner danger’,
obfuscating the far more banal, far more common, and just as
damaging incidences of sexual violence perpetrated by men
known to their victims. Yet, themajority of actors inmoral panics
are not interested in the ‘banal’ instances of sexual violence that
pervades the lives of most victimised women, especially those
women who are socio-economically disadvantaged and racially
marginalised. Where sexual violence is represented in less
multifaceted ways, solutions are sought in linear outcomes that
aremost readily available in punitivemeasures. Through lengthy
sentences, highly visible and readily identifiable perpetrators,
especially those who become conspicuous through their cultural
difference, are expunged from society to provide safety and
justice for victims and the rest of the law-abiding community.
Along similar lines, conservative media commentators and
politicians also propose draconian immigration policies that
find solutions in preventing Middle Eastern immigrants, those
with the same backgrounds as the gang rapists, from infiltrating
Australian borders (Poynting et al., 2004).

In this political context, it comes as little surprise that Judge
Michael Finanne's sentence, handed down on 15 August 2002,
was widely applauded as a rare instance in which legal and
popular equations of justice with severe punishment coincided.
The landmark sentence of 55 years (with 40 years non-parole)
for ringleader, Bilal Skaf, was the longest sentence in Australian
history for rape (Gleeson, 2004). The extreme sentences
befalling the perpetrators were celebrated in the mainstream
press as ‘true justice’ for the rape victims who were pictured
arm in arm walking out of court (Crichton & Stevenson, 2002).
Public inquiry into the implications of such sentences3 was
overshadowed by widespread jubilation that the offenders had
got what they deserved and justice had been delivered both for
the victims themselves and the ‘Australian’ community. One
reader of the Sydney based tabloid, The Daily Telegraph,
remarked that they were ‘profoundly relieved [that] finally a
judge is getting it right’ while another commented that Judge
Finnane ‘clearly possesses an ability to understand the feeling in
the community of extreme outrage and revulsion in relation to
the Muslim Lebanese gang rapes. The Australian people are
indebted to him, for our country is, today, a far cleaner, nicer,
safer place to be’ (Letters, Daily Telegraph, 2002, August 17: 18).
While through a number of appeals and quashed convictions,
this sentencewas later reduced by theNewSouthWales Court of
Criminal appeal to a still significant 28 years,4 the severity of the
original sentence substantiated, at that time, the thirst for
punitive measures generated by law and order politics while
upholding a symbolic moral posturing against the perpetrators
and the ethnic valueswithwhich theywere associated. However
this was short lived. In keeping with the insatiable, moral panic
driven desire for ever more draconian outcomes, the judges of
the New South Wales Court of Criminal Appeal were soon
reprimanded by the media, conservative commentators and
politicians for reducing Skaf's sentence. The reduction of Skaf's
sentence and quashing the conviction of another offender in the
Bankstown rapes, led to accusations that the judiciary was
neglectful in its duty to protect Australianwomen and the nation
from the evils imposed by immigrants and their culturally
determined misogyny.

Comparable reactions to the sexual violence of immigrant
background men and a mainstream desire for their swift and
severe punishment can be found in international examples. We
specifically refer to public reactions around some recent high
profile sexual abuse, trafficking and “grooming” cases perpe-
trated by Asian men against young “white” girls in Rochdale,
and later Oxford in the UK. As with the Australian cases, the
Muslim backgrounds of the perpetrators were held to account
for what mainstream commentators concluded was a culturally
conditioned misogyny that prompted these perpetrators to
attack vulnerable, youngwhite women.Within this framework,
British far right political parties (such as the British National
Party) took the attacks as an opportunity to legitimate and
foreground an overtly racist agenda. While the vitriol of the
British National Party or similar political platforms could be
easily dismissed as extremist, therewas ample evidence of racist
sentiment among those who politically distanced themselves
from the far right. Online comments frommembers of the public
expressed open hostility towards newspaper editorials that
dared to question or criticise the linkmade between theMuslim
backgrounds of the offenders and themisogynistic and perverse
nature of their offences. One such editorial by journalist Joseph
Harker in The Guardian, prompted sharp comments, not from
the British far right, but from those who identified as not being
“racist” enough to call “all Muslims rapists”: ‘[t]he evidence
suggests that the “grooming” scandal disproportionately fea-
tures Muslim men as perpetrators and white girls as victims.
Ignoring this is as “racist” as calling all Muslims rapists’
(“Venebles”, The Guardian, 2013).5 Another on the online
comments forum who identified as “liberal”, suggested that
the British left was to blame for the tolerance of Muslim “third
world mentalities” which breed sexual violence and that the
“enlightenment philosophies” of Westerners can naturally be
distanced from the vile acts of Muslim child abusers:

People are sick and tired of this wet Left mentality. Don't
expect those who have enlightenment philosophies to
cow tow to those who don't. Third world mentalities
breed third world behavior….It is perfectly right that
anyone with enlightenment views pours scorn on reli-
gions and cultural practices that promote and defend
racial and sexual degradation.

[“BrianCloughSocialist”, The Guardian, 2013]

In this climate, calls for punitive action against the “third
world” perpetrators – distanced from the ethno-cultural main-
stream – were as clear as they were for the Sydney gang rapes:
‘We live in a sick society. I hope the evil people who avoid
punishment in this world will be held to account in Hell’
(“MadDogMcGahey”, The Guardian, 2013). However, despite the
expression of punitive sentiments embedded in overtly racist
rhetoric, the sentences befalling the ethnically defined perpetra-
torswere not as harsh as the sentencesmeted out for the Sydney
gang rapes. Additionally, public calls for harsher punishment did
not dominate the narratives around the UK cases, as they did in
the publicity around the Sydney cases. While the ringleader of
the Rochdale “grooming” cases, 59 year old Shabir Ahmed, was
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sentenced to a total of 22 years for two separate cases involving
the serious sexual abuse, exploitation and trafficking of under
aged women within the UK, the eight co-perpetrators were
sentenced between 12 and 5 years for sexual activity, exploita-
tion, conspiracy and trafficking of up to 47 young, under-aged
women. Even when reduced, Bilal Skaf's sentence was greater
than the sentence for the 59 year old ringleader of the
Rochdale child abuse ring. Additionally, the sentences for the
other perpetrators in Rochdale were within the normal range
for sexual offences of approximately 4 to 8 years (Ministry of
Justice, 2013; Travis, 2011): sentences for which Judge Megan
Latham in the first of the Sydney gang rapes caused populist
political outrage. It is interesting to speculate on why Australia
appears to be more punitive than the UK — a context so
culturally and legally similar. The answer may lie in Australia's
more punitive border protection narratives that complement
populist calls for more draconian punishment particularly
towards strangers from the “third world”, those aliens and
monsters for whom humanity is denied (Hudson, 2006).

As with the British examples, in Australia the clear divide
erected between the ‘Lebanese Muslim’ cultural values of the
perpetrators and ‘the Australians’who inhabit a “cleaner, nicer
and safer” space without the “foreign” threat proved to be
another central theme in these cases. The popular disjuncture
constructed between civilised West and uncivilised Islam or
Middle East was also inferred in references to Skaf by Judge
Finnane as ‘amenace to any civilised society’ (NSWCCA2005 at
111). Whether or not this was Judge Finnane's intended
meaning is beside the point. His commentary was subsumed
by broader meanings attached to the racialised positions of the
offenders which were then constructed in opposition to a
superior and civilised Australian culture that ought to be
protected from bad Muslim immigrants. These narratives
characterised a discourse of exclusionary Australian nation-
alism while justifying the spurious links made between the
gang rapes and the need for stricter border security and
immigration policies, amidst public debates about the failures of
multiculturalism (Dagistanli & Grewal, 2012). Inflammatory
portrayals of the attacks as a ‘war’ against Australian values
through the violation of Anglo-Australianwomen, further stirred
powerful, at times sinister, sentiments of Australian nationalism
that were underscored by violence. Indeed the theme of
war-time atrocity was overt in one conservative media
commentator's hyperbolic description of the gang rapes as a
home-grown form of systemic ethnic cleansing by a group of
men said to be of “Middle-Eastern extraction… And make no
mistake. It is a war, and one in which our laws are impotent”
(Devine, 2001:15). Where laws were seen as ‘impotent’, racist
vigilantism became an appropriate option for some quarters of
the majority community. Hijab wearing Muslim women were
particularly vulnerable to vigilante attacks due to their visibility:
besides physical attacks including strangers attempting to tear
veils off Muslim women's heads, a number of attacks were
“explicitly sexualised, involving, for example, indecent exposure,
offensive sexual suggestions, and threats of sexual assault”
(Poynting & Noble, 2004: 4). As Poynting and Noble argue:

It is perhaps ironic that, at a time when Islamic fundamen-
talisms are chastised by the west for their treatment of
women, it is those (especially men) of Anglo-Australian
background who exhibit significant intolerance towards
womenwho represent cultural difference and hence add to
their experience of marginalisation.

[2004: 19]

The last of the Sydney gang rapes, the K brothers' attacks
of 2002, were perhaps most remarkable for the criticisms
levelled at the courts and the populist ‘rape victims’ rights'
agenda that ensued from this. The rambunctious victims'
rights rhetoric unified voices and agendas that were wildly
divergent, comprised of conservative commentators, the
tabloid press, populist politicians, feminist activists and
academics, criminal justice practitioners and, unusually, one
of the victims herself, Tegan Wagner. In many ways, the
campaigning generated by the K brothers' cases was positive
for its success in highlighting sexual violence and the injustices
faced by sexual abuse survivors in court, as a serious social
issue. However, the same paradigms about ‘stranger/foreigner
danger’ perpetuated through the previous Sydney gang rape
cases, coupled with the exceptionally shocking and vicious
character of the attacks as themselves, served to once again
obscure the ‘banalities’ of most cases of sexual violence against
women.

As with the other racialised sexual violence cases, commen-
tary around the K brothers' cases was underscored by the
patriarchal assumptions inherent in rape myths. These assump-
tions contributed to the idealisation of the victims, as did the
social construction of individual victim characteristics as young
innocents. These victims also had ‘ideal offenders’ in their
attackers: via the clear misogyny in the attacks themselves, the
offenders' derisive behaviour in the courtroom, and their
vociferous identification as members of a demonised Muslim
culture. Together with the reduction of Skaf's sentence, the
disarray characterising the K brothers' trials ensured that the
judiciary and courtswere accused of failing to adequately protect
those deserving of protection while allegedly protecting those
who are not (Mawby & Walklate, 1994; Spalek, 2006). This
castigation of the judiciary became related to the unprecedented
public attention around issues surrounding complainants' rights
in sexual assault trials prompted by the exceptionally bad
courtroom behaviour of the two eldest brothers', MSK and
MAK, while representing themselves. The procedural difficulties
presented by the insistence of the two eldest brothers on
representing themselves caused numerous disruptions, aborted
trials and retrials, and generally prolonged the suffering of the
victims in court. Attempts by presiding judges to observe due
process was portrayed as yet another instance of the judiciary
denying justice for victims.

At the conclusion of the K brothers' trials, previously
overlooked suggestions from feminists and community-based
victims' lobby groups received considerable front-page tabloid
publicity led by The Daily Telegraph ‘to help rape victims and
encourage more women to come forward’ (Fife-Yeomans &
Davies, 2007: 1). A traditionally conservative outlet which is not
known for its feminist stance, The Daily Telegraph sought to
secure further reforms to protect the rights of complainants in
sexual assault trials. The themes that emerged included the
alleged misogyny of judges and their failure to prevent the
suffering of complainants by intervening in the distressing
cross-examination techniques of defence counsel. Hence, popu-
listmedia andpolitical voices shifted their focus fromdemanding
more punitive measures for criminals, to criticism of judicial
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efforts to provide a fair trial for accused persons at the expense of
women as victims of sexual assault. This new focus did not
dispense with, but rather complemented the ever-present thirst
for more punitive measures. Legislative reforms that were
subsequently implemented sought to improve the situation of
sexual assault complainants in New South Wales including the
use of CCTV evidence in court to avoid face-to-face cross-
examination, the prevention of direct cross-examination of the
complainant by self-represented accused persons, allowing
transcript evidence for sexual assault re-trials and a redefinition
of ‘consent’ as proposed by the New South Wales Attorney
General's Department, Criminal Justice Sexual Offences Taskforce
(2006). The value of these laws is not questioned; rather, the
lightning speed with which the rights of sexual assault
complainants were addressed by politicians represented a
clear contrast to the glacial rate at which feminist concerns
for the plight of sexual assault complainants in court have
been acknowledged (Dagistanli, 2007).

As evidenced by the difficulties facing female victims of
sexual abuse, there is always room for reform in sexual violence
trials. Yet there are questions about whether these discourses
are genuinely furthering a feminist cause and victims' rights.
Some strands of feminism may more readily concur with
conservative voices in demanding more punitive measures for
sex offenders, or highlighting the dangers of multiculturalism
for women (Okin, 1999).6 However the changes proposed by
the tabloid campaigns and populist politicians are not really
interested in furthering women's rights before the criminal
justice system. The evidence for this is clearly found in the
selective attention given to women of different backgrounds,
and vocal criticism of the courts by commentators who had
previously voiced a decidedly anti-feminist line that was now
being associated with a misogynistic Muslim culture and court
system.7 More significantly, what is seen through the selective
mobilisation of a women's and victims' rights campaign, is a
steady reinforcement of the patriarchal assumptions – through
this selectivity – that underpin both cultural and criminal justice
discourses around gender, sexuality and sexual assault.

Perhaps the most notable example of this selective interest
in women's rights could be found in the commentary of Paul
Sheehan, a conservative journalist vocal in his anti-Muslim
views and one of the key actors who defined the dominant
gendered and culturalised discourses around the K brothers'
case.8 Sheehan's conformity to cultural stereotypes about the
Muslim offenderswas clear. But hewas also faithful to gendered
cultural mythologies of sexual assault through his repeated
emphasis on the innocence of the victims who had been defiled
through their naive association with nasty Muslim immigrants
(Grewal, 2012). In his description of two particular victims of
the K brothers' Sheehan (2006: 39) remarks that ‘neither was
provocatively dressed: it was winter and both wore trousers
and zipped jackets’, while describing the most well known
victim, Tegan Wagner, as a “shy virgin” who had never before
even kissed a boy (2006: 24; see Grewal, 2012). As Grewal
notes, Wagner was forced to reinforce the idea that she was an
innocent school girl who was preyed upon by a group of men
who had done the same to other youngwomen, performing the
‘ideal victim’ paradigm of sex crimes – ‘pure and innocent…
attacked by monsters’ (Benedict, 1992: 18; Smith & Natalier,
2005) – that is perpetuated by dominant legal and media
discourses. Sheehan's insistence on the innocence of the young
female victims reproduces ‘classic rape tropes’ which demand
‘greater sympathy… for rape survivors who were not sexually
provocative or promiscuous’ (Grewal, 2012: 516) while also
objectifying the victims through voyeuristic and salacious
detail.9 This objectification of victims does not represent
a genuinely feminist agenda but rather a fetishisation and
marketing of the suffering of these young women to provide
a foundation for Sheehan's blatant anti-Muslim racism. As
Spalek (2006: 171) argues, marketing victimhood in this way
objectifies ‘human suffering without offering any meaningful
solutions to the terrible events that can engulf people's lives’.

In this way, Wagner's public empowerment as a victim of
sexual assault– though heartening–must be seen as limited by
the boundaries of a patriarchal legal system which offered her
little sympathy and subjected her to the anguish characterising
the experience of most sexual assault complainants who
successfully proceed to trial. This resonates with the point
that any feminist inspired law reform is still constrained by the
dominant male-centric assumptions of the criminal justice
system which do not reflect the real experiences of women
(Stubbs, 2003). Within this framework, the victim's voice and
their very status as victim are legitimated, as Wagner's
experience demonstrates, through conformity to traditional
social and legal gender norms that inform prevalent myths
around sexual assault.

Wagner's obligatory conformity to these gendered expec-
tations is not the only barrier to the genuine empowerment
of women in dominant legal, media and political spheres.
Signalling these horrific instances of sexual abuse as a violation
of Australia as a nation and its values, also serves to diminish
the suffering of the individual victims in a number of other
ways. Objectifying the young women who were the victims of
these attacks as ‘chattels’ belonging to the nation is yet another
way in which the victims' rights debate around the Sydney
gang rapes can be seen as disingenuous. Racialising the sexual
assault serves to distance Australian men and their values
(as opposed to the self-proclaimed and majority designated
‘non-Australian’ identity of the rapists) from the misogyny and
violence associated with individual and group sexual assault.
Additionally, homogenising the victims as ‘white’ or Caucasian
is an ideological manoeuvre that, we argue, marginalises those
victims who are either not white or cannot be slotted into
another category of ideal that may serve a political end in a
certain context. These political ends are also reflected in an
international context – both in local, as we sawwith the British
examples, and cross border sex crimes. We turn our attention
now to a parallel arena in which women's rights discourses
have been adopted to promote exclusionary and conservative
agendas: the example of trafficking in people.

Appropriating a women's rights agenda, part 2: trafficking,
moral panic and gender on the international stage

Trafficking in people has been at the forefront of interna-
tional, regional and bilateral intervention in the Global North
for over two decades. Since its revival in the 1990s, trafficking
has been mostly linked to women and children as groups
particularly vulnerable to victimisation and in particular, to
exploitation in the sex industry (see Lee, 2011; Segrave et al.,
2009). This narrative has not to date been challenged: the
International Labor Organisation (ILO) estimates that at least
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55% of all victims of trafficking are women and girls (USDOS,
2012: 45). When it comes to sex trafficking, the most explored
but not most common form of trafficking (Weitzer & Ditmore,
2010), this ‘guesstimate’ is even higher — the ILO holds that a
staggering 98% of sex trafficking victims are women (USDOS,
2012). Soon after its emergence as a new ‘hot spot’ in the
international arena, academics and activists started to question
whether such attention is indeed focused on victims' rights. As
Weitzer and Ditmore (2010:325–6) note, sex trafficking has
been exploited in a ‘moral crusade’,

a type of social movement that defines a particular
condition or activity as an unqualified evil and sees its
mission as a righteous enterprise with both symbolic goals
(attempting to redraw or bolster normative boundaries and
moral standards) and instrumental ones (providing relief to
victims, punishing evildoers).

Trafficking in people is, therefore, firmly located in the
milieu of sex, gender, women's sexuality and sex work
(Catalyst, 2010; see also Chapkis, 2003), while simplified
narratives of victims and offenders resulted in linear, ineffective
and harmful interventions such as the abolition of prostitution
(driving the sexwork industry “underground” and therefore less
subject to regulation), punitive law and order solutions, and
draconian outcomes in relation to immigration and women's
mobility.

Importantly, similar to the discourses around rape already
highlighted, trafficking has become an increasing concern of
various authorities that have been elsewhere defined as the
‘Global trafficking complex’ (Milivojevic & Pickering, in press)—
a global network of actors, institutions, organisations and state
agencies that are engaged in ‘combating trafficking’. The
backbone of this coalition rests on religious, non-governmental
organisations, the international human rights community,
abolitionist feminist scholarship and conservative western
governments (especially the US government, as the leader of
“the 21st century abolitionist movement” — US House of
Representatives' Subcommittee onAfrica, Global HumanRights
and International Operations, 2006: 27). The framework that
drives the ‘Global trafficking complex’ has been underpinned
by unchallenged myths upon which trafficking has been
constructed in the 1990s and 2000s, especially the one of
women as helpless, innocent victims who have been preyed
upon by trafficking (often organised crime) networks, forced
into prostitution against their will and in need of rescue (Farr,
2005: 2; Hughes, 2001: 9). On the flipside is the narrative of
traffickers as ‘folk devils’, established on a simple pattern of
abuse and control. Reaching again for the worst-case scenario,
traffickers were constructed as brutal, violent criminals, who
used various methods of control over women. As Berman
(2010: 85) notes, trafficking is pictured as ‘[a] nefarious
underworld populated by “dark”, haunting criminals; hun-
dreds of thousands of young, innocent, “white” girls kidnapped
and violated; sovereign borders transgressed under the cover
of the night’. Although such a representation of trafficking is
not entirely incorrect, it represents an extreme scenario while
eliminating the range of convolutions that modern trafficking
in people exhibits, including complexities around women's
victimisation, exploitation, agency and resistance, as well as
various other forms of non-sexual exploitation (such as labour
trafficking). Importantly, this simplified image of trafficking
has resulted in a range of initiatives and interventions that
were constructed on three key pillars: regulating women's
sexuality, curtailing migration processes and protecting the
State by responding to a popular idea of trafficking as
transnational organised crime and a threat to national
security (Milivojevic & Pickering, in press). These interventions
were not only futile in terms of eradicating and preventing
trafficking, but also ultimately harmful for women, and
potential and actual victims of labour and sexual exploitation.
The staging of the 2006 and more recently, the London
Olympics are examples of how the ‘Global Trafficking Complex’
instigated a moral panic around sex trafficking in Europe that
resonated with deeper socio-political issues in contemporary
Europe, and impacted on women's lives, both in countries of
destination (Germany and the UK) and countries of origin
(Southeast and Eastern Europe).

The FIFA World Cup has been routinely called ‘the Greatest
Show on Earth’ (Levy, 2010; Russell, 2010), that captures the
Globe every four years to the point that its “estimated
cumulative audience is four or five times the world's popula-
tion” (SBS, 2010). There were six World Cup events since the
‘rediscovery’ of the trafficking problem in the 1990s; yet,
trafficking and World Cup events were linked only recently,
during the 2006 competition that was hosted in several major
cities in Germany. While not the very first sporting event for
which the increase in traffickingwas expected (GAATW, 2011),
it was this World Cup that generated an unprecedented
concern about vulnerable women and girls who might be in a
danger of being trafficked.

Several months before the football festival in Germany
kicked off in 2006, a concern that the World Cup is likely to
accelerate sex trafficking has promptly captured the attention
of the international community. The ‘guesstimates’ that
appeared to be ‘plucked from the air’ (Haape, 2006) claimed
that between 30,000 and 60,000 women could potentially
find themselves in the trafficking situation and/or be
trafficked to Germany for the event (IOM, 2006; Neuwirth,
2006; Sparre, 2006). The most commonly quoted number
was 40,000 (which Laura Agustin later called a ‘fantasy
number’ as it reappeared in following trafficking-sport
events moral panics — GAATW, 2011). However, none of
the agencies, organisations or individuals that offered such
estimates indicated what were the criteria, the parameters
or methodology upon which those projections were based.
Despite warnings from advocacy and outreach groups and
German law enforcement that these numbers were exag-
gerated (Daily Times, 10 March 2006, Haape, 2006), the
media continued to refer to thousands of women in danger
of being trafficked for the World Cup, sparking a “consider-
able international concern that this event would contribute
to a sharp increase in trafficking for sexual exploitation”
(IOM, 2007).

As argued elsewhere (Milivojevic, 2008; Milivojevic &
Pickering, 2008), the analysis of media reports prior to the
World Cup suggests that these estimates actually represented
the number of migrant sex workers expected to travel to
Germany for the World Cup (Deutsche Welle, 10 June 2005;
Iglesias, 2006). The moral panic began by first establishing a
potential and subsequently an explicit connection between
major sporting events and the increase in the demand for
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commercial sex. Within this demand–supply equation, the
estimated number of migrant sex workers needed to fulfil the
demand for commercial sex during the World Cup miracu-
lously transformed into the number of women who might be
trafficked — exploited in the sex industry. At the end of this
process, the claim that some women among those expected to
migrate/travel to Germany might be trafficked, evolved to the
claim that the majority if not all women will be trafficked (for
more details on the development of the panic, see Milivojevic,
2008; Milivojevic & Pickering, 2008).

The ‘Global Trafficking Complex’ that has instigated and
conveyed the moral panic around the 2006 FIFA World Cup
was comprised of a diverse range of actors, including women's
rights groups (Coalition Against Trafficking in Women), faith
and community organisations (Salvation Army, Caritas, CARE,
The Catholic Family and Human Rights Institute), the US
administration under George W. Bush, international human
rights groups (such as Amnesty International) and the EU
officials. Their target was Germany's policy in relation to sex
work, embedded in warnings that “it is important to recognize
that sexual exploitation, prostitution and trafficking of human
beings are all acts of violence against women” (Catholic News,
25 May 2006). ‘Prevention campaigns’ were organised in the
countries of origin, while the German government and FIFA
found themselves under pressure to take responsibility and
implement measures to combat trafficking during the World
Cup (IOM, 2006). In March 2006, the European Parliament
passed the Resolution on forced prostitution in the context of
world sport events, calling themember states to apply a range of
prevention measures and campaigns that would “seek to curb
demand by raising awareness among potential clients” during
sporting events (Council of Europe, 2006: 2). The situation
escalated to the point where the Swedish Equal Opportunity
Ombudsman called on his team to withdraw from the Cup as a
protest against “prostitution and the human trafficking associ-
atedwith it” (Spiegel Online, 12 April 2006),while the President
of the German Football Federation announced that the
Federation needs to change its position on sex work (Spiegel
Online, 8 March 2006). At the same time, the media reporting
on the issue was based on abolitionist claims that “prostitution
is to sex trafficking what coal is to steam engines” (Christianity
Today, 2 July 2006) and research that confirms the harmful
effects of prostitution (Neuwirth, 2006). As one of the most
influential broadsheets in Germany, Der Spiegel, reported,

[e]ven before you hit the third paragraph [of newspaper
reports], the articles have unleashed the moral sledge-
hammer admonishing readers about the immorality of
prostitution… Forced prostitution, of course, is a very real
and serious problem in Germany. But much of the foreign
coverage seems to deliberately conflate the two issues.

[Spiegel Online, 26 May 2006]

Despite “no conclusive evidence that Germany's liberal
approach to prostitution made it more attractive to human
traffickers” (Michele Clark, the Head of anti-trafficking assis-
tance unit at the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE), cited in Tzortzis, 2006), the German delegation
to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
issued a statement that “wemust assume – even if there are no
reliable figures – that women will be forced into prostitution
and will perhaps be brought to Germany solely for this
purpose” (Delegation of Germany to the OSCE 2006). At the
eve of the World Cup, notwithstanding statements by the
German police that there are “no signs of any explosion of
forced prostitution … in the months leading to the opening
day” (Christian Post, 11 June 2006), it was too late: the moral
panic was well underway.

The outcome of such an approach was the crackdown on
illegal prostitution and the sex industry more broadly, resulting
in large-scale raids throughout Germany and nearly one
hundred people (seventy-four of them sex workers) arrested
by the German police (Milivojevic & Pickering, 2008). The
interiorminister of theHesse province directly linked these raids
with “concerns expressed by human rights organisations and
other groups that thousands of women, mostly from Eastern
Europe, could be smuggled into Germany and forced to work as
prostitutes during the World Cup” (Associated Press, 1 June
2006). In the neighbouring province of Rhineland-Palatinate 22
people were arrested and 34 were issued citations “mostly for
immigration violations and failure to comply with business
regulations” (Associated Press, 1 June 2006). Ten sex workers
were deported from Berlin, for violation of immigration laws
(GAATW, 2011). Anti-trafficking measures also affected women
from countries perceived as ‘source countries’. As women in
danger of being trafficked for sex during the World Cup were
constructed as young, naive women from Eastern and Central
Europe (Haape, 2006; Tzortzis, 2006), who seek “a life free of
poverty or abuse” (Neuwirth, 2006) they were ‘assisted’ by
introducing tougher immigrationpolicies and visa regimes. Visas
were restricted to Eastern European countries such as Ukraine
and Belarus (GAATW, 2011). Ironically, this punitive measure
was announced on the 8th of March — International Women's
Day.

Importantly, only five cases of trafficking were found to have
some correlationwith theWorld Cup (Henning, Craggs, Larsson,
& Laczko, 2006); of the five victims identified in the intervention,
onewasmale and all victimswere frommember countries of the
European Union (GAATW, 2011). After the event, the IOM noted
that “an increase in human trafficking, during and after the
World Cup, did not occur” (IOM, 2006). What was missing,
however, was a critical assessment of the effects of the moral
panic and anti-trafficking intervention that followed. Instead,
post-World Cup reports claimed that “prevention campaigns
and increased law enforcement efforts during the World Cup
may have reduced the risk of trafficking” and that “characteris-
tics of the fan-base at the 2006World Cup had a direct impact on
the demand for sexual services” as many of the fans were
families with children (IOM, 2006:2; see also GAATW, 2011;
Tavella, 2007). Anti-trafficking campaigns were praised as a
success.Moreover, some authors assessed that the “international
community's late response and sensationalism of inaccurate
facts did not have a significant impact on the situation” (Tavella,
2007, p. 217). Such amarked lack of critical reflection onboth the
moral panic and ensuing interventions opened the door for
further moral panic driven interventions relating to future
sporting events, especially around the 2012 London Olympics.

As early as 2009, reports about the danger of trafficking
during the London Olympic Games started to appear in the
media, following a similar pattern of moral panic as that
evidenced in 2006 FIFA World Cup. While perhaps not as
frenzied as in 2006, thismoral panic reiterated the fictional link
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betweenmajor sporting events and trafficking (Anti-trafficking
Alliance, 2012). This time, the instigator was law enforcement,
predicting that “a boom in the sex trade and sex trafficking in
east London [is] due to an increased number of construction
workers, tourists and athletes visiting the area” (Binns, 2012).
Police warned that such increases “would put women at risk”
(Macfarlane, 2009) and allocated £600,000 to tackle the issue
(Binns, 2012), while offering no evidence to support the claim
that ‘traffickers are already targeting London’ (Greenbaum,
2012). An additional element was ethnicised ‘ideal offenders’,
identified as ‘Romanian organised crime networks [that] have
trafficked thousands of victims to the UK over the last few
years’ (Greenbaum, 2012).

The media and anti-trafficking organisations incorrectly
stated that during the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens in “sex
trafficking almost doubled” (Macfarlane, 2009), and that
“major sporting events have also been linked with increase in
trafficking, prostitution and sexual assault” (Anti-trafficking
Alliance, 2012; see also Anti-slavery International, 2012).
‘Evidence’ of a ‘surge in trafficking’ presented in these debates
were “a small increase in the number of trafficked women”
registered by the Metropolitan Police, “reports of sex attacks”
during the Sydney Olympics elaborated earlier in this article,
and the report by “leading counter-trafficking organisation in
Canada” (Anti-trafficking Alliance, 2012). Commentators that
were sceptical about the links between major sporting events
and trafficking nevertheless warned that ‘it is critical that
London authorities take every available precaution. Human
trafficking is a security threat in the UK (Greenbaum, 2012).
Comparable to the discourses around rape elaborated earlier in
this chapter, women's bodies were objectified, securitised and
set as the first defense line on the brinks of the nation-state.

Similar to the 2006 World Cup, the number of cases of
trafficking linked to the Games was believed to be insignificant
(Binns, 2012; Townsend, 2012). However, the impact of
anti-trafficking interventions in theUKwas substantial: around
80 brothels were closed in Newham alone, with an average of
14 raids on brothels in the host boroughs between January and
August 2010, compared to 1.6 raids elsewhere (Binns, 2012).
Members of the ‘Global Trafficking Complex’ argued yet again
that a lack of surge in trafficking during this event was a result
of ‘successful prevention campaigns and increased law en-
forcement efforts’, as well as ‘coordinated and victim-centred
policing across the boroughs’ (Anti-trafficking Alliance, 2012).
Indeed, a remarkable resilience of this and similarmoral panics
can be explained by

its usefulness as a fundraising strategy, its effectiveness in
grabbing the media and public attention, being a quick,
easy way to be seen “doing something” about trafficking,
and being a more socially acceptable guise for prostitution
abolitionist agendas and anti-immigration agenda.

[GAATW, 2011, p. 9]

To be continued…: rethinking women's victimisation,
resisting moral panics and preventing harm

For decades feminist scholars have been expressing their
concerns about interventions made by nation-states and
other actors in women's lives, supposedly for women's
protection and in their best interests (Baker, 1964; Davies,
2002; Ditmore, 2005; Rubin, 1984; Soderlund, 2005; Young,
2003). Historically, the notion of innocent and vulnerable
women's bodies has been used to restrict, rather than protect
women's economic independence, their mobility and auton-
omy (Ditmore, 2002). Such interventions have been partic-
ularly prominent in negotiating and regulating women's
sexuality; through this a ‘victims industry’ thrives. In this
interventionist narrative, the female body is defined as weak
and vulnerable (Agustin, 2005; Clark, 2003; Stanko, 1985)
whereby women need to be consistently risk-averse and
fearful, and yet they are raped, abused and lured into the sex
industry where they are further exploited. Innocent and
helpless women's bodies have been used to ‘propose
strategies which are reminiscent of imperial interventions
in the lives of the native subject’ (Kapur, 2002: 6). This
‘imperial intervention’ usually takes the form of paternalistic
‘rescue’missions by western men, represented by the nation-
state, criminal justice agencies, or individual ‘crusaders’, from
the sexual threat posed to “their women” by racialised
outsiders (Razack, 2004, 2008). Though they are often driven
by divergent agendas, a similar imperialist mission marks a
western feminist appropriation of ‘Third World’ women's
interests and struggles that purport to speak for all women
from the hegemonic vantage point of the enlightened west
(Mohanty, 1988; cf Okin, 1999). These narratives appeal
to public emotion: they win electoral favour and votes
and they utilise the moral attraction of ‘rescuing’ helpless
and hapless innocents, uniting those on usually opposing
sides of the political, moral and social spectrum (such as
liberal feminists and conservative, sometimes misogynis-
tic, media personalities).

As we demonstrate in this article, moral outrage about
violated women's bodies has been triggered when such
violations coincide with broader social issues — nationalism,
multiculturalism, racism, immigration and the sex industry.
The powerful social actors – unlikely coalitions of left and right,
progressives and conservatives, feminists and patriarchal
political voices – create amorphous coalitionswhich selectively
colonise thewomen's rights cause upheld to protect and rescue
vulnerable victims of sexual abuse and exploitation. Yet, they
appropriate a women's rights agenda for furthering punitive
and exclusionary agendas, and not for the benefit of those they
ought to protect. We suggest that these interventions,
grounded in the ‘hegemonic victim subject’ and the notion of
‘ideal victim’, are indeed paternalistic, disempowering and
harmful as they obscure the realities of women's victimisation
while romanticising women's struggles for disingenuous ends.
These interventions perpetuate stereotypical, patriarchal nar-
ratives of female victimisation, and only those victims that are
the ideal protagonists in such narratives, receive recognition in
social, political and legal contexts. These interventions suppos-
edly protect ‘our’ women from the sexually perverse and
threatening Muslim ‘other’ or the sexual slavery imposed by
‘evil traffickers’ — the sinister strangers that are embodied in
contemporary representations of folk devils. Hence women
who are not targeted by the appropriate folk devils are often
not recognised as victims, while in other cases whole
communities are identified as sexually and culturally aberrant,
pathologised and subjected to the process of social (and
cross-border) exclusion. Where victims of sexual abuse or
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exploitation are recognised, the amplified, highly dramatised
attention they receive does not necessarily ease their suffering
nor does it enhance their rights; indeed, it achieves quite the
opposite. Representing sexual abuse and trafficking as a moral
drama for popular appeal, immobilises more complex and
gritty narratives that characterise the banalities of sexual
violence. Fetishising and commodifying experiences of victim-
hood and suffering symbolically reproduce the objectification
inherent in the very acts of sexual violation.

Moreover, the harms of moral panic and politicised
narratives and interventions around sexual abuse and traffick-
ing extend beyond the victims themselves. The solutions
offered lie within law and order frameworks where punitive
responses, anti-prostitution and anti-immigration measures
become a desirable mainstream that enforces further labour
and immigration regulations and poorer working conditions
for migrant workers while legitimising racism. Such interven-
tions, through protectionism, also trivialise experiences of
trafficking and sexual violence, reinforce gender stereotypes
around sexual abuse and enhance women's vulnerability by
stripping them of their agency. This is pervasive in anti-
trafficking and anti-sexual violence rhetoric, illustrated poi-
gnantly in the protectionist, securitised and paternalistic tenor
of official discourses:

I support the increased efforts, announced by the Govern-
ment, to detect and rescue victims of trafficking by allowing
border officials to conduct separate interviews at all airports
for women and children travelling with an adult who is not
a parent, guardian or husband.

[Lord Sheikh (UK), Lords Debate on human trafficking,
14 October 2010, cited in GAATW, 2011: 33]

What needs to be acknowledged in the trafficking context
is that those ‘protective’ measures around female victims of
crime further limit women's rights, and human rights more
broadly, while furthering other agendas around punitive
border protection and the criminalisation of some women.
In the context of local sexual violence, the paternalistic
ownership of women, expressed through the idealisation of
white ‘Australian’ women (at the expense of ‘other’ women)
and racist xenophobia, is similarly detrimental to women
overall. Such discourses and the policy interventions they
generate, in both local and international contexts, ultimately
lead to the destabilisation of women's rights. Hence the
debates that we have addressed in this paper are not about
women's rights, but are part of broader conservative
narratives about the ‘evils’ of multiculturalism, immigration
and the sex industry. Even if we acknowledge that those who
set and perpetuated these agendas acted in good faith, it is
ever more crucial to see that moral panics around sexual
abuse and exploitation have proven to be a significant
setback for a popularly ailing feminist cause.

Endnotes

1 Judge Latham sentenced 19-year-old AEM to six years imprisonment
with a four year minimum, his 16-year-old brother, KEM to five years, seven
months with a three and a half year minimum, and another accomplice to
eighteen months for detaining with intent to hold for advantage. Another
youth, MM, was later given six years with a minimum of four years (Warner,
2004: 347).
2 In fact, of the seven victims of the rapes, there were two girls of Italian
background, one of Greek and one of Aboriginal parentage and there was
conjecture that young women from the same cultural backgrounds as the
perpetrators were also abused (ADB, 2003: 82n). These were among the
victims who secured convictions.

3 Including the potential danger suggested by some commentators that a
threat of a life sentence will provide offenders with the incentive to kill victims
to ‘avoid detection since the possible penalty they face is the same for
aggravated sexual assault in company as it is for murder’ (Stubbs, 2003: 22).

4 The New South Wales Court of Criminal Appeal (NSWCCA) reduced
Skaf's sentence on a number of grounds, including the opinion that the
original sentence was manifestly excessive and that the trial judge had not
maintained an appropriate level of judicial impartiality (R v Bilal Skaf [2005]
NSWCCA 297 at 33).

5 Joseph Harker's editorial ‘It's time to face up to the problem of sexual
abuse in the white community’ for The Guardian, UK, satirically blamed the
culture of the “white community” for the high profile child abuse cases by
older, white celebrities such as Stuart Hall and Jimmy Saville. Harker's piece
was a droll rejoinder to those who problematically linked Muslim beliefs to
misogyny and child abuse. The article attracted 2271 comments, with some
sympathetic responses that appreciated the point of the article but most
responses were hostile, with the comment board providing an outlet for
overt expressions of anti-Muslim racism.

6 Liberal feminist famously posed the question in her essay “Is multicul-
turalism based for women?” This is not to say that Susan Moller–Okin's view
was not driven by the interests of women. Okin's argument posits a
dichotomous relationship between the cultural rights and the rights of
women, which, while problematic, shows specific concern for the oppression
of women within those cultures. For criticisms of Okin's approach, see the
responses to Okin's highly contentious and often spurious claims in Is
Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (1999).

7 Conservative journalist Miranda Devine was one example of embracing
an allegedly feminist line when she had previously blamed feminism for
encouraging women to send “confusing” messages to men through “come-
hither clothing…flashed breasts and vast tracts of exposed flesh” (Devine,
2004: 15; see Dagistanli & Grewal, 2012).

8 Sheehan provided extensive commentary on the court trials as a regular
columnist for the Sydney Morning Herald, and a book on the K brothers' gang
rapes premised on the failures of the courts in protecting sexual assault
complainants' rights against a backdrop of the vagaries ofMuslim immigration.
His book, titled Girls Like You (2006), was premised on the argument that ‘[a]
clear pattern of sexual assault and sexual harassment by Muslim men was
beginning to register in the legal system and the public consciousness’
(Sheehan, 2006: 64) and that victims are confronted by a ‘grim, slow and
treacherous system of justice’ (385).

9 Amir reached under her denim skirt and pulled off her underpants. They
were not low cut or a g-string, just a normal pair of girl's undies' (Sheehan,
2006: 25 in Grewal, 2012: 516).
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