
hr t n th  nd H n Tr ff n  t v : Pr r v
hr t n t  nd l r t

Letitia M. Campbell, Yvonne C. Zimmerman

Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics, Volume 34, Number 1, Spring/Summer
2014, pp. 145-172 (Article)

P bl h d b  Th  t  f hr t n th
DOI: 10.1353/sce.2014.0003

For additional information about this article

                                               Access provided by Emory University Libraries (29 Oct 2014 17:36 GMT)

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/sce/summary/v034/34.1.campbell.html

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/sce/summary/v034/34.1.campbell.html


Christian Ethics and Human Trafficking
Activism: Progressive Christianity 
and Social Critique

Letitia M. Campbell and Yvonne C. Zimmerman

Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics, 34, 1 (2013): 145–172

Letitia M. Campbell is a PhD candidate and Woodruff Scholar in religion, ethics, and
society at Emory University, 1599 Clifton Road, Room 6.302, Atlanta, GA 30307;
letitia.campbell@emory.edu. Yvonne C. Zimmerman, PhD, is associate professor of
Christian ethics at Methodist Theological School in Ohio, 3081 Columbus Pike, Delaware,
OH 43015; yzimmerman@mtso.edu.

This essay argues that the antitrafficking movement’s dominant rhetorical and
conceptual framework of human trafficking as “sold sex” has significant limi-
tations that deserve greater critical moral reflection. This framework overlooks
key issues of social and economic injustice, and eclipses the experiences of
marginalized people and communities, including immigrants and gay, lesbian,
bisexual, transgender, intersex, and queer people, whose welfare and empow-
erment have been key concerns for progressive people of faith. By asking what
insights progressive Christian social ethics might contribute to shaping alter-
native perspectives on antitrafficking analysis and activism, we explore progres-
sive Christian critiques of neoliberalism and feminist critiques of the hetero-
normative family as resources for crafting analyses of and responses to human
trafficking that foreground queer, feminist, and antiracist commitments.

OVER THE LAST FIFTEEN YEARS, A POWERFUL ANTI–HUMAN
trafficking movement has emerged in the United States, achieving wide recog-
nition for this issue and establishing a new legal regime that organizes govern-
mental responses to the phenomenon. The political consensus on human traf-
ficking is broad, and the diversity of the constituencies that make up
antitrafficking coalitions has been a key part of successful legislative strategies
at local, state, and national levels. At local and grassroots levels, concerns about
human trafficking often bring together groups who are at odds on other issues:
feminists and evangelicals, business leaders and student activists. Condemna-
tion of human trafficking serves as a point of rare moral consensus among
Christians across the theological spectrum as well. Alongside committed fem-
inists and human rights activists, Christian conservatives and moderate evan-
gelicals routinely identify human trafficking as an issue of great urgency and
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concern. Sociologist Elizabeth Bernstein’s research shows how this Christian
consensus condemning human trafficking has allowed Christian leaders and or-
ganizations to exercise considerable political and moral influence on this issue
at the national, state, and local levels.1

“Human trafficking” is an evocative term that conjures images of human
bondage and oppression, indignation at unjust suffering, and the specter of the
outlawed institution of chattel slavery. In the United States especially, where
discussions about human trafficking have focused disproportionately on sexual
trafficking, the term almost inevitably calls to mind images of sexual exploita-
tion, commercial sex, and the sexual abuse and exploitation of children as well.
In this essay, we argue that the dominant framing of human trafficking as “sold
sex” around which the US antitrafficking alliance coheres has a number of sig-
nificant limitations that are particularly problematic for progressive Christians
and deserve greater critical moral reflection.2 Specifically, we show how the
spectacle of consensus on this issue and the discourses that maintain this con-
sensus foreclose certain crucial conversations. Because nobody is for human traf-
ficking, discussions about what human trafficking is, why it is wrong, and which
strategies could most successfully curtail it rarely emerge in meaningful ways.

For example, the dominant antitrafficking framework mostly overlooks the
experiences and concerns of many of the most marginalized communities, in-
cluding immigrants and gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, intersex, and queer
(GLBTIQ) people. As Christian ethicists who identify as queer, feminist, and
progressive, we have a unique perspective on these silences. When we are in-
vited to speak to churches about our work and expertise on human trafficking,
we feel quite keenly the implicit expectation that the “Christian” aspect of our
professional identities means that we will condemn commercial sex work; sim-
ilarly, our “feminist” perspectives on human trafficking are acceptable as long
as we reiterate that trafficked women are forced to exchange sex for money, and
that sexual activity for any reason other than love is inherently degrading. Crit-
ical feminist perspectives that question whether sex work is always necessarily
coercive or uniquely exploitative are distinctly unwelcome, and typically we are
not expected to talk or think queerly about trafficking at all.

Our personal experiences confirm a broader observation: when progressive
Christian organizations take up issues of human trafficking, they typically make
use of and circulate the same stories and images, and support the same basic
approaches to conceptualizing and remedying human trafficking that charac-
terize the dominant antitrafficking consensus. Yet given the consistency with
which issues of structural injustice and the concerns of queer and immigrant
communities (among others) are written out of dominant forms of antitraffick-
ing activism, we argue that identifying intellectual resources for conceptualiz-
ing human trafficking and antitrafficking interventions in other ways is a moral
imperative. To this end, we suggest that the traditions of critique distinctive to
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progressive Christian social ethics on economic justice, political justice, and
gender and sexuality are promising resources for crafting analyses of and re-
sponses to human trafficking that foreground queer, feminist, and antiracist
commitments. We begin in the first two sections by defining human traffick-
ing and briefly summarizing the history of the dominant consensus around
which contemporary antitrafficking work is organized. These sections are fol-
lowed by a more extended discussion of the controlling narratives, images, and
assumptions that shape the working alliance that propels the contemporary an-
titrafficking movement. The final two sections focus critical moral attention on
two distinct but interrelated areas: progressive critiques of neoliberalism and
feminist critiques of the heteronormative family. In each case, we ask what
progressive Christian social ethics might contribute to shaping alternative per-
spectives on human trafficking and antitrafficking activism.

Human Trafficking Defined

Human trafficking is defined in international law as “the recruitment, trans-
portation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or
use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception,
of the abuse of power or a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiv-
ing of payments of benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control
over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.”3 In other words, human
trafficking refers to the wide variety of processes by which individuals become
enslaved—that is, unable to leave a situation without fear of violence and paid
nothing or next to nothing for any duration of time.4 Estimates of the number
of trafficked or enslaved people around the world vary wildly, from 12.3 mil-
lion people to a figure more than double that, 27 million people.5

Like statistics about global rates of trafficking, estimates of the rates of traf-
ficking in the United States are also incredibly broad. For many years the gov-
ernment claimed that 50,000 women and children were trafficked into the
United States annually, although this number is now widely regarded as inflated
and has been revised to between 14,500 and 17,500 people.6 A 2004 study by
Free the Slaves and the Human Rights Center estimates that at any given time
there are approximately 10,000 people in the United States whose situations
meet the definition of human trafficking.7

Sex trafficking is a crime that the American public loves to hate. The im-
pression that human trafficking primarily concerns the commercial sexual ex-
ploitation of women and children is one that is carefully cultivated, widely cir-
culated, and commonly accepted as true. For many Americans, the term “human
trafficking” is more likely to evoke the image of a brothel than that of a fac-
tory farm or private home. At the same time, there is clear recognition in both
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US and international law that human trafficking is not a crime that affects only
women and girls, nor is it defined by sexual exploitation. US federal law de-
fines as human trafficking any labor that is performed under conditions of
force, fraud, or coercion, thus emphasizing issues of exploited labor. People of
any age or gender can be trafficked into many different forms of exploitative
labor: manufacturing, construction, farming, fishing, custodial work, domestic
labor—not just commercial sex. The International Labor Organization (ILO)
estimates that of the 12.3 million persons who are enslaved worldwide, just 1.39
million individuals (about 11 percent of all trafficking victims) are trafficked
into the commercial sex industry.8 There is no type of human trafficking that
is not unequivocally wrong; however, despite carefully crafted impressions,
commercial sexual exploitation is not the most common form of human traf-
ficking, and condemnation of prostitution and commercial sex cannot there-
fore be the sine qua non of opposition to human trafficking.

History of US Antitrafficking Activism

To understand the roots of the prevailing images of human trafficking in the
antitrafficking movement, we have to look back more than two decades.9 In the
1990s American evangelicals who exerted considerable influence in relation to
domestic social issues began making forays into US foreign policy. Although
they had been involved in international relief and development work since the
early 1970s and had established themselves as major players in this arena, evan-
gelical engagement in international development work was expanding rapidly.
This growth reflected both shifts within American evangelicalism and a more
general expansion of the role of nongovernmental organizations (NGO) and
the private sector in providing health, education, and other social services that
previously had been provided through state institutions.10 Overseas, as at home,
“faith-based initiatives” were increasingly relied upon to fill gaps left by the
neoliberal contraction of the state.11 Evangelical advocacy on foreign policy is-
sues emerged against this backdrop of expanding global engagement.

Christian persecution was the first issue to focus the popular attention of
evangelicals on matters of foreign policy. For decades, evangelicals had been rais-
ing concerns about the repression of the church under communism and the risks
of proselytizing in “closed” countries and remote regions. In the post–Cold War
period, though, newly circulating reports about the suffering of Christians in
countries such as China, India, Sudan, and Islamic countries throughout the
Middle East stirred fresh concerns about “the persecuted Church.” Increasingly
comfortable with the secular language of human rights, evangelicals saw these
concerns as an opportunity to “redefine . . . the human rights agenda to include
the rights of religious believers.”12 The political pressure that evangelical ac-
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tivism created and brought to bear on Congress resulted in the 1998 Interna-
tional Religious Freedom Act, a legislative accomplishment that definitively
marked the beginning of evangelical activism on a spate of foreign policy issues.13

By the following year, the coalition that had formed around the issue of re-
ligious persecution was mobilizing around what was widely seen in evangelical
circles as a “follow-up” issue—human trafficking, specifically the sexual traf-
ficking of women.14 So powerfully did the earlier movement to end religious
persecution frame evangelicals’ antitrafficking activism that many of its con-
stituents perceived human trafficking, like Christian persecution, to be a reli-
gious issue.15 As American evangelicals took up the new issue of sex traffick-
ing, they retained and extended one of the core claims of their previous
initiative: the idea that in the globalized Christianity of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the “paradigmatic Christian . . . [is] a poor and brown third-world fe-
male.”16 In the transition from organizing around religious persecution to ac-
tivism on human trafficking, this figure was recast, rhetorically and symbolically,
as the quintessential victim of human trafficking.

One of the first pieces of antitrafficking legislation proposed during this pe-
riod, the Freedom from Sexual Trafficking Act of 1999, showcased the preoc-
cupation with sex trafficking.17 One of the concerns of the congressional spon-
sors of this bill (which did not become law) was “to categorically distinguish
sex trafficking from other, nonsexual forms of exploitation.” They did not want
“low-wage sweatshop issues” to cloud the issue of human trafficking, which,
they argued, was essentially about sexual exploitation of women and not about
exploited labor more generally.18 The narrow focus on sexual exploitation was
an innovation. A number of secular NGOs had been involved in human traf-
ficking work prior to the late 1990s, but their work tended to focus broadly on
labor trafficking and the structural preconditions of the exploitation of labor,
rather than exclusively on sex trafficking.19 Lawmakers informed by this broader
analytic frame pushed for a definition of human trafficking that would incor-
porate issues of labor exploitation alongside concerns about sexual trafficking.

In part because of this political tension, the United States’ flagship anti-
trafficking legislation, the 2000 Trafficking Victims Protection Act (or TVPA),
codified a definition of human trafficking that expanded beyond narrower
concerns with commercial sex, clearly stating that “trafficking in persons is not
limited to the sex industry” (§102 b[3]). The statute defines any labor or ser-
vices induced by fraud, force, or coercion as human trafficking (§103[8]). At
the same time, a special concern about sex trafficking is impossible to miss,
and implementation of the TVPA has tended to focus disproportionate re-
sources on sexual trafficking over other forms.20 Thus, while the TVPA cod-
ified a relatively wide definition of human trafficking as exploited labor, in the
vernacular, trafficking remained the sexual exploitation of women and children.
At the grassroots level, images of “sold and abducted sexual victims” and
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“women and children [trafficked] into lives of sexual bondage” persisted as the
primary tropes for mobilizing faith-based antitrafficking campaigns.21

This gap between legal and vernacular antitrafficking discourses is reminis-
cent of another political episode that shapes the contemporary antitrafficking
movement, the alliance forged between secular feminists and religious conser-
vatives to combat pornography in the 1970s and 1980s.22 This alliance came
to define the antipornography movement, and, along with the divisions among
feminists that it brought to the fore, has had an enduring impact on the women’s
movement as a whole. In her rich history of the feminist antipornography
movement, Battling Pornography, Carolyn Bronstein describes its origins in
grassroots feminist campaigns against images of sexual violence against women
in the mainstream media. She charts the development of feminist alliances with
social conservatives in the late 1970s and 1980s, showing how these diverse
coalitions worked across pronounced political differences to advance an-
tipornography agendas at local, state, and national levels. This alliance be-
tween feminists and social conservatives on the issue of pornography led to a
bitter split in the feminist movement between antipornography feminists who
understood pornography as violence against women and self-identified “sex-
positive” feminists who saw efforts to ban and regulate pornography as part of
broader conservative efforts to reinforce repressive sexual norms that were, in
their view, incompatible with feminism’s commitment to authentic sexual lib-
eration. Alongside debates about pornography, divergent positions on homo-
sexuality, sex work, and the politics of sadomasochistic sexual practices were also
major fault lines that came to define these two bitterly divided branches of the
women’s movement.23

The alliance with feminists on the issue of pornography had a lasting im-
pact on the sexual and gender politics of social and religious conservatives as
well. Over time these groups adopted some of the rhetoric secular feminists
used to make the case against pornography (though often without taking on
the underlying analysis). The rhetoric of pornography as “degrading” to women
and concerns about violence against women became what Carole Vance calls
“crossover terms,” central to both groups’ public arguments against pornogra-
phy but used to suggest rather different kinds of harm.24 Quite apart from the
intent of conservative movement leaders, these terms and concepts rapidly dif-
fused within the right wing, and soon rank-and-file members of socially con-
servative groups were rehearsing arguments about the “degradation” of women,
violence against women, and even women’s “inequality.”25

In crucial ways, the feminist antipornography alliance was instrumental in
setting the stage for the contemporary movement to end human trafficking.26

The contemporary antitrafficking movement has inherited not only a great
deal of the rhetoric but also many of the tensions of the earlier antipornogra-
phy alliance that Bronstein describes. The rhetoric of “sexual slavery,” for in-
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stance, which circulates widely in antitrafficking networks, appears much ear-
lier (and with different meaning) in radical feminist critiques of the sexual di-
mensions of women’s oppression.27 Similarly, concern about the media’s sex-
ualization of ever-younger girls, a prominent feature of antipornography
activism in the late 1980s, remains a staple of the contemporary antitraffick-
ing movement.28 In fact, not only is the current antitrafficking movement
dominated by many of the same images and concerns that fueled the earlier
movements to combat pornography and violence against women, it is also or-
ganized around some of the same feminist leaders and networks.29 The tra-
jectories of these earlier splits thus shape the internal politics of the contem-
porary antitrafficking movement, with some of the groups that expressed
concern about policies championed in the name of ending violence against
women in the 1970s and 1980s today expressing opposition to policies ad-
vanced under the banner of antitrafficking initiatives. Similarly, groups whose
voices were mostly excluded from the earlier feminist antipornography al-
liances (GLBTIQ groups and sex workers rights organizations, most promi-
nently) are similarly absent from antitrafficking alliances.

Given this history, it is no surprise that framing human trafficking as female
sexual slavery and male sexual violence against women has helped transform it
from an obscure issue, one on which only a few grassroots organizations and
NGOs were focused, to a high-profile human rights issue capable of uniting
activists across theological, political, and ideological lines.30 With the estab-
lished images and rhetoric of the sexual trafficking of women firmly ensconced
as point of departure for antitrafficking activism, evangelicals and a broad swath
of the US feminist establishment found a familiar common ground on this is-
sue. Armed with a shared vocabulary of human rights and gender equality
(however differently understood), they began to assemble an antitrafficking
movement rooted in shared commitments to an egalitarian, heterosexual con-
ception of family and the conviction that sexual trafficking could be best reme-
died through legal and carceral state intervention combined with expanded ac-
cess to the formal labor market.31

Current Antitrafficking Activism

In part because of this complex cultural and political history, feminist anthro-
pologist Carole S. Vance argues, the contemporary movement to end human
trafficking is unified less by coherent analysis or shared ideology than by re-
course to the narrative genre of melodrama. Melodramatic depictions of traf-
ficking typically focus on “an innocent female victim crying out for rescue
from sexual danger and diabolical male villains intent on her violation,” or at
least supremely indifferent to it.32 In turn, morally good people are compelled
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to action. The intervening hero stops bad men from preying on innocent and
unsuspecting victims. Told in this way, trafficking stories feature a stable cast
of predictable stock characters: clearly identifiable victims, villains, and heroes.

This melodramatic plot is sufficiently flexible to be set in virtually any
global location. From the streets of Atlanta to the brothels of India, the vari-
ety of settings in which trafficking stories are set reinforces an image of the
antitrafficking movement as cosmopolitan and globally aware. Yet while traf-
ficking narratives frequently refer to structural factors and conditions such as
globalization, poverty, migration, immigration, racism, and gender inequal-
ity, rarely are the particular political, economic, and social dynamics of spe-
cific locations or narratives explored in depth. As Vance explains, “melodrama
is about people, not states, institutions or structural conditions.”33 The melo-
dramatic genre dictates a general storyline of “male lust endangering innocent
women” that organizes attention and emotion around individual actors and
motivations. The invocation of structural conditions of exploitation in the
context of trafficking melodramas thus serves primarily as a backdrop for stag-
ing the central emotional drama that characterizes antitrafficking narratives,
that of sexual danger and rescue. In this way, the narrative genre of melodrama
mutes the broader roles of structural factors as well as their complexity and
particularity in specific locations.

Despite the diverse range of constituencies currently involved in antitraf-
ficking activism, many policy initiatives and projects designed to fight traffick-
ing look remarkably similar. Elizabeth Bernstein and Janet Jakobsen have ar-
gued that Christian conservatives and secular feminists have developed a
working alliance to combat trafficking around shared commitments to “a sex-
ual politics that is premised upon amative, egalitarian, heterosexual relations
between women and men and enhanced male participation in the domestic
sphere, [and . . .] a ‘masculinist’ model of state intervention that is premised
upon militarized humanitarianism and carceral paradigms of justice.”34 In
practice, this means that most mainstream antitrafficking initiatives recom-
mend formal market participation (i.e., legal jobs) and family envelopment (i.e.,
return to family of origin, or the formation of new heterosexual family units
through marriage) as remedies for trafficking victims, and for trafficking of-
fenders, criminal prosecution, and incarceration.35 Because there are few al-
ternatives to the dominant antitrafficking framework for conceptualizing and
analyzing trafficking, when progressive Christians join antitrafficking coali-
tions and projects, they often adopt the same rhetoric, images, and approaches
to the issues.36 Thus the monopoly of the melodramatic framework in human
trafficking activism and advocacy extends even to progressives, despite the im-
portant issues and communities that this framework eclipses. Two examples
illustrate this pattern and the contradictions it creates for progressive antitraf-
ficking efforts.
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January 11 is National Human Trafficking Awareness Day in the United
States, a day on which Americans are encouraged to educate themselves about
human trafficking, express support for antitrafficking legislation and enforce-
ment efforts, and pledge financial or volunteer support to various antitraffick-
ing organizations. In January 2011, one email marking the day began with a
fairly standard description of human trafficking: “Human trafficking, referred
to as modern-day slavery, is the fastest growing and second most profitable
criminal industry in the world. More than 27 million women, men, and chil-
dren have become victims of human trafficking for labor and sexual exploita-
tion. Trafficking can and does occur in all parts of the world, including the
US. Large sporting events like the Super Bowl attract human trafficking, es-
pecially for sexual exploitation of women.”37 The email also included a sec-
tion titled “Stories of Human Trafficking,” excerpted from the Polaris Pro-
ject website. Four of the vignettes related some form of exploitative, immoral,
or abusive sex. The single vignette that was not about sex trafficking was the
third in the sequence of stories, placed between the two sexual vignettes that
preceded it and two that followed, echoing the common perception that while
human trafficking is sometimes labor exploitation, it is usually sexual exploita-
tion. Following the stories of human trafficking, the email ended with a
“Prayer of Solidarity.”38

The presentation of human trafficking in this email—the statistics and de-
scription as “modern-day slavery,” its depiction in the five vignettes, and the
concluding Prayer of Solidarity—could have been produced by any of a range
of Christian antitrafficking organizations: the Salvation Army, the Interna-
tional Justice Mission, or even a local church. However, it came from one of
the most progressive Christian feminist organizations in the United States, the
Women’s Alliance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual (WATER). WATER is a
feminist, Catholic, lesbian-affirming organization. The way that the dominant
framing of human trafficking—what it is, why it is wrong, and what ought to
be done about it—shows up in WATER’s email illustrates the long reach of the
standard framework for understanding human trafficking. The rhetoric, images,
characters, emotions, and moral rationales that define the dominant antitraf-
ficking consensus are extremely persuasive, even emotionally satisfying. For this
reason, when progressive Christian organizations take up the issue of human
trafficking, they frequently do so in the terms of the mainstream antitraffick-
ing movement, circulating the same stories and images, supporting the same
basic analytical frameworks and remedies.

Another example further illustrates how difficult it is for progressive Chris-
tian organizations to move beyond the dominant antitrafficking framework. In
the summer of 2011, a group of progressive religious leaders joined an already
existing campaign to shut down the “adult services” section of the classified ad-
vertising website Backpage.com.39 Campaigners maintained that this section of
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the website had become a lucrative hub for the arrangement of commercial sex
acts, including the “sale of children.” Working through Groundswell, a social
action initiative of Auburn Theological Seminary in New York City, the group
took out a full-page advertisement in the New York Times, where they published
an open letter to Village Voice Media (VVM), the parent company of Back-
page.com.40 The letter and an accompanying media campaign attracted the at-
tention of VVM, the media, and the public. In December representatives from
VVM met with clergy at Auburn Seminary, and the following March
Groundswell delivered petitions containing the signatures of more than 600
faith leaders and more than 240,000 community members to VVM’s offices.41

While the campaign did not succeed in forcing Backpage.com to shutter the
adult sections of its website, it did add momentum to the campaign and raised
the profile of the effort.42 What sets this campaign apart for the purposes of
our analysis here is neither its framing of the issue of trafficking nor its stated
objective of shutting down Backpage.com’s adult services section but the let-
ter’s drafters and signers, a group of prominent rabbis, pastors, bishops, and
imams generally associated with liberal and progressive congregations, move-
ments, and institutions.

Like WATER’s Human Trafficking Awareness Day email, the Groundswell
letter incorporates many of the key features of the dominant antitrafficking nar-
rative. There is slippage between the broad term “trafficking” and the term “sex
trafficking,” and further confusion of sex trafficking with commercial sex work
generally. A reference to young people as “boys and girls” conjures images of
childhood and sexual inexperience that sideline questions of sexual agency.
Like many other contemporary antitrafficking initiatives, the open letter em-
phasizes both the broad consensus about trafficking—a consensus shared by
“moral and religious leaders of many creeds and backgrounds”—and maintains
a tone of unflinching moral clarity about the harms of trafficking and the ur-
gency of proposed remedies. The letter begins: “It is a basic fact of the moral
universe that girls and boys should not be sold for sex.” It concludes with a call
to action: “We can do something right now to help these girls and boys. Please
shut down the Adult section of Backpage.com immediately so that no minor is
exploited through advertisements on your Web site.”43

The progressive organizers and participants involved in the Groundswell
campaign against Backpage.com saw clear connections between the issue of
child sex trafficking and a broader set of social justice issues with which they
were already involved, including domestic violence, gender justice, immigra-
tion, and the concerns of GLBTIQ people. The “Groundswell of Responsi-
bility” website describes the campaign with reference to these issues: “Child
sex slavery is rooted in nearly every other social injustice. If you care about end-
ing poverty, homelessness, human trafficking, immigrant exploitation, LGBT
oppression, racism, and violence against girls, this is your call to action. This
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is not a conservative issue, or a liberal issue. This is about ending an uncon-
scionable practice.”44 Groundswell’s open letter identifies poverty and abuse as
root causes of child sex trafficking, and acknowledges that ending the sex traf-
ficking of minors will require much more than eliminating adult ads from on-
line classified sites. Yet the additional strategies mentioned in the letter—
educational campaigns and law enforcement—are among the remedies most
commonly endorsed by the mainstream antitrafficking movement; on their
own, they offer little in the way of addressing issues of economic justice and
structural inequality. In the broader media coverage of the campaign against
Backpage.com, these attempts to highlight systemic inequalities and social jus-
tice issues were barely visible.

At the same time, VVM and its supporters, including some feminists and
groups representing individuals involved in the commercial sex trade, found it
easy to misidentify the Groundswell campaign with the long tradition of so-
cially conservative efforts to curtail freedom of speech in order to promote or
preserve “traditional” sexual morality. This fit a well-worn script. Alluding to
the Village Voice’s antiestablishment ethos and reputation for provocation, VVM
chief executive officer, Jim Larkin, told the New York Times, “We have all these
practicing politicians and concerned clergy after us. We must be doing some-
thing right.”45 (VVM representatives struck a more respectful tone in their di-
rect correspondence with the Groundswell coalition.) The identification of an-
titrafficking activism with conservative sexual politics frustrated Groundswell’s
leaders, who could point to a range of progressive issues with which they were
involved, including especially their pro-GLBTIQ initiatives, as a way of dis-
tinguishing themselves from religious conservatives. Nonetheless, they found
it difficult to break out of the deeply ingrained expectations for the role of re-
ligious voices in public debates about the tightly linked issues of sexuality, sex-
ual freedom, and free speech.46

A consultation titled “Human Trafficking, Commercial Sexual Exploitation
and Prophetic Leadership,” convened by Auburn Seminary in September
2012, put these issues front and center.47 Organized as a follow-up to the
Backpage.com campaign, the consultation brought together a small group of
clergy, journalists, NGO leaders, grassroots activists, and academics to discuss
building a long-term progressive coalition around issues of human trafficking.
Over the course of the day, many participants raised questions about the the-
ologies of gender and sexuality implicit in the dominant antitrafficking rhet-
oric; the movement’s tendency to fall into a “rescue mentality”; the need for
more robust conversations about race, class, and sexual violence; a desire to
take seriously the experiences and needs of GLBTIQ youth; and the poten-
tial impact of media images that portray trafficking “victims” as passive and
without agency. These concerns, along with a corresponding desire to pro-
ceed cautiously and deliberately, were met at times with a sense of urgency
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and even impatience on the part of some clergy and activists who articulated
a sincere desire to leave with a course of action that could help to remedy an
unconscionable injustice.48

The tensions between these two urges are real, and they reflect the gen-
uine difficulties faced by progressive religious leaders and coalitions who are
committed to building broad coalitions to take up the cause of human traf-
ficking while resisting the conservative tendencies of much mainstream anti-
trafficking activism. Adopting the prevailing rhetoric and imagery of the an-
titrafficking movement often eclipses issues, individuals, and communities to
which progressives have traditionally been committed. In particular, the ex-
periences of young people, queer people, and immigrants (many of whom
may also be young and/or queer) are often written out of the dominant anti-
trafficking narrative. Thinking carefully about why these experiences do not
fit easily into the dominant understandings of human trafficking can help di-
rect attention to some of the more fundamental analytical oversights of the
antitrafficking movement.

The issues raised by the Groundswell campaign about minors who sell sex
and, more narrowly, young people trafficked for sex illustrate a limitation of
the dominant antitrafficking narrative, which has successfully rewritten street
children, runaways, and juvenile delinquents as actual or potential “trafficking
victims” in recent years. Penelope Saunders writes that the framework of child
trafficking “describes a set of behaviors perpetrated against children and youth
. . . and locates volition as well as blame squarely in the actions of traffickers,”
thereby positioning children and youth as casualties of adult sexual miscon-
duct.49 For all of the ways that the child-trafficking framework permits youth
to articulate sexual experiences as exploitation, Saunders highlights how it fal-
ters when confronted with nonconforming youth—young people who “do not
consider themselves victims or who do not view the harms done to them in the
same way as . . . advocates who intend to help them.”50 Young people who sell
sex may or may not understand themselves as “trafficking victims.” They may
or may not feel that exchanging sex for money is the worst harm they suffer.
Framing this issue as a problem of sold sex actually ignores the systems that
young people who sell sex report as the major sources of oppression and suf-
fering in their lives, including abuse in families, harassment by police, and fail-
ures of the foster care system.51

In particular, the child-trafficking framework is unable to account for the
ways that homophobia shapes the lives of queer and transgender youth, who
by most accounts constitute a large portion of homeless youth in major cities.52

It misses the stories of other young people—homeless, runaway, and other
economically marginal youth—who report complex motives for involvement
in the sex work economy and a wide variety of experiences in it.53 This frame-
work is further unable to accommodate youth, especially youth who identify
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as gay, lesbian, bisexual and trangender, who are “sexually active on their own
terms while at the same time experiencing sexual abuse and exploitation in other
arenas of their lives, [or] youth who no longer look or act like small, frightened
children but wish to speak out about their own lives and construct their own
futures”—futures that might or might not include marriage, the nuclear fam-
ily, or sober middle-class values, and that might involve any number of arrange-
ments (sexual, commercial or otherwise) that violate the good judgment of so-
cial reformers, the sexual mores of religious crusaders, or the letter of the law.54

Insofar as one of the primary issues at stake in contemporary antitrafficking
campaigns is normative heterosexuality and its sexual arrangements, sexual mi-
norities generally and sexually nonconforming youth in particular fall out of
this framework.55

The dominant framing of trafficking likewise glosses over issues of
agency, empowerment, and structural violence that rise to the surface in the
stories of migrant women and men who report that they sometimes choose
work in sexual and erotic services because they prefer it to other kinds of
work available to them. Anthropologist Laura Agustín argues that the recur-
ring debates in mainstream antitrafficking advocacy circles about whether
prostitution is best understood as violence or work fail to address undocu-
mented migrants who earn money in sex, housework, and caring sectors of
the labor market. “Migrants working in the informal sector are treated as pas-
sive subjects rather than as normal people looking for conventional oppor-
tunities, conditions and pleasures,” she writes.56 Downplaying the signifi-
cance of their expressed preferences and the issues that migrants who sell sex
identify as their primary concerns—for instance, safe and affordable hous-
ing, economic livelihoods, and violence at the hands of police—glosses over
important questions about the relationship between sexual and nonsexual
forms of exploitation, and between exploitation in intimate and nonintimate
spheres. It also overlooks the issues of poverty, economic inequality, and vi-
olence that shape the choices and constraints faced by transnational mi-
grants, both documented and undocumented.

Although WATER’s Human Trafficking Awareness Day email and the
Groundswell campaign to shut down the adult section of Backpage.com are two
examples of progressive forays into antitrafficking activism, they illustrate the
force of the dominant antitrafficking refrain. When groups wish to express con-
demnation of human trafficking, doing so without adopting the existing rhetor-
ical framework of sold sex and the images and moral rationale of the dominant
antitrafficking consensus but at the same time remaining recognizable as part
of the antitrafficking movement is extremely difficult. Consequently, it is not
surprising that progressive Christians—including those groups and individu-
als who might otherwise critique any number of facets of this dominant anti-
trafficking framework—take it up when they turn to the topic of trafficking.
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Articulating a different analytical framework for talking and thinking about hu-
man trafficking is a formidable challenge.

Having noted the ways that the melodramatic framing of human trafficking
functions to divert attention from larger macro-level structures of exploitation,
the remainder of this essay explores some of the insights of a different analy-
sis of trafficking that intentionally attempts to refuse this seductive narrative.
In doing so, we suggest that progressive critiques of neoliberal capitalism and
its attendant conceptions of family can be resources for the critical reformula-
tion of the dominant antitrafficking framework.

Neoliberalism and Human Trafficking

Long before human trafficking was recognized as a social and political issue,
progressive Christian ethicists were critical of neoliberalism on account of its
distinct form of economic reductionism and its role in dismantling the regula-
tory and social welfare functions of the state.57 In Hitting Home: Feminist Ethics,
Women’s Work and the Betrayal of Family Values, ethicist Gloria Albrecht describes
neoliberalism as a political economic theory within capitalism that aims at eco-
nomic growth and efficiency as primary social and political goals.58 Neoliberal
economic theory insists that unregulated or “free” markets are the most effi-
cient and reliable means to achieve economic growth and that free markets are
uniquely capable of achieving the best solutions to increasingly complex social
problems.59 In other words, neoliberalism posits the free market as basic not
only to economic growth but to social and political goods—individual liber-
ties, human rights, environmental protections—as well. In neoliberal terms, po-
litical and social goods are, above all, derivatives of economic success insepa-
rable from, if not identical to, economic prosperity and efficiency.60

One of the fronts on which progressive Christians have waged their resis-
tance to neoliberalism is through defending a primary role for the government
in addressing social and economic inequalities. A related way that progressive
Christians resist neoliberalism is by articulating the connections between par-
ticular economic and social policies and the material conditions of people’s
daily lives, showing how the forms of suffering and precarity about which a
wide range of people profess concern are tied to specific policies, practices,
and ideologies.

A great variety of US-based antitrafficking activism is currently organized
around promoting neoliberal capitalist institutions as the best and most prom-
ising antitrafficking rejoinder. For instance, Kevin Bales, a leading expert on
modern slavery and human trafficking, makes the connection between neolib-
eral capitalist practices and opposition to human trafficking explicitly, arguing,
“Freed slaves . . . become what a slave can never be: a consumer.”61 Echoing
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Bales’s perspective, a staff member of the International Justice Mission (IJM),
the largest evangelical antitrafficking organization in the United States, recently
gave a similar explanation of the IJM’s antitrafficking work, stating, “Our real
goal is to bring people out of slavery into the free market.”62 Here a market
component is positioned as essential to, if not constitutive of, freedom from
human trafficking. That is, freedom from human trafficking entails (re)posi-
tioning people as consumers in the free market.

Not only is freedom from trafficking articulated as participation in the
capitalist marketplace as worker and consumer, but virtually every US-based
antitrafficking organization supports a role for the state in antitrafficking ac-
tivism that is fully consistent with neoliberalism’s limited conception of the
state, namely, as an agent of punitive or carceral redress. Thus, more and
tougher laws that criminalize trafficking and harsher sentences for traffickers
are proposed as an effective way to fight human trafficking. This neoliberal
understanding of the state stands in sharp contrast to liberal conceptions of
the welfare state, where the state is conceived as an agent of economic redis-
tribution and assistance rather than primarily an agent of punishment.63 This
is not to deny that some individuals abuse others for financial gain, sexual grat-
ification, or both; nor do we claim that incarceration is never an appropriate
penalty for trafficking offenses. Our point is that understanding human traf-
ficking in insolation from the social structures, economic policies, and polit-
ical assumptions and practices in which it is situated and out of which it
emerges, insisting instead that the primary cause of human trafficking is “traf-
fickers”—a set of deviant, depraved, and bad individuals—is too thin an ac-
count of the types of violence and exploitation that those vulnerable to traf-
ficking must navigate.

Analyses of human trafficking that work to systematically shift the blame for
trafficking onto the backs of individuals offer an inadequate perspective on the
social sources of trafficking abuses, erasing any sense of the roles played by ne-
oliberal socioeconomic and cultural institutions, including the market and the
family.64 And yet antitrafficking advocates frequently emphasize some combi-
nation of neoliberal institutions—family, state, market—as constituting the
(morally) best and (economically) most efficient antidote to human trafficking.
Moreover, whether adults or children, and whether by choice or default, many
individuals who experience trafficking live outside or on the margins of these
institutions anyway. They work in informal sectors of the market that are
mostly excluded from government regulation and accounts, they often occupy
subaltern categories of citizenship, they are structurally situated outside of even
liberal notions of family, and they engage in modes of dwelling besides that of
spatially stable households.65 The real issues at stake are systemic conditions
of economic, social, and political precarity; thus, to frame the challenges faced
by trafficked persons and those vulnerable to trafficking in terms of threats
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posed by malevolent men is a case of analytic reductionism. Although beyond
the scope of what we can accomplish here, we acknowledge that a fuller analy-
sis of these issues is necessary.

Sexual Politics and Family

Another common theme threading through a great many US-based antitraf-
ficking efforts is a sexual politics that presumes monogamous heterosex in the
context of marriage or committed relationships to be the moral norm for sex-
uality.66 Other arrangements and sexual practices are denounced as degrading
to men and harmful to women and children.

Elizabeth Bernstein and Janet Jakobsen describe this as “the sexual politics
of ‘egalitarian heterosexual relations,’” and argue that it is a contemporary re-
formulation of the “family values” rhetoric that took shape in the 1970s and
1980s.67 Then, as now, debates about “family values” are concerned with so-
cial morality broadly, and in some leftward leaning circles they were seen as
evidence of a widespread conservative backlash against advances in public and
private sphere gender equality. Religious studies scholar Stephanie May argues,
however, that the “family values” debates were about more than sexual moral-
ity, and they in fact signaled a critical reworking of the material relationship
between the state and the private sphere institutions of home and family. Just
as family values rhetoric was lauding married, heterosexual, and at least poten-
tially reproductive sex as the only form of moral sexual relationship, state reg-
ulatory and social welfare programs were contracting dramatically. By promot-
ing conformity with this narrowly defined sexual norm as the ticket for accessing
what meager resources and protections remained at the state’s disposal, the rhet-
oric of “family values” successfully obscured the massive erosion of the state’s
ability to function as an agent of economic redress.68

Progressive Christians resisted both the conservative moral vision of the
“family values” rhetoric and the reimagined relationship between state and
home that this rhetoric camouflaged. Feminist Christian ethicists led the way
by mining Christian virtues, values, and sources for alternative visions of fam-
ily. Values such as justice, equality, and care provided crucial moral leverage for
efforts to secure recognition for a wider variety of family forms, including
those headed by same-sex couples.69

Although in its original deployment “family values” rhetoric articulated con-
servative rejection of ideals of gender equality, a significant shift is discernible
in the current iteration of this rhetoric. Bearing the clear mark of its encounter
with the various social movements comprising second-wave liberal feminism,
many current invocations of “family values,” now unapologetically espouse and
promote egalitarian heterosexual marriage as a private sphere ideal.70 In the
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context of antitrafficking advocacy, this shift is reflected in recurrent critiques
of “third world cultures” for their “traditional” (i.e., not egalitarian) ideas about
gender and sexuality, and the insistence that this “backwardness” is a causal fac-
tor in sex trafficking.71

Commercial heterosex is a particularly intense flash point in this fray. Het-
erosexual prostitution and its abolition stand at the center of an “ever-spiral-
ing array of faith-based and secular activist agendas, human rights initiatives
and legal instruments” that claim to fight human trafficking.72 Symbolically and
materially, prostitution represents the antithesis of the ideals of private and pub-
lic sphere gender equality that unite the antitrafficking alliance.73 The fight
against human trafficking is thus waged primarily as a fight against prostitu-
tion. The fight against prostitution, in turn, is waged as a fight for gender
equality in both the public sphere and (especially) the private sphere of the
home and family.74

The private sphere institutions of home and family are frequently recom-
mended to women as the true basis of their freedom from trafficking. Antitraf-
ficking rhetoric packages this recommendation variously. For example, in the
idea that women become vulnerable to human trafficking when they leave
home, there is an assumption that trafficked persons want and need to be re-
turned to their families upon extrication from a trafficking relationship, or a
presumption that the ideal situation for women is a familial context like mar-
riage. Although counseled in this way more explicitly by some organizations
than by others, the formation of (or reentry into) heteronormative nuclear
families is treated as a core benchmark of freedom and “recovery” from traf-
ficking by a wide variety of organizations that work with female survivors of
sex trafficking.

Joyce Meyer Ministries’ short video, “Wedding Bells Ring for Human Traf-
ficking Survivors” is illustrative. It reports the work that an organization called
International Crisis Aid is doing in an unspecified African country with former
sex workers whom Meyer characterizes as “women and children trapped in sex-
ual slavery.” Meyer’s guest, a representative from International Crisis Aid,
gushes, “These girls are coming out, having new lives, complete opportunities,
to get an education, to find a new job.” But at no point are any specifics about
the girls’ and women’s educational achievements or their jobs described for
viewers. Instead, as video footage of young African women attired in big, white,
American-style wedding dresses rolls in the background, Meyer’s guest happily
announces, “Three of the girls recently got married!” She explains to viewers,
“They’ve had the opportunity to begin a new life, and it really is amazing be-
cause in that culture for them to find a man who would accept them and marry
them after their past is quite . . . [remarkable].” She concludes, “So when we
talk about total transformation, that is what God is doing in their lives.”75 Nei-
ther education nor jobs turn out to be the crux of the “new lives” these women
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receive assistance in creating; rather, the crowning achievement to which view-
ers’ attention is drawn is their marriages.

Positing home and family as so tightly connected to women’s freedom
eclipses several critical issues. For one, it implies that home and family are places
of safety for women. Violence thus must come from external sources. What this
assumption misses is that threats of violence and the risk of sexual exploitation
are just as prevalent in the private sphere of family and home as they are in the
public sphere outside it. Feminists have long acknowledged that family mem-
bers are the most common perpetrators of violence against women, thereby
making home one of the most dangerous spaces for women, rather than one
of the safest.76

Second, this ideological construction of family tends to take for granted a
well-defined public/private sphere separation that imagines home and family
as clearly distinct from the market. Reality is often far less tidy, with family and
home inextricably entangled with market forces and the forms of precarity, pri-
vation, or flourishing they enable. Family and social networks, including sex-
ual networks, reflect not only affective bonds but also networks through which
individuals access material and financial resources. In a recent national tele-
phone survey of unmarried African American and white women aged twenty
to forty-five, for example, a full third of white and African American respon-
dents reported that economic considerations led them to stay in a relationship
longer than they wanted to. Moreover, 22 percent of African American women
and 11 percent of white women reported starting a relationship in response to
economic concerns.77 Individuals use family, social, and sexual networks not
simply to satisfy affective or “private sphere” needs and desires but also as sites
as of access to material resources, including financial resources.78

Home and family are often presumed to be able (and even obligated) to ame-
liorate some of the market’s more brutal effects—effects that the separate-
spheres gender ideology ascendant through the nineteenth century held as es-
pecially unsuited to women’s (alleged) gentle, noncompetitive natures. But no
matter how thoroughly romanticized or broadly defined, home and family are
not able to fully offset the effects of the market. Home and family do not solve
the problem of economic vulnerability, and they are certainly inadequate insti-
tutional rejoinders to trafficking.

Understanding home and family as internal to the neoliberal capitalist sys-
tem and, further, as themselves among the sources of violence, exploitation, or
just plain misery that trafficked and vulnerable people need to navigate are is-
sues that raise significant questions about the adequacy of the sexual politics
around which the consensus on human trafficking has formed. Given that home
and family are among the most dangerous settings for women, why are they
repeatedly and enthusiastically endorsed as essential components of freedom?
Why is (re)integration into family life so essential? Further, while critical
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feminists and queer activists may have no essential quarrel with “amative, egal-
itarian heterosexual relations” for those who choose this, such relations are not
the primary way that issues of gender equality come to bear in all lives.79 In
fact, we contend that this sexual politics is one of the points at which queer com-
munities and the concerns of other minority and nonconforming perspectives
become most clearly disconnected from the dominant antitrafficking narrative
and the remedies it endorses.

Conclusion

The working alliance on trafficking within American Christianity echoes a
broader consensus within the US antitrafficking movement: an enthusiastic
endorsement of state-sanctioned criminalization and incarceration for traffick-
ers and, for trafficking victims, integration into the formal “free” market (via
wage labor) and reintegration into heteronormative family life. This under-
standing of human trafficking and, however implicitly, of human freedom re-
flects dual commitments to a sexual politics of egalitarian heterosexual relations
and the foundational institutions of neoliberalism, including a vision of the state
as an agent of carceral justice. In this essay, we have argued that such an un-
derstanding of trafficking and its remedies falls short because it overlooks the
most pressing concerns and experiences of some of the populations most vul-
nerable to the harms of trafficking. We have shown how the traditions of cri-
tique distinctive to feminist Christian social ethics, including critiques of ne-
oliberalism and the heteronormative family, can provide resources for an
analysis of human trafficking that addresses some of the gaps and silences in
mainstream antitrafficking activism and advocacy.

Of course, these are not silences that academic Christian ethicists can or
should seek to fill alone. Opening up space for genuine conversation and de-
bate about sexuality, justice, and human freedom in the context of the antitraf-
ficking movement will require resisting the dominant consensus on trafficking
at least long enough to let real questions emerge and complex debates unfold.
Listening carefully to the stories and experiences—as well as the political, so-
cial, and theological analyses—of those most affected by trafficking can help
us do that. To be sure, such listening (and genuine hearing) may have its own
difficulties since the choices and desires of those who are most vulnerable to
the harms of trafficking may or may not conform to the sexual and moral pol-
itics of social conservatives, pro-sex feminists, progressive Christians, or any
other category of the concerned. Generous listening will require making space
for their dreams of freedom and flourishing alongside our own, and allowing
our theologies, political ideologies, and practices of solidarity to be shaped by
what we hear.
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In insisting on making space for these voices and experiences, we follow in
the tradition of feminist Christian ethicists such as Emilie Townes, Sharon
Welch, and others. Townes observes that the ethical vision of many white,
middle-class Americans—the demographic profile of the very group that dom-
inates US Christian antitrafficking activism—suffers from a distortion that is
rooted in the privilege of comfortability. The luxury of not having to hear the
voices or understand the perspectives of others results in isolation and segre-
gation.80 In the case of sex trafficking, such isolation allows relatively privileged
antitrafficking advocates to romanticize marginalized persons and groups, see-
ing them as innocent victims deserving of rescue but missing much of the con-
text and complexity that shapes their actual experiences. Sharon Welch makes
a similar point in A Feminist Ethic of Risk: “If we remain in our own communi-
ties, doing social ethics only from within one set of socially shared values and
behaviors, we do not see the partiality and immorality of those views and be-
haviors.”81 As applied to trafficking and the moral analyses on which progres-
sive antitrafficking activism and advocacy might proceed, without critical per-
spective on the basic narrative presumed by the dominant antitrafficking
framework, we will only ever tout the virtues of home and family; we will never
press beyond the goal of fashioning human beings into consumers.

Nearly twenty-five years ago, in the midst of the acrimonious debates about
sexuality that engulfed and threatened to completely implode the women’s
movement, feminist ethicist Beverly Harrison and theologian Carter Heyward
observed that a major contribution of feminist theory in the 1980s and early
’90s, in spite of the heated conflicts it generated, was its success in “securing . . .
the cultural and intellectual space to forge a genuine . . . ‘discourse about sex-
uality.’”82 Despite the incredible difficulty of many of these debates, they ar-
gued, the creation of space for reflection, dialogue, and even argument marked
a substantive advance over a time when frank and thoughtful discussions of hu-
man sexuality, moral agency, and practices of freedom were closeted or fore-
closed altogether. Public discussions of human trafficking and the widespread
consensus that characterizes these discussions suggest that such cultural and in-
tellectual space is needed once again.
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