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Abstract 
This research sets out to explore how ‘victims of human trafficking’ are constructed in 

contemporary anti-trafficking discourse. Through a literature review and a critical 

discourse analysis of three American NGOs, the results show that despite different world 

views and trends, most anti-trafficking organizations share a discourse that constructs an 

‘ideal victim’ of innocence, without recognizing their agency and the possibility of 

multiple realities. Moreover, human trafficking discourse depoliticizes and oversimplifies 

an issue that is intertwined with a global system of inequality. In the light of fighting 

human trafficking to restore dignity and equality, this research advocates for a discourse 

of truth that acknowledges and utilizes complexity and agency.  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1. Introduction 

“Violence…sex… violent sex… violence… sexy violence… violence… Game of 

Thrones does it seamlessly, and ratings soar! So why shouldn’t we? After all, this 

issue is pretty heavy, and reminding people that really cute girls are affected by it 

might make it all a little easier to think about. Oh wait — that is madness.” 

This statement by Marilyn Murray (2015), creative director at the anti-trafficking NGO 

Love146, challenges the sensationalism and sexualization that she witnesses in many anti-

trafficking campaigns. She continues stating that making human trafficking sexy is 

exploitation in itself and essentially undermines the fight against human trafficking.  

 Over the past decades human trafficking has emerged into an issue of 

international concern (Kempadoo, 2015). Alongside non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), social movements and governments, the media and entertainment industry have 

made efforts to combat human trafficking. Pope Francis calls human trafficking one of the 

three worst evils in the world (Gagliarducci & Schneible, 2015). Films such as Trade (2007) 

and The Whistleblower (2010) portray the horrors and thrills of the phenomenon. An 

Internet video on the platform YouTube entitled ‘Girls going wild in red light district,’ 

which was created in support of the NGO Stop the Traffik has gone viral for 3 years with 

more than 12 million views to date (Duval Guillaume, 2012). Celebrities like Ashton 

Kutcher and Demi Moore have started their own anti-trafficking initiative. In response to a 

recent policy proposal of Amnesty International to protect the human rights of sex 

workers, Hollywood actors like Lena Dunham and Meryl Streep have signed an open 

letter alongside anti-trafficking NGOs and advocates to protest the “decriminalization of 

the sex industry, including the legalization of pimping, brothel owning and the buying of 

sex” (Change.org, 2015). US President Obama has declared that the “fight against 

human trafficking is one of the great human rights causes of our time and the United 

States will continue to lead it” (CNN, 2012).  

 Under the flag of the abolition of ‘modern slavery,' individuals and organizations 

from every cultural, political and religious background seem united, for it is–as President 

Obama said–a “no-brainer” to fight against slavery (CNN, 2012). Despite a general 

understanding that human trafficking entails the “transportation of persons by means of 

coercion, deception or force into exploitation and slavery-like conditions,” it is often 

presented much narrower as an issue of sexual exploitation and organized crime 
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(Andrijasevic, 2007, p. 25). In order to mobilize activist and financial support and to create 

a sense of urgency, many organizations seem to make use of worst-case and horror 

stories, emotive representations and unsubstantiated statistics to describe human 

trafficking (Weitzer, 2007; Thompson, 2015)  

 These trends and the growing interest in ‘modern slavery’ and ‘sex trafficking’ in 

politics as well as popular culture have caused me concern. My background in 

international development studies has made me aware of the controversies surrounding 

the representation of the ‘Other’ and the apathy resulting from overexposure to human 

suffering and I see similar trends occur in anti-trafficking discourse. Human trafficking is a 

pressing issue and must be tackled. However, the representation of the phenomenon is 

often influenced by cultural and political agendas and lacks research-based legitimacy 

(Weitzer, 2014b). In the name of fighting for a good cause, reality is often obscured to 

enable a more compelling and shocking narrative that can rally widespread support. In 

doing so, the issue is oversimplified and those deemed victims become mere “objects of 

sympathy” (Quirk, 2007, p. 182).  

My personal involvement in fighting human trafficking arises from a desire to see 

justice and equality restored, to see every individual treated with dignity and respect. 

Treating an individual with dignity means treating them as an autonomous beings and 

recognizing their distinct identity and capacity to make their own choices (Schachter, 

1983; McCrudden, 2008). Therefore I believe that the anti-trafficking approach and 

discourse must apply the same values it promotes. Exploitation of any kind uses and 

abuses humans and is therefore considered a violation of their dignity. Consequently, 

approaches to combat exploitation must protect and respect human dignity or else they 

simply replace one violation with another. Portraying violence and exploitation as 

sensational and sexy is violent and exploitative in itself (Andrijasevic, 2007; Thompson, 

2015).  

 Based on this conviction and the belief that it is an important and complex issue 

that requires more deliberation and commitment than it is currently receiving, this 

research explores contemporary anti-trafficking discourse. It aims to contribute to a 

respectful and ethical approach to human trafficking and those deemed victims. By 

means of critical discourse analysis (CDA) I will examine the discourse of three US-based 

anti-trafficking organizations to review how ‘victims of human trafficking’ are portrayed 
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through language and images. In addition, I explore which purpose the construction of 

‘victims’ serves. Many American anti-trafficking organizations campaign and work in 

various countries across the world, due to the fact that human trafficking is viewed as a 

global issue. Moreover, the hegemonic position of the United States within global politics 

and culture also shapes the anti-trafficking discourse and international as well as national 

policy-making (Capous-Desyllas, 2007). The annual US Trafficking in Persons Report is a 

prominent example of this influence (Gallagher, 2015). Therefore, the approaches of US-

based organizations provide an insight into global trends of anti-trafficking discourse. 

With the help of academic literature I outline the development and critique of this 

discourse in order to identify its purposes and outcomes.  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2. Literature Review 
2.1 Anti-Trafficking Discourse 

 Human trafficking as a cause has gained a large amount of attention and popularity 

over the past years. In the 1980s feminist groups raised concern about the trafficking of 

women for sexual exploitation (Kempadoo, 2015). With the collapse of Communism in 

eastern Europe came increased reporting on the trafficking of women from the region 

which contributed to increasing attention from media, governments and the public (Jahic 

& Finckenauer, 2005). The discourse mainly centered on human trafficking for the purpose 

of sexual exploitation until the United Nations’ 2000 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 

Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United 

Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (hereinafter referred to as 

Palermo Protocol) expanded the definition of trafficking to other forms of exploitation 

(O’Connell Davidson, 2006).  

 From the early 2000s the discourse experienced another boost with the 

commemoration of the 200-year anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade in 2007 

(Hoyle, Bosworth & Dempsey, 2011). Films and documentaries about slavery were released 

(e.g. 500 Years Later (2005), Amazing Grace (2006), Frederick Douglass and the White 

Negro (2008)) and Britain made a public apology for its involvement in the slave trade 

(ibid.). Against this backdrop activists tried to raise awareness for a current issue, which 

seemed to represent the “contemporary version of our past sins": human trafficking (Hoyle 

et al., 2011, p. 314). The link was made quickly and the public adopted the notion of 

human trafficking as the modern counterpart of the slave trade, acknowledging that 

human trafficking “must be called by its true name: modern slavery” (Obama, 2012 in 

CNN, 2012). Large media campaigns like the year-long CNN Freedom Project, which was 

launched in 2011  to end modern-day slavery and has recently been revived, are testament 

to the growing concern with the issue (CNN, 2015).  

 The fight against modern-day slavery has become a popular cause with support 

from across the political and societal spectrum (O’Connell Davidson, 2006; Weitzer, 2007). 

Human trafficking is connected to a wide range of controversial issues, such as migration, 

border security, human rights and public health (McCarthy, 2014). Nevertheless, it seems 

to unite otherwise opposing parties. In the United States the religious right and the 

feminist progressive left–although inspired by different world views–have joined forces in 
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the struggle against ‘sex trafficking’ and have successfully instilled the notion of “sex 

slaves” that need “rescue” in the popular discourse (Uy, 2013). Many scholars criticize this 

approach, because it oversimplifies the phenomenon of human trafficking and neglects the 

multiplicity and complexity of the issue (see O’Connell Davidson, 2006; Capous-Desyllas, 

2007; Weitzer, 2007; Buckland, 2008; Hoyle et al., 2011; McCarthy, 2014).  

2.2. Defining Human Trafficking 

 The discussion surrounding the discourse of anti-trafficking organizations starts with 

the definition of human trafficking. A literature research shows that there are several terms 

that are used in the context of human trafficking. Nevertheless, there is no consensus 

among scholars, activists, politicians and other stakeholders about the meaning and 

application of these terms. Besides ‘human trafficking’ the terms ‘sex trafficking,’ 

‘trafficking in persons,’ ‘slavery,’ ‘modern(-day) slavery,’ ‘forced labor,’ and ‘(sexual) 

exploitation’ are common in this context and can in some cases apply to the same 

phenomenon (Weitzer, 2014a). However, every author may have their own interpretation, 

which is not always clear. The ambiguity of the terms makes it difficult to compare sources 

with each other. Moreover, it provides an insight into a general trend of obscurity within 

the discourse of anti-trafficking efforts.  

2.2.1 Legal Definitions of Human Trafficking 

 The first international agreements and conventions concerning human trafficking 

were established in 1904 and 1910 (Limoncelli, 2010). While there was a general concern 

about the issue and an agreement that it should be tackled, the early negotiations were 

marked by disagreements over the definition of human trafficking (ibid.). To date the lack 

of a clear definition persists and influences the discourse. Human trafficking has been 

defined as prostitution, illegal migration and organized crimes as well as labor exploitation 

(see Jahic & Fickenauer, 2005). Moreover, it has been constructed as a security threat and a 

humanitarian problem (Aradau, 2004). 
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UN Palermo Protocol 

 The United Nations’ Palermo Protocol contains the most widely accepted 

definition of human trafficking in the international community and affirms in Article 3 that: 

“(a) “Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harbouring 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 of 

a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to 

achieve the consent of a person having control over another person for the 

purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation 

of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or 

services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs; 

(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set 

forth in subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means 

set forth in subparagraph (a) have been used; 

(c) The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the 

purpose of exploitation shall be considered “trafficking in persons” even if this 

does not involve any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article; 

(d) “Child” shall mean any person under eighteen years of age.” (UNODC, 2004) 

Despite its international acceptance this definition is also  greatly contested (Hoyle et al., 

2011). Chuang (2013) asserts that the definition is intentionally vague for the purpose of 

attaining widespread consensus. As of June 2015 the Palermo Protocol was ratified by 

167 parties (UNTC, 2015).  

 In Article 3(a) ‘trafficking in persons’ is defined as an act for the purpose of 

exploitation. However, the meaning of ‘exploitation’ remains vague and unclear, which 

results in an overall ambiguity of the definition (Hoyle et al., 2011; Chuang, 2013). 

Moreover, the term ‘trafficking’ itself is not a specific act, but refers to a process of 

numerous actions and outcomes (e.g. recruitment, transfer etc.) and leaves room for 

interpretation as to the combination and occurrence of these aspects (O’Connell 

Davidson, 2006). Similarly, forced labor is difficult to distinguish from poor working 

conditions (ibid.). Resulting from this muddle of terms and concepts the anti-trafficking 

movement witnesses an inconsistency in definition and implementation that leads to 
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blurring lines between the concepts of human trafficking, forced labor, prostitution and 

slavery (Limoncelli, 2010; Weitzer, 2014; Kempadoo, 2015). 

 With regard to the conceptualization of ‘victims of human trafficking,’ the Palermo 

Protocol considers consent legally irrelevant (Hoyle et al., 2011). Article 3(b) states that it 

is not pertinent whether a person consents to a condition of exploitation or not in order 

to be considered a victim of human trafficking. Based on this notion Hoyle, Bosworth and 

Dempsey (2011) conclude that victimhood does not exclude agency in a theoretical 

sense; an individual can be both a victim of human trafficking and a choosing agent 

under the Palermo Protocol. However, the operationalization of the protocol is much 

narrower (Hoyle et al., 2011). In practice many anti-trafficking initiatives focus their efforts 

on what Hoyle et al. (2011) call the ‘ideal victim,’ which will be explored later in section 

2.3. 

 As part of the Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, the Palermo 

Protocol frames human trafficking as an organized crime problem, which has significant 

impact on the responses to human trafficking, because this framework prioritizes security 

and prosecution over victim protection (McCarthy, 2014). Moreover, the focus is on the 

illegal migration aspect of human trafficking as organized crime and provides legitimacy 

for governments to be ‘tough on crime’ (Jahic & Finckenauer, 2005). Consequently, 

nations can introduce stricter border control and immigration policies under the guise of 

fighting human trafficking, while ultimately aiming to “keep migrants out and organized 

crime in check” (Jahic & Finckenauer, 2005, p. 36). However, as section 2.3 will show, 

these measures drive more people into illegal channels of migration, potentially increase 

human trafficking and can have dramatic effects on the obligation to protect refugees 

and human rights (Buckland, 2008).  

US legislation 

 The United States has ratified the Palermo Protocol. Additionally, the Victims of 

Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000 provides the legal framework “to combat 

trafficking in persons both worldwide and domestically” (State.gov, 2015). Its definition of 

human trafficking in §103(8) is similar to the Palermo Protocol, but distinguishes between 

two ‘severe forms of trafficking in persons': 
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“(A) sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or 

coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18 

years of age; or 

(B) the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person 

for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of 

subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.” (Victims 

of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, 2000) 

The Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000 pays special attention to 

‘sex trafficking’ stating amongst others in §102(2) that many of the 700,000 annual victims 

of human trafficking “are trafficked into the international sex trade, often by force, fraud, 

or coercion” (Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, 2000). The 

Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2003 introduces a limitation to the 

use of funds by noting that, “No funds made available to carry out this division, or any 

amendment made by this division, may be used to promote, support, or advocate the 

legalization or practice of prostitution.” Consequently, government funded organizations 

are restricted from advocating for the legalization of prostitution (Uy, 2013). Measures 

such as these contribute to the conflation of human trafficking and prostitution in 

practice, despite the fact that their legal definitions vary (Uy, 2013).  Highlighting that 

prostitution is defined as “engaging in the act of prostitution and offering or agreeing to 

engage in a sexual act,” Uy asserts that prostitution and human trafficking are not the 

same, because of the element of consent (Uy, 2013, p. 211, original emphasis). In 

contrast to the Palermo Protocol, consent seems to matter in the legal distinction 

between prostitution and human trafficking in the United States. Based on their age, 

minors under the age of 18 years working in prostitution are deemed unable to give 

consent and therefore are considered as victims of trafficking, regardless of their 

situation.  

 US anti-trafficking laws are regarded as an extension of the Thirteenth 

Amendment of the US Constitution, which bans slavery and involuntary servitude (Uy, 

2013). As a result, the experience of force and coercion is important for the identification 

of a situation of human trafficking. US laws consider both forced labor and sexual 

exploitation as human trafficking, focusing solely on whether an individual consented or 

had the ability to consent to a specific act or work (ibid.). 
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2.2.2 Estimating the Magnitude 

 Due to the lack of a coherent definition of human trafficking, measuring the 

impact and magnitude of the issue is difficult, leading to inconsistent numbers and 

statistics (Doezema, 2000; Weitzer, 2014a). Many representations of the problem are 

based on unverified numbers and “guesstimates” (Weitzer, 2007; Goodey, 2008, p. 425). 

Nevertheless, many anti-trafficking organizations repeatedly use these numbers to 

describe the problem of human trafficking, because large numbers create a sense of 

urgency (Weitzer, 2014a). Even in academics the use of original data is rare and scholars 

often rely on governmental sources, which frequently fail to disclose their sources 

(Weitzer, 2014b). Moreover, the constant reproduction of the numbers creates a false 

sense of credibility based on the assumption that wide use proves accuracy (Merry, 2015).  

 The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates 20.9 million victims of 

forced labor worldwide and states that, “Human trafficking can also be regarded as 

forced labour, and so this estimate captures the full realm of human trafficking for labour 

and sexual exploitation, or what some call ‘modern-day slavery’” (ILO, 2012, p. 13). As in 

the Palermo Protocol there is no specification of what ‘exploitation’ entails. Nevertheless, 

this is a common statistic used in anti-trafficking discourses (Goodey, 2008).  

 The 2012 ILO Global Estimate of Forced Labour report estimates that 22% of 

forced laborers are “victims of forced sexual exploitation,” whereas 68% are “victims of 

forced labour exploitation” (ILO, 2012, p. 13). Additionally, the report provides insight 

into the migration of victims of forced labor and specifies that 29% of all victims of forced 

labor have moved internationally “to work in another country where the forced labour 

took place”  (ILO, 2012, p. 16). Cross-border movement is most prevalent in the context 

of sexual exploitation (ILO, 2012).  However, there is no mentioning whether the 

movement was voluntary or not. In contrast to legal definitions and for the purposes of 

the ILO, which is to measure forced labor, the aspect of consent is only relevant in 

relation to the performed labor. The report concludes with the remark that, “Given the 

elusive nature of the target population and the limited direct measurement of the 

phenomenon, it would be unrealistic to expect global estimation of forced labour with a 

high degree of accuracy” (ILO, 2012, p. 41). 

 While it is true that many problems relating to organized crime are “under-

reported, under-detected and, therefore, under-prosecuted” (Goodey, 2008, p. 425), this 
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situation does not justify the unscrutinized replication of existing data (Weitzer, 2014b). 

The clandestine nature of human trafficking inhibits an accurate count of victims and 

perpetrators, and provides an explanation for the discrepancy between the estimated 

number of victims and the actual amount of people that have been identified as ‘victims 

of human trafficking’ (Weitzer, 2014b). Many victims might be unable to report their 

abuse due to threat or restraint (Goodey, 2008). Moreover, the attached stigmatization 

and legal consequences might prevent individuals from identifying and exposing 

themselves as ‘victims’ (Hoyle et al., 2011). Notwithstanding, the immense difference 

between “the more than 44,000 survivors who have been identified in the past year” and 

“the more than 20 million victims of trafficking who have not” raises questions about the 

extent of the issue (U.S. Department of State, 2014, p. 2; Weitzer, 2014b).  

 A great problem of the unverified magnitude of human trafficking is the fact that–

in combination with oversimplified and anecdotal narratives–it gives rise to 

“unsubstantiated claims” that are frequently reproduced within the anti-trafficking 

discourse. Weitzer has identified four central claims that are frequently made in anti-

trafficking discourse (2014b, p. 9): 

“The number of trafficking victims worldwide is huge; The magnitude of trafficking 

is steadily growing worldwide; Human trafficking is the second or third largest 

organized criminal enterprise in the world, after illegal drug and weapons trading; 

and Sex trafficking is more prevalent and/or more serious than labor trafficking.”  

Elsewhere Weitzer (2007) has criticized that these claims do not only influence the 

discourse of NGOs and the media, but inform national and international policies and 

practices that aim to combat human trafficking. 

2.3. Anti-Trafficking Approaches 

 The modern abolitionist movement, which is largely influenced by Kevin Bales 

(2012), believes that slavery still exists today and was abolished only legally in the 

nineteenth century (Kempadoo, 2015). Today, “We must stop illegal slavery” (Bales, 

2012, p. 269, emphasis added). Slavery is defined as “the total control of one person by 

another for the purpose of economic exploitation” (Bales, 2012, p. 6). The elements of 

force and ‘total control’ are important in this context, but also raise questions about the 

line between slavery and freedom, forced labor and poor working conditions (O’Connell 
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Davidson, 2006; Kempadoo, 2015). Like the term ‘trafficking,’ slavery combines a 

package of unfreedoms that are not unique to slavery and can apply to a number of 

groups that are not identified as ‘slaves’ within their society (O’Connell Davidson, 2006; 

Quirk, 2007). Slavery always has been a social construct, upheld by ideologies and myths 

of its time (Brace, 2004). Atasü-Topcuoğlu (2015) highlights that the migratory and labor 

practices that define human trafficking today are selected and classified by the anti-

trafficking movement, which also develops the policies and approaches to counteract 

human trafficking. The selection of practices is informed by ideologies and power 

relations of the various actors within the anti-trafficking movement such as states, 

supranational organizations and NGOs (ibid.).  Furthermore, constructing human 

trafficking as a form of ‘modern slavery’ distracts from many issues that lead up to human 

trafficking and distorts the link between e.g. migration policies and human trafficking as 

well as forced labor and the regulation of prostitution (O’Connell Davidson, 2006). 

Section 2.4 shows that the complexity and particularity of individual choices of both 

‘victims of human trafficking/modern slavery’ and migrants cannot be combined in a 

singular narrative nor can they be clearly separated. Nevertheless, many NGOs and 

media are keen to emphasize that human trafficking is ‘modern slavery’ and tend to deny 

that “trafficking occurs along a continuum of limited autonomy to complete 

bondage” (Hoyle et al., 2011, p. 326).  

 The surge in concern for ‘modern slavery’ has also attracted celebrities to ‘join in 

the fight’ (Kempadoo, 2015). Since the 1980s celebrities have increasingly taken influence 

on global politics and have even given policy advice in areas of aid, conflict, 

development and human trafficking (Wheeler, 2011 in Tsalik et al., 2011; Haynes, 2014). 

Due to their stardom celebrities have the power to attract much attention for issues and 

are generally seen as more neutral than politicians, wherefore they can be a valuable 

asset for activists in gaining attention from donors and decision-makers (Haynes, 2014). 

However desirable this attention might be, celebrity humanitarianism often oversimplifies 

both the problem and the solution. Kapoor (2013) criticizes that its depoliticizing 

character in fact promotes neoliberalism and global inequality. The “alluring, fetishistic, 

and voyeuristic narratives” of ‘sex trafficking’ in dominant anti-trafficking discourse 

animate an ideal of celebrities as heroes and rescuers of victims and simultaneously shift 

attention away from victims and structural issues at the root of the problem (Haynes, 
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2014, p. 25). Through advocating a cause like human trafficking, celebrities can display 

their compassion and altruism and thus improve their image (Littler, 2008 in Tsalik et al., 

2011). Moreover, celebrities often offer ‘quick fix’ solutions, which are more simple and 

exciting than those of experts and therefore more attractive for policy-makers and the 

public, who are often “content to learn a minimum about an issue…when seeking 

‘awareness’” (Haynes, 2014, p. 38). In these scenarios ‘victims’ are often women and 

children in need of rescue (Kempadoo, 2015). Especially the issue of ‘child trafficking’ for 

sexual exploitation receives much attention, while diverting attention of donors and 

policy responses away from other forms of human trafficking (Haynes, 2014). 

Unfortunately these ‘awareness raising’ efforts do not significantly contribute to fighting 

human trafficking, but advocate a simple “do something” approach that–like modern 

abolitionism and feminist abolitionists–neglects the necessary structural changes and fails 

to offer sustainable and respectful solutions for those affected by exploitation (Haynes, 

2014; Kempadoo, 2015).  

 The way in which NGOs represent and address human trafficking is shaped by 

underlying ideologies and world views (Merry, 2015). Especially organizations that are 

based in Western nations are criticized for their Eurocentric approach, which is often 

influenced by imperialism, racism and capitalism (Capous-Desyllas, 2007; Kempadoo, 

2015). Notions of race, citizenship, sexuality and gender roles are shifting, but some 

supposedly outdated concepts like that of ‘white slavery’ seem to return (Doezema, 

2010). Today, the narrative of the white innocent young girl that is lured to distant foreign 

lands to gratify the lust of men has found a home in the discourse of feminist abolitionism 

and other discourses (ibid.). Following the assumption that no woman could consent to 

prostitution, it is condemned as ‘sexual slavery’ (O’Connell Davidson, 2006). Hence, every 

form of prostitution is human trafficking. This discourse blurs the lines between 

prostitution and human trafficking (Kempadoo, 2015). Feminist abolitionists aim to shift 

normative boundaries by advocating for increased criminalization of the sex trade and 

taking an influence on national and international policies (Weitzer, 2007). What started as 

a social movement has ever more become institutionalized (ibid.). As an example, NGOs 

like the Coalition against Trafficking in Women (CATW) have had significant impact on the 

Palermo Protocol as well as US policies to combat human trafficking (Doezema, 2010).  
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 The idea of the ‘white man’s burden’ is another concept that has been revived in 

the contemporary human trafficking discourse (Kempadoo, 2015). While the anti-

trafficking discourse is not as implicitly racist, the notion of white supremacy still holds 

influence (Doezema, 2010). Victims of human trafficking are often portrayed as hopeless, 

poor and in need of a benevolent savior (Kinney, 2014; Kempadoo, 2015). This narrative 

of redemption informs what Agustín (2005) calls the ‘rescue industry’ of human trafficking, 

which accommodates more to the desire to “do something” than actually making a 

difference in the lives of individuals living in exploitation (Kempadoo, 2015, p. 13). On 

numerous occasions people deemed as ‘victims’ are transformed into “mere objects of 

intervention by others” (Buckland, 2008, p. 42). Goodey (2008) states that human 

trafficking is indeed an industry: both an ‘industry’ of organized crime and an NGO 

‘industry.’ 

 Along these lines the idea of ‘othering’ plays a role in anti-trafficking discourse.  

Edward Said’s (1977) Orientalism points to western societies’ tendency to objectify and 

fetishize the “Other.” Othering often takes hold in dominant discourse and influences 

policy responses to human trafficking with a dichotomy between those “like us” who are 

moral, intelligent and kind, and the “distant others” who are less capable of virtuous 

behavior (Todres, 2000, p. 620). Uy (2013) highlights that a similar trend is visible in the 

way in which a small fraction of the victim population is presented as representative for all 

victims of human trafficking. In the United States these are often barefoot, disheveled, 

non-English speaking, helpless, Asian women. European campaigns often construct the 

stereotypical Eastern European woman as vulnerable and a potential ‘victim of human 

trafficking’ (Andrijasevic, 2007). It is a common claim in anti-trafficking discourse that 

human trafficking can happen to anyone anywhere, although in practice not everyone is 

deemed ‘worthy’ of the victim status (Hua & Nigorizawa, 2010). The construction of 

‘victims of human trafficking’ is often influenced by “neo-colonial assumptions around 

‘third world backwardness’” as well as “gendered assumptions of vulnerability” (Hua et 

al., 2010, p. 404). This leads to the denial of support or overlooking certain individuals, 

because they do not meet the standards of the victim category and the exclusive focus 

on certain groups who represent the stereotypical victim (Quirk, 2007; Todres, 2009).  
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2.4. Defining and Constructing Victims 

 This literature review reveals that the definition of human trafficking is not only 

complicated with regard to measuring the problem, but additionally relies on the 

construction of victimhood. Like other labels, ‘victim’ is a social construction (Walklate, 

2006). It is the result of identification and self-identification, meaning that being a ‘victim’ 

is not an isolated or objective occurrence, but depends on participants’ definition of a 

situation (Christie, 1986 in Hoyle et al., 2011; Jenkins, 2014). The status of ‘victim’ is 

determined by an individual’s experience of harm and others’ perception of that situation 

(Hoyle et al., 2011). Christie has identified six attributes of the stereotypical ‘ideal 

victim’ (1986 in Dignan, 2005, p.17): 

“1. The victim is weak in relation to the offender – the ‘ideal victim’ is likely to be 

either female, sick, very old or very young (or a combination of these).   

2. The victim is, if not acting virtuously, then at least going about their legitimate, 

ordinary everyday business.  

3. The victim is blameless for what happened.  

4. The victim is unrelated to and does not know the ‘stranger’ who has committed 

the offence (which also implies that the offender is a person rather than a 

corporation; and that the offence is a single ‘one-off’ incident).  

5. The offender is unambiguously big and bad.  

6. The victim has the right combination of power, influence or sympathy to 

successfully elicit victim status without threatening (and thus risking opposition 

from) strong countervailing vested interests.” 

These attributes describe the construction of an ‘ideal victim’ which is most likely to be 

newsworthy and evoke sympathy and can also be found in the anti-trafficking discourse 

(Srikantiah, 2007, Uy, 2013). Stories and reports of individuals that have ‘survived’ human 

trafficking have increasingly been applied to the entire victim population (Weitzer, 2014a). 

This narrative creates a hierarchy of victims in which the young abducted girl trafficked 

into prostitution is an ‘ideal victim,’ but a woman who knowingly enters into prostitution 

but finds herself in debt bondage and unacceptable working conditions is located at the 

other end of the spectrum (Hoyle et at., 2011). On the one hand is the innocent victim 

and on the other the guilty sex worker (O’Connell Davidson, 2006). Reflecting the 

imagery of ‘white slavery,’ it is a common perception that only those who had no choice 
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are legitimate ‘victims of human trafficking’ (Doezema, 2010; Hoyle et al., 2011). 

However, Hoyle et al. (2011) have identified a false dichotomy between the ‘ideal victim’ 

and ‘real victims’ in that victims’ experiences are often much more nuanced and 

complicated than what many anti-trafficking campaigns portray. The failure to account for 

these complexities results in policy responses that can be damaging for those deemed 

‘victims’ as well as migrants who are not considered to be ‘victims’ (Buckland, 2008).   

2.4.1 Sex Sells 

 The mantra of ‘sex sells’ is not only true in popular culture, but also in policy-

making and the communication of anti-trafficking organizations (Haynes, 2008). The 

overwhelming majority of contemporary anti-trafficking efforts seems to focus on human 

trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation and ‘sexual slavery’ (Capous-Desyllas, 

2007; Weitzer, 2007), despite evidence for the existence of human trafficking for labor 

exploitation in agriculture, domestic servitude and other areas (Buckland, 2008). 

Andrijasevic (2007) analyzes IOM’s anti-trafficking campaigns from a feminist perspective 

and concludes that the images used portray women–or rather their bodies–in a 

voyeuristic manner as passive victimized objects. Instead of empowering women, the 

erotization of female ‘victims of human trafficking’ reinstates stereotypes, presents forced 

prostitution as erotic and is violent in itself (ibid.).  

 Uy (2013) argues that the American news media capitalizes on this emphasis and 

reports about incidents of ‘sex trafficking’ in a disproportionate manner. Through 

sensationalist horror stories and the construction of folk devils as well as “salacious and 

controversial statements about trafficking, which often seem intended more to titillate 

than to inform,” the media and NGOs shape public and political understanding of human 

trafficking (Weitzer, 2007; Uy, 2013, p. 209). As a result human trafficking is often viewed 

as an issue relating to sex trade.  

 These perceptions have led to a conflation of human trafficking, sexual 

exploitation and prostitution (Kempadoo, 2015). Particularly in the United States the well-

established anti-trafficking movement has a strong influence with its ‘moral crusade’ to 

equate human trafficking with prostitution in order to abolish all forms of prostitution 

(Weitzer, 2007; McCarthy, 2014), resulting in stricter regulation and criminalization of the 

sex trade (Andrijasevic, 2010). In doing so the focus on ‘sexual slavery’ neglects the 
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general debate about the regulation of prostitution as well as migration and therefore 

limits the state’s responsibility towards those living in exploitative situations, especially 

those who do not fit into the category of ‘sex slave’ or ‘victim of human 

trafficking’ (O’Connell Davidson, 2006).  

 In practice this can be seen in the allocation of government funding. 

Organizations focusing on ‘sex trafficking’ arguably receive more funding and attention 

than organizations dealing with human trafficking for the purpose of e.g. domestic 

servitude, sweatshop work or involuntary servitude (Uy, 2013). Moreover, anti-trafficking 

efforts focus mainly on women and children, despite the fact that arguably more than half 

of those trafficked worldwide are male (Buckland, 2008). Instead, the trafficking narrative 

usually portrays men as the villains and predators or the valiant rescuers (Buckland, 2008; 

Doezema, 2010; Kinney, 2014).  

2.4.2 Eligible Victim and/or Undeserving Migrant 

 Policies are highly selective in determining who ‘deserves’ protection and support 

and who does not, for often they apply to individuals who have been forced into 

migration and exploitation at the destination (O’Connell Davidson, 2006). Victims of 

human trafficking are deemed to be different from other migrants–who are often viewed 

as criminal and disruptive–although their journeys might have started in a similar way 

(O’Connell Davidson, 2006; Hoyle et al., 2011). Therefore, distinguishing ‘victims of 

human trafficking’ from ‘non-victims’ is hardest at the point of origin (Buckland, 2008). In 

the rhetoric of ‘slavery’ they are victims, yet in the rhetoric of ‘law and order’ they are 

immigrants and criminals (Hoyle et al., 2011). This approach oversimplifies the complexity 

of identities and multiplicity of realities (Capous-Desyllas, 2007). Moreover, the lacking 

definition of ‘exploitation’ blurs the lines between ‘victims of human trafficking’ and e.g. 

smuggled people who are in debt bondage (Buckland, 2008). 

 Many ‘victims of human trafficking’ have been active participants in the decisions 

leading up to migration and mere victimization underemphasizes the complexity of the 

circumstances that prompt or force individuals to migrate (Buckland, 2008). Various 

political, social and especially economic reasons lead to emigration (Hoyle et al., 2011). 

Nevertheless, anti-trafficking discourse often constructs trafficked victims as innocent 

“objects of exchange” without any guilt or ambition and in need of protection, whereas 
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economic migrants, asylum seekers and smuggled people are considered to deserve 

punishment (Buckland, 2008, p. 42). 

 In light of human trafficking as crime and a security threat, policy responses tend 

to focus on crime control, immigration procedures and border control. While these 

measures are effective to some extent, they distract from other responses like 

development, education and prevention (Buckland, 2008). They limit the opportunities 

for legal migration and increase the demand for professional and profitable 

circumvention of border controls, increasing vulnerability and invisibility of those 

migrating (Buckland, 2008). Stricter border control does not prevent migration, because it 

ignores the ‘push factors’ (e.g. poverty, instability, debt, human rights violations) that 

cause migration (Hoyle et al., 2011). Particularly in neoliberal societies, anti-trafficking 

measures highlight individual actors within the issue of human trafficking, without 

focusing on the very system that creates the inequality that forces or prompts migration 

(Kempadoo, 2015). This individualization within the anti-trafficking discourse depoliticizes 

the phenomenon–which is deeply entangled in global political economy–and limits 

nation’s responsibility to tackle worldwide inequality (O’Connell Davidson, 2006; 

Kempadoo, 2015).  

 The resulting binary between innocent ideal victims and dark criminals is 

specifically flawed in regard to migration. The violations that constitute trafficking as 

described in the Palermo Protocol can occur in both legal and illegal forms of migration 

(O’Connell Davidson, 2006). However, the assumption that ‘victims of human trafficking’ 

can only be found in the same spheres as illegal immigrants and criminals conflates the 

prevention of irregular migration and anti-trafficking measures and limits the identification 

of exploitation in legal systems of migration or even outside the migratory process 

(O’Connell Davidson, 2006). Not all illegal migration is forced (Capous-Desyllas, 2007). 

Nevertheless, individuals who have agreed to migration, both legally and illegally, and 

are in a situation of exploitation are less likely to be categorized as ‘victims of human 

trafficking’ and may face deportation as they are treated as illegal immigrants (Hoyle et 

al., 2011). Due to this threat many individuals who were aware of the work awaiting them 

at their destination (e.g. prostitution), may deny this fact for fear of losing their status as 

‘victim’ (Hoyle et al., 2011).  

!25



 A ‘victim’ is often seen as having no choice in the matter that led to exploitation. 

Nevertheless, a migratory project of any kind requires decision-making on an individual 

level, however limited or constrained the options may be (Hoyle et al., 2011). Therefore, 

in order to understand and influence migration that leads to abuse and exploitation, it is 

crucial to take the economic as well as emotional motivations into account (Andrijasevic, 

2010). Since these motivations vary greatly from one individual to another, the 

construction of a typical trafficking narrative is redundant (Hoyle et al., 2011).  

2.5. Conclusion 

 The stereotypical construction of the ‘victim of human trafficking’ is in many ways 

counterproductive. For law enforcement it is difficult to identify and prosecute cases of 

human trafficking, because of the ambiguity surrounding ‘victims’ and ‘villains’ (McCarthy, 

2014). Assumptions about the trafficking process have legitimized stricter border control, 

limiting the channels for legal migration, hence increasing the demand for illegal ways 

(Feingold, 2005). As a result, smugglers and traffickers are the beneficiaries and migrants 

are more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation (Buckland, 2008; Andrijasevic, 2010). 

Individuals living in exploitative situations may either fail to prove their victims status or 

refuse to identify themselves as victims for fear of prosecution, stigmatization or violence 

(Buckland, 2008; Andrijasevic, 2011; Hoyle et al., 2011).  

 This review of literature has shown that the current use of the term ‘trafficking’ is 

inadequate and hinders efforts to tackle abuse and exploitation. It focuses on the way in 

which individuals arrive in situations of exploitation without considering the root causes 

and the exploitation itself (Wijers, 2010 in Andrijasevic, 2010; Kempadoo, 2015). 

Moreover, human trafficking becomes an issue of morality as it conflates with debates 

surrounding prostitution, sexuality and gender. Therefore, many scholars suggest a shift 

of focus, including addressing socio-economic conditions that lead up to migration and 

exploitative working conditions (Weitzer, 2007), a more holistic view of human trafficking 

as ‘forced labor’ rather than just ‘sex trafficking’ (Uy, 2013), an anti-trafficking framework 

which combines labor rights, migration and human rights (Capous-Desyllas, 2007), a 

recognition of agency (Andrijasevic, 2010) and an understanding of human trafficking as a 

complex and diverse issue (Weitzer, 2007). Human trafficking must be treated as a human 

rights violation that occurs during and related to migration (Haynes, 2008).  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3. Methodology 

 This research uses critical discourse analysis (CDA) to explore the construction of 

‘victims of human trafficking’ in dominant anti-trafficking discourse. Critical discourse 

analysis aims to uncover the underlying ideology and power relations of language and 

meaning (Fairclough, Mulderrig & Wodak, 2011). It is not a distinct academic discipline 

due to a variety of existing CDA approaches. However, in general, CDA is interested in 

the “semiotic dimensions of power, injustice, abuse, and political-economic or cultural 

change in society” and explores discourse within its wider context (Fairclough et al., 

2011, p. 357). 

 Discourse plays an important role, because it is a social practice which both 

shapes and is shaped by society and social relations. It develops over time through use, 

convention and gradual institutionalization and defines what is perceived as socially 

acceptable and official (Agustín, 2007). Discourse is used to convey identity of the self as 

well as of others and to classify, judge and establish similarities and differences (De Fina, 

2011). Discourse holds power and is “worth struggling over,” because “every instance of 

language use makes its own small contribution to reproducing and/or transforming 

society and culture, including power relations” (Fairclough et al., 2011, p. 370). Agustín 

(2007, p. 9) asserts that “discourse always leaves out experiences and points of view that 

do not fit, silencing difference and producing unease in those who do not see themselves 

as included.” Discourse holds the power to exclude and include. This power is spread out 

across social relations, meaning that the ‘excluded’ themselves also hold the power to 

exclude and include others (Mills, 1997). 

 Acknowledging the significance and impact of discourse is important in dealing 

with social phenomena. Human trafficking discourse is not exempt from the influence of 

ideologies, power relations and agendas (Doezema, 2010). Concepts of ‘slavery,’ 

exploitation, migration, sexuality, neoliberalism and many others influence the way in 

which anti-trafficking organizations communicate their cause and approach the issue. 

Moreover, discourse has the power to define and establish who is deemed ‘victim of 

human trafficking’ and who is not. Through representation and portrayal, discourse can 

contribute to producing and reproducing unequal power relations (Fairclough et al., 

2011). 
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 A challenge in discourse analysis is to analyze language and meaning within its 

social context, without imposing the analyst’s own hypothesis on the analysis (De Fina, 

2011). However, critical discourse analysis has the unique feature of aiming to bring about 

social change through its critique and explicitly positioning itself “on the side of 

dominated and oppressed groups and against dominating groups” (Fairclough et a., 

2011, p. 358). This is an important position for this particular research, because it seeks to 

contribute to an approach to human trafficking that treats those deemed ‘victims’ with 

respect and dignity.  

 Nevertheless, CDA maintains its social scientific objectivity and rigor through 

systematic analysis (Fairclough et al., 2011). It begins with a research topic, which in this 

case is human trafficking. Informed by theory the topic is refined to develop a research 

object. For this purpose the literature review provides the theoretical framework. In order 

to explore the actual use of languages and images with regard to ‘victims of human 

trafficking,’ I will look at the online presence, i.e., the website and Facebook profile of 

three anti-trafficking organizations. From these sources I will identify the keywords, 

phrases and narratives used in describing human trafficking as a phenomenon, its victims 

and other stakeholders. Through coding I will then filter out themes and categories that 

describe victim portrayal in anti-trafficking campaigns (see Appendix I and II). Moreover, I 

will make note of the subjects, colors, photographic styles used in images and design of 

the website. The research questions–which seek to examine the meaning and purpose of 

anti-trafficking discourses–will be answered based on these findings and the framework of 

the literature review.  

 The research focuses on the discourse of non-governmental anti-trafficking 

organizations based in the United States of America. The annual US Department of State 

Trafficking in Persons Report plays an important role in global anti-trafficking efforts 

(Goodey, 2008). Due to this dominance and widespread impact of the US government 

and NGOs on the international discourse and political agenda with regard to human 

trafficking (Capous-Desyllas, 2007), US-based organizations present a sample of general 

trends within the anti-trafficking field. Moreover, the United States has a “vibrant anti-

trafficking movement” with a vast number of NGOs and campaigns (Shih, 2015). The 

organizations for the CDA were selected based on the following criteria: 

• the organization’s main office is based in the United States, 
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• the website and Facebook profile presents the organization’s anti-trafficking initiatives,  

• the organization is non-governmental and 

• acts on a national and/or global level. 

 As of 2005 more than 900 international NGOs were fighting against human 

trafficking (Kempadoo, 2012 in McCarthy, 2014). Ten years later the issue has grown in 

popularity and most likely employs even more organizations. Therefore, the sample of 

anti-trafficking organizations in this research is not representative as such. Nevertheless, 

the organizations that have been selected each represent one of the trends in 

approaches to human trafficking, which Kempadoo (2015) has identified: (1) modern 

abolitionism, (2) feminist abolitionist and (3) celebrity humanitarianism. Hence, the 

analysis facilitates a discussion of contemporary anti-trafficking discourse.  

!29



!30



4. ‘Victims’ in Anti-Trafficking Discourse 

 The following sections discuss the outcomes of the critical discourse analysis and 

literature review. Using the example of three anti-trafficking NGOs, I explore current 

trends in the discourse following an analysis of keywords and images on the respective 

online platforms (see Appendices I and II). I will then move on to discuss the portrayal of 

‘victims of human trafficking’ more generally. The examples represent three trends in 

contemporary anti-trafficking discourse: modern abolitionism, feminist abolitionist and 

celebrity humanitarianism (Kempadoo, 2015). However, in general the various anti-

trafficking actors agree on the ferocious nature of the phenomenon and the fact that 

‘victims’ need protection and support.    

4.1. Modern Abolitionism - Sudara 

 Sudara, which until recently was known as the International Princess Project, is a 

US-based social enterprise, which aims to "end sexual slavery once and for all" (Sudara, 

2015a). The organization is named after the Sanskrit word for 'beautiful'–sundara–and was 

founded in 2005 by Shannon Keith who "took a trip to India that opened her eyes to a 

tragedy occurring daily to women and girls throughout the country" (Sudara, 2015b). The 

tragedy she "witnessed in India's Red Light Districts–modern day slavery" led her to "do 

something about it" and start sewing centers to produce loungewear, Punjammies, which 

are sold in the United States for $44 apiece (ibid.). The aim is to create "safe, steady 

employment" by using a "simple pattern that could be used to teach anyone wanting to 

learn how to sew" (Sudara, 2015b).  

 The discourse used by the organization is typical for modern abolitionism 

(Kempadoo, 2015). It frames the issue at hand as 'modern slavery,' focuses solely on 

those affected by the sex trade and conflates slavery, human trafficking and prostitution. 

In doing so modern abolitionists construct every woman working in the red light district 

as a 'victim' of slavery and human trafficking, because prostitution is seen as inherently 

exploitative and therefore congruent with human trafficking (Shih, 2015). Sudara defines 

human trafficking based on the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 and the 

Palermo Protocol and states that, "Human trafficking can include, but does not require 

movement" (Sudara, 2015d). This statement raises questions about the uniqueness of 

human trafficking (see O'Connell Davidson, 2006). What exactly defines this 
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phenomenon? According to Sudara it is the "traffickers’ goal of exploiting and enslaving 

their victims and the myriad coercive and deceptive practices they use to do so" (Sudara, 

2015d). Moreover, "Human trafficking is modern-day slavery," but is considered to be 

different from e.g. forced labor due to the use of deception and fraud (ibid.). It is not 

clear, how Sudara defines forced labor in this context. 

 Sudara does not mention numbers or statistics to describe the magnitude of the 

problem apart from the fact that India is the country "where some of the highest 

estimates of slavery and sex-trafficking anywhere in the world are reported" (Sudara, 

2015c). This statement is meant to be a justification for the organization's work in the 

country, but does not provide a source and neglects the fact that India is the second-

most populous nation in the world, which could account for the high number of reported 

trafficking cases. Moreover, the number of reported cases does not necessarily represent 

the actual number of cases (Weitzer, 2014b). 

 The women that Sudara claims to help are portrayed as "young girls being sold 

into the sex trade by their families, orphans picked up off the street by pimps, and even 

young mothers just trying to get enough money to feed their children. Many were held 

against their will" (Sudara, 2015b). However, the organization does not refer to them as 

'victims', but as "brave women...who wish to remain free from the sex trade they 

escaped" (Sudara, 2015c). Nevertheless, the women are much more depicted as "objects 

of sympathy" than as active agents (Quirk, 2007, p. 182).  

 Stating that Sudara offers "safe, sustainable jobs making a way for women to 

make their way out of the trade–and stay out," implies that the women's previous 

employment was deemed neither safe nor sustainable (Sudara, 2015c). The sewing 

centers are depicted as safe havens for women, places of "hope and freedom" and to 

"work and heal" (Sudara, 2015b). While some of the women that come to Sudara might 

suffer from traumas, not all of them do. With its discourse the organization makes gross 

generalizations about the experiences of women living and working in India's red light 

districts, without explicitly explaining in what area they may need to 'heal' and assuming 

the audience knows what is meant. In the FAQ section of the website, Sudara (2015d) 

asserts that, "The majority of women enter the brothels in one of three ways: they were 

trafficked, born into it and then coerced, or impoverished and forced to repay never-

ending debts through bonded servitude." Once again the element of force is important 
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to determine 'victims of human trafficking'. Moreover, the organization equates 

prostitution with human trafficking and quotes the UNODC in stating that India has an 

estimated three million sex workers (Sudara, 2015d). The women's lives are described as 

"life-long sentences" from which they need to "break free" through "rising above the 

crimes done against them" (ibid.).   

 The focus is solely on Indian women and the images on the website portray 

women wearing colorful saris. There are some images of men too, but they are models 

wearing Punjammies. Overall the use of images displays a clear dichotomy between 

Indian women as victims and Western women as users of the products and therefore 

benefactors. This discourse has a striking resemblance with what Mohanty (1988 in 

Doezema, 2000) has called the "colonial gaze" which constructs women of the 'third 

world' as unemancipated and 'backward' compared to women in 'developed' nations. On 

Sudara's website all Indian women in the images wear saris and are smiling, while 

working on outdated sewing machines. The models wearing the Punjammies are of 

various ethnic backgrounds except Indian. The products are supposedly "freedom-filled" 

and "every purchase empowers women working to remain free from sex-slavery" (Sudara, 

2015c), enabling those who have the financial means to "do something" (Sudara, 2015b). 

These narratives are misleading, because they give the impression that buying these 

products can buy freedom and dignity (Shih, 2015). In marketing the product Sudara 

(2015c) highlights that, "Punjammies are inspired by the beauty, color and textures seen 

throughout the local culture," feeding into stereotypes of 'exotic' India. The name 

Punjammies is derived from the region of Punjab although the products are produced 

elsewhere. Instead of honoring the 'local culture' and empowering, this name is arguably 

disrespectful and demeaning (Kaur & Kaur, 2015).  

 Sudara states, "We are passionate about India" and that seems to provide the 

organization's mandate (Sudara, 2015c). In a recent keynote speech, Keith describes how 

she decided to "turn toward sex slavery" instead of away from it and how that decision 

has changed her life (TEDx Talks, 2015). After a trip to India and seeing tragedy, Keith has 

become a modern slavery expert. This is an example of what Kempadoo describes as the 

"rescue fantasy" of the benevolent savior helping the hopeless victim: 

"The rescue mission then becomes a vehicle of transformation of the self — 

through contact with the Other — providing the ‘rescuer’ with a sense of 
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satisfaction and a form of pleasure or even enjoyment due to the psychic 

investment that is made in the process" (Kempadoo, 2015, p. 13-14). 

While collaboration and support is by no means inappropriate in itself, the sense of 

entitlement with which Keith approaches the issue is disrespectful. Assuming that the 

women have no other option than the sex trade, stating that they "stood little chance of 

surviving outside of the brothels" and giving them "freedom" through developing one 

"simple pattern" to sew that "anyone" can make is not only insulting, but ignores the 

women's agency and individuality (Sudara, 2015d). Nevertheless, the organization asserts 

that, their "role is to provide opportunities, to partner with and empower each woman, 

but not to rescue" (Sudara, 2015d). However, it can be argued that 'providing 

opportunities' and 'empowering' is as demeaning as ‘rescuing.' It is a 'top-down 

approach' based on neo-colonial assumptions and that creates another form of 

dependency and disempowerment (Jakimow & Kilby, 2006; Hua & Nigorizawa, 2010). 

Sudara is clearly aware of common critique, which is revealed e.g. in the explicit emphasis 

on the women's "autonomous choice" to work in the sewing centers (Sudara, 2015d). 

However, the training and jobs these women receive can arguably lead to "perpetuate 

the same forms of restriction and coercion that [Sudara] associated with sex work" (Shih, 

2015). For instance, the women learn sewing, a skill which is generally regarded as 

feminine and is meant to "afford them the freedom to choose their own 

pathways" (Sudara, 2015d). However, in most cases the acquired skills will at best provide 

for minimum wage work, which is often much less than what the women earned in 

prostitution (Shih, 2015). Nevertheless, Sudara promotes its approach as a better and 

"new way of life" for the women (Sudara, 2015d).  

 With its discourse and approach the organization provides a simple solution to a 

complex issue. Sudara's narrative tries to evoke sympathy and support from donors, but 

is so facile that it ignores the complex biographies of the individual women (see Shih, 

2015). The organization's slogan speaks volumes: "Made from Hope. Made for Comfort." 

The product is seen as the beacon of hope for the Indian women and a product of 

comfort for the charitable buyers, who can rest easy in their new Punjammies, knowing 

they have 'done something' about injustice. As a social enterprise Sudara takes a 

business approach to "community development" through "job skills, empowerment for 

women and reinvestment in the local economy" (Sudara, 2015d). This approach 
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recognizes poverty as a root cause of human trafficking and seeks to respond to this 

through creating jobs. However, it neglects structural inequalities and the global system 

that has led to and maintains poverty (Quirk, 2007; Kempadoo, 2015). Instead the 

organization focuses on single actors within the system–women. As a result Sudara's 

approach and discourse is highly gendered and depoliticizing an issue entangled in 

global political economy. 

4.2. Feminist Abolitionism - Coalition Against Trafficking in Women (CATW) 

 The Coalition Against Trafficking in Women (CATW) is allegedly "the world’s first 

organization to fight human trafficking internationally and is the world’s leading 

abolitionist organization" (CATW, 2011a). In contrast to other organizations in this 

analysis, CATW's discourse on the website is more conceptual, because it is not linked to 

specific products or campaigns. The organization has multiple branches and field offices 

across the world and cooperates with a wide range of organizations and initiatives. 

Moreover, the coalition exerts influence on international policy levels. In general CATW 

takes up a feminist abolitionist stance on human trafficking as prostitution and sexual 

exploitation of women and children. CATW views human trafficking as inextricably linked 

to prostitution and therefore adds to the common conflation of these issues in (feminist) 

abolitionism (Kempadoo, 2015).  

 The organization proudly highlights that the definition of human trafficking in the 

Palermo Protocol was "launched and advocated by the Coalition" (CATW, 2011b). The 

negotiations of the Palermo Protocol were subject to the influence of two large feminist 

lobby groups, which were in disagreement about the importance of 'consent' in the 

definition of human trafficking (Doezema, 2010). CATW spearheaded one of these lobby 

groups, the International Human Rights Network, to "successfully advocate for a 

definition of trafficking that protects all victims, not just those who can prove that they 

were forced" (CATW, 2011b). What CATW considers a success in this context is Article 

3(b) of the Palermo Protocol, which states that whether consent was given by a 'victim' or 

not is irrelevant in identifying a case of human trafficking (UNODC, 2004). This distinction 

is very important for an abolitionist organization like CATW, who believes that all 

prostitution is violence against women and must therefore be treated as a human rights 

violation (CATW, 2011a). CATW's position was made clear in a 2000 position paper:  
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"The sexual exploitation of women and children by local and global sex industries 

violates the human rights of all women and children whose bodies are reduced to 

sexual commodities in this brutal and dehumanizing marketplace. While 

experienced as pleasure by the prostitution consumers and as lucrative sources of 

income by sex industry entrepreneurs, prostitution, sex trafficking, and related 

practices are, in fact, forms of sexual violence that leave women and children 

physically and psychologically devastated" (Leidthold, 2011).  

From this follows that prostitution is considered harmful in every way and cannot be 

‘experienced as pleasure’ or chosen as work by women. In this discourse all women are 

deemed 'victims' while men are constructed as villains and deviants (Doezema, 2010).  

 Furthermore, the issue of consent is irrelevant to CATW as aforementioned in 

connection with the Palermo Protocol. This implies that there is no need for force or 

deception in the process of movement of an individual; as long as a third person is 

involved in the movement, it is considered human trafficking (Doezema, 2010). On the 

website CATW does not explicitly define human trafficking other than referring to the 

Palermo Protocol and framing human trafficking as sexual exploitation and "the fastest 

growing criminal industry in the world" (CATW, 2011a). However, the organization 

strongly asserts that "the demand for women and children for the purposes of 

commercial sexual exploitation is the most important root cause of trafficking in human 

beings" (CATW, 2011a). The blame is put on men and their lust, in line with the 

arguments of 'white slavery' (Doezema, 2010). Based on this notion CATW pushes for a 

ban of prostitution and the criminalization of the purchase of sexual services, an approach 

which is also known as the Nordic Model (CATW, 2011a). With this human trafficking and 

prostitution–terms which are used almost interchangeably–become an issue of patriarchy 

and the responsibility for change is indirectly placed on men: "It is essential that men 

make equality for women...their political priority" and to "raise generations of  boys to 

become men who will not exploit women and children" (CATW, 2011a). The involvement 

of men is certainly crucial, however, the approach of CATW denies the agency of women 

as well as the possibility of men being subject to violence and victimization. Moreover, in 

their focus on solely women and children as victims of sexual exploitation, CATW 

excludes other forms of exploitation and legitimates the state's limited responsibility with 

regard to human trafficking (O'Connell Davidson, 2006). The Palermo Protocol reflects 
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this focus in its title:  ‘Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 

especially Women and Children’ (UNODC, 2004, emphasis added). The absence of men 

in this scenario can arguably be traced back to the debate about consent, which is linked 

to an understanding of the difference between male and female sexual adulthood 

(Doezema, 2010). While women's adulthood is marked by the ability to consent to sex, 

men are no longer bound by consent once they have reached adulthood (ibid.). CATW 

promises supporters that their donation "can help ensure that millions can live a life free 

from gender-based violence and discrimination" (CATW, 2011e). However, with the 

strong focus on women and children as victims, the organization possibly nurtures a 

discrimination against men based on their gender.  

 The word 'victim' is prominent on CATW's website and refers to women and 

children who are 'marginalized,' 'vulnerable,' 'oppressed,' 'prostituted,' '(commercially 

sexually) exploited.’ The use of these words in a grammatically passive voice indicates 

that the women and children are considered subjects to their circumstances and others 

rather than active agents of their own lives. As a result CATW wants to 'rescue' and 

'protect' them, 'offer an exit strategy' and provide them with "real economic alternatives" 

(CATW, 2011a). Men, on the other hand, are to be punished and held accountable as 

perpetrators. CATW's approach reveals an underlying neoliberal understanding of human 

freedom and society in general. Neoliberalism and especially a neo-correctionalist 

criminal justice system like in the United States is less committed to inclusion and 

punishes those who fail to comply with dominant norms and values (Cavadino & Dignan, 

2006). With its "human rights based solutions,” CATW (2011a) seeks to establish cultural 

norms that reject violence against women, which in their view includes prostitution. The 

Palermo Protocol is testament to the fact that this "moral crusade" has a large impact on 

national and international policy-making and nonetheless distracts from the actual root 

causes of human trafficking (Weitzer, 2007, p. 448). These cultural norms of individual 

freedom help to construct clients, pimps, brothel owners and traffickers as deviants who 

oppose the dominant order (Kempadoo, 2015). Consequently, the 'solution' is the 

punishment and criminalization of these misfits. Despite the fact that CATW 

acknowledges the "social, legal, economic, and political inequalities of women and 

children" as a causes for human trafficking, the organization claims the "most effective 

policies [to end human trafficking] are ones that discourage the purchase of human 
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beings" (CATW, 2011a). This approach of tackling demand constructs individuals as the 

problem and ignores the causes of global inequality (Kempadoo, 2015). 

 Throughout the organization's discourse it is evident that CATW perceives itself as 

speaking on behalf of those deemed victims. The website presents the various advocacy 

strategies and accomplishments of the organization, but apart from as subject matter the 

'victim' is absent. With a certain sense of entitlement CATW aims to "educate and 

advocate on behalf of victims to governments and law enforcement officials 

internationally" (CATW, 2011c, emphasis added). The organization's passionate 

involvement in the recent debate surrounding Amnesty International's policy in support 

of "the full decriminalization of all aspects of consensual sex work" is testament to 

CATW's commitment in this area (Amnesty International, 2015; CATW, 2015).  

 In July 2015 CATW published an open letter, signed by "over 600 global 

advocates, survivors and concerned individuals" urging Amnesty International to 

reconsider the draft policy proposal (CATW, 2015). Among the signatories are Hollywood 

actors Lena Dunham, Meryl Streep and Anne Hathaway, which caused great media 

coverage. As of August 2015 the online petition was signed by 9,086 supporters 

(Change.org, 2015). The advocacy campaign was accompanied by a black and white 

image showing a dark skinned woman from the back with her hands on her back as if they 

are tied. The caption states that the woman's name is Kenya and she is a survivor of 

human trafficking and an advocate. Across the image are the words: "Amnesty 

International: don't turn your back on me" (see Appendix III). In this campaign CATW 

(2015) accuses Amnesty of siding with pimps, brothel owners and clients through 

decriminalizing them, which is the opposite of CATW's aims. By using highly 

sensationalized phrases and claims, CATW succeeded in triggering outrage against 

Amnesty. Since CATW considers all prostitution as violence and exploitation, the 

organization condemns Amnesty for promoting exploitation. However, CATW disregards 

the fact that Amnesty makes a distinction between 'sex workers' and 'victims of human 

trafficking.’ Amnesty International (2015b) asserts that they "do not consider a trafficked 

women who is forced to sell sex to be a ‘sex worker.’ She is a trafficked woman and 

deserves protection as such.” While CATW's claims are not fundamentally wrong, they 

are predisposing and reveal the typical construction of victims and villains: "we must hold 

accountable those who prey on vulnerable individuals with histories of poverty, 
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homelessness and sexual abuse and ensure that everyone has the fundamental right not 

to be bought and sold" (Change.org, 2015). The phrase 'prey on' is used multiple times 

to convey the supposed animalistic nature of pimps and traffickers and is another 

reflection of the 'white slavery' narrative. Moreover, CATW highlights that not being 

bought or sold is a fundamental human right, whereas Amnesty International states that 

ensuring access to “health, safety and equality” is “more important than any moral 

objection to the nature of sex work” (Amnesty International, 2015b). These positions 

reveal the varying interpretations of freedom and human rights at the heart of debates 

surrounding anti-trafficking discourse.  

 CATW's illustration of human trafficking as an issue relies on the portrayal of 

women's social and economic vulnerability and men's "demand for the bodies of women 

and girls for commercial sex" as root causes of the issue (CATW, 2011d). The organization 

does not provide numbers or statistics except for the statement that, "Several million 

individuals are victims of human trafficking each year. Of these, 87% are trafficked for the 

explicit purpose of sexual exploitation. The majority are girls and women 

(UNODC)" (CATW, 2011a). CATW does not specify the source of these claims. Moreover, 

'several million' is an ambiguous estimate, whereas the percentage of sexually exploited 

is specific and much larger than e.g. the 22% estimated by the International Labour 

Organization (ILO, 2012). Sex trafficking is often considered the most prevalent form of 

human trafficking, but it simply receives more attention than human trafficking for the 

purpose of other labor exploitation (Weitzer, 2014b). This dichotomy highlights once 

again that different definitions and understandings of the issue lead to varying 

representations of human trafficking.   

4.3. Celebrity Humanitarianism - Thorn 

 Thorn, formerly known as the Demi and Ashton Foundation (DNA), was founded 

in 2009 by Hollywood actors and celebrities Demi Moore and Ashton Kutcher and 

therefore embodies 'celebrity humanitarianism' (Haynes, 2014; Kempadoo, 2015). The 

organization was renamed in 2012 after the couple’s divorce and received a ‘make-over’ 

after being subject to heavy critique for Kutcher and Moore’s distasteful and voyeuristic 

approach to ending demand for human trafficking (Haynes, 2014). Both remain CEOs and 

ambassadors of Thorn. As "digital defenders of children" the organization today fights 
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against child trafficking and sexual exploitation–particularly child pornography–with 

technological and digital innovations (Thorn, 2015a). On its website the organization 

depicts the issue as being “child trafficking and sexual exploitation” and “child 

pornography and sexual abuse” (ibid.). The dominant colors of the website are black, red 

and white. Most information pages are strictly informative and contain infographics, but 

no photographs. A banner on the homepage displays images of technical devices 

relating to Thorn's work and blurred images of young girls between the age of 4 and 7 

years. One girl is wearing a pink tutu and the other girl is riding a tricycle. 

 A six-minute video on the Facebook page of Thorn shows Ashton Kutcher and 

Demi Moore explaining what led them to found Thorn and commit to fighting child 

pornography (Thorn, 2015b). Moreover, various experts of the staff and partner 

organizations explain the problem of child trafficking and sexual exploitation as well as 

Thorn's responses to the issue. A teenage girl, who is said to be a "survivor of sex 

trafficking,” explains how her photo was used online (Thorn, 2015b). She is facing the 

camera in the same way as the other speakers in the video, which could be seen as an 

attempt to put her on the same level as the experts. The other images used in the video 

relating to 'victims' emphasize the innocence of childhood. Of the six children that can be 

seen in the video, one is a boy. All the girls are wearing dresses. The children play on a 

swing, ride a tricycle, dance or run. Their faces are not visible due to the perspective of 

the camera or the light incidence which creates silhouettes. These silhouettes conceal 

and therefore protect the identity of the children and simultaneously create a sense of 

mystery. Other shots show a bedroom door slowly closing, a deserted swing and a 

swimming ring floating in a pool. Kutcher explains that the victims are "children that were 

6 and 7 years old" who are being "molested for money" and Moore adds that the fact 

that it is "somewhat of an invisible issue...doesn't mean that it isn't someone's daughter, 

it isn't someone's sister" (Thorn, 2015b). Kutcher and Moore's professional skills as actors 

strengthen their ability to provide the emotional and compassionate rationale behind 

Thorn (Haynes, 2014), while the other speakers in the video are experts with regard to 

technology, online applications and human trafficking.  

 The technological solutions Thorn develops with its partners are designed to 

reduce child pornography and deter its users. However, the phrases used to describe the 

issue range from 'human trafficking' and 'sexual exploitation' to 'domestic minor sex 
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trafficking' (Thorn, 2015a, see Appendix I). There is no clear distinction between the 

terms, resulting in a conflation of human trafficking, pornography and child abuse. This 

may be the result of US legislation under which all children who perform commercial 

sexual acts are deemed 'victims of sex trafficking' (Victims of Trafficking and Violence 

Protection Act of 2000, 2000).  

 Thorn provides facts and statistics on the website, but a number of the statistics 

leave room for interpretation and imagination as to the relevance and relation to the 

issue of child sexual exploitation. The statement that "1 in 7 endangered runaways 

reported in 2013 were likely sex trafficking victims" stands without further explanation 

(National Center for Missing and Exploited Children in Thorn, 2015a). It might suggest 

that runaways are more vulnerable to sexual exploitation, but not explicitly so. The 

estimation that, "At any given time, there are between 100,000 and 300,000 children in 

the US alone at risk of commercial sexual exploitation," which stems from the US Office 

of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, is prominent on the Thorn website, but is 

rather meaningless in the context. Nevertheless, the organization is careful to mention 

the sources of all statistics and also provides its own research and data. This is most likely 

related to the critique Kutcher received in 2011, when he stated that between 100,000 

and 300,000 children are engaged in prostitution in the United States as opposed to 

being ‘at risk’ (Colapinto, 2012).  

 The victims that Thorn is committed to are children who are "being coerced and 

forced into situations in which they're being exploited sexually, against their will" (Thorn, 

2015a). They are "under the age of 18 years," "minors," "girls" and "US citizens" (ibid.). 

The organization focuses its efforts on the United States and domestic minor sex 

trafficking, because, "Child pornography is a global issue, but the United States remains 

the largest producer and consumer of child abuse content in the world" (Thorn, 2015c). 

Moreover, US Congress has recently also focused its attention on child sex trafficking 

(Haynes, 2014). Due to this limitation and the focus on technology, Thorn can avoid 

issues relating to migration and thus circumvents a controversial dimension of anti-

trafficking measures. Additionally, the focus on children and their innocence fits neatly 

into the narrow victim-rescuer narrative, which is common in celebrity activism and 

beyond (Haynes, 2014). 
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 While deterrence is the main goal of Thorn, the organization also partners with 

others to "assist victims and survivors" (Thorn, 2015d). Over the years the organization 

was able to see "ten victims rescued" and has "participated in potentially life-saving 

moments for at least 200 victims of sexual exploitation" (Thorn, 2015b, 2015d). One of 

the tools in this process is the text messaging shortcode BEFREE, which links to an anti-

trafficking helpline. While this certainly is a helpful innovation, it only scratches the surface 

and oversimplifies the solution to a much greater problem (Haynes, 2014).   

 The 'take action' page of the website shows an image of thirteen birthday 

candles, where the thirteenth is a street lantern with red light (see Appendix IV). 

Accompanied by the quote, “When you were 13, you joined Facebook, when she was 13, 

she was forced into prostitution,” this webpage appears different from the discourse used 

before, because the focus shifts from child pornography to prostitution (Thorn, 2015e). It 

seems that the organization has picked the worst or most shocking occurrence of child 

sexual exploitation–prostitution–to rally support, despite the fact that the organization's 

efforts focus on a different area. Moreover, this statement constructs an 'ideal victim': 

female, young, forced, hence without guilt, and draws up a dichotomy between the 

innocence of an 'ordinary' 13-year-old who's major milestone should be to join social 

media, representing friends and fun, and the tragedy of a 13-year-old, who has lost this 

innocence by being coerced into on-street prostitution, as the image of the red lantern 

suggests. Thorn stands to protect this innocence: "Thorns protect a rose. And the rose 

here are our children and their futures" (Thorn, 2015b).  

4.4. Innocent and Passive Objects 

  The portrayal of ‘victims of human trafficking’ as innocent and passive is a 

common practice in anti-trafficking discourse (see Appendix II). The term ‘victim’ 

describes a person who is harmed or injured and suffers at the hand of others and those 

deemed ‘victims of human trafficking’ are described as violated and wronged, forced and 

trapped. This passivity–which is brought out through the use of a grammatically passive 

voice–underscores their weakness and vulnerability and gives rise to the construction of 

an ‘ideal victim’ of human trafficking (Dignan, 2005). Most narratives speak of young 

women who are deceived and coerced into exploitative circumstances, most commonly 

sexual exploitation. Even though they may have consented to their movement or to work 
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in prostitution, they are seen as victims of their destitute and poor circumstances that 

forced them into making these decisions.  

 In order to underline that ‘victims of human trafficking’ are guilt-free, all three 

organizations in the analysis highlight that the victims have arrived in their respective 

circumstances ‘against their will.’ This is an important distinction that sets ‘victims of 

human trafficking’ apart from migrants. Due to their supposed lack of ambition and desire 

to migrate, victims of human trafficking become mere “objects of exchange” that are 

subject to third parties such as traffickers and in need of rescue and protection (Buckland, 

2008, p. 42). The issue of consent plays a large role in this respect. In practice anti-

trafficking organizations often describe ‘victims’ as gullible, unknowing and deceived. 

Only the absence of choice makes a ‘real’ victim, because the ability to consent would 

make a person guilty of ‘wrong’ choices and therefore an accomplice of their misfortune 

(Doezema, 2010; Hoyle et al., 2011). Through using sensationalist horror stories of abuse 

and violence and depicting worst-case scenarios, anti-trafficking NGOs construct a certain 

type of ‘victim’ that is in desperate need of support. In doing so, anti-trafficking discourse 

creates a hierarchy of severity where only the most exploited and abused are deemed 

worthy victims. This categorization reflects that victimhood is indeed a social construction 

(Walklate, 2006). Human trafficking and victimhood are identified and defined by those 

responding to the phenomenon through policies and intervention–instead of those who 

are exploited and suffering (Anrdijasevic & Anderson, 2009), reflecting the ideologies and 

power relations of the various anti-trafficking actors (Atasü-Topcuoğlu, 2015).  

The definition is both ambiguous and exclusive, which causes inconsistency and 

obscurity. On the one hand, the vagueness of the definition of human trafficking results in 

a lack of clarity about exactly which processes and abuses account for human trafficking 

(O’Connell Davidson, 2006). On the other hand, the construction of the ‘ideal victim’ 

excludes many forms and experiences of exploitation and human trafficking. Despite the 

fact that the Palermo Protocol has broadened the definition of human trafficking beyond 

‘sex trafficking,’ this form of exploitation still receives most attention. Hence the typical 

victim story illustrates forced migration for the purpose of sexual exploitation at the 

destination (O’Connell Davidson, 2006). Victims who are not female, sexually abused and 

young face difficulties in acquiring the ‘victim status.’ Those who fail to fit the category of 
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‘victim’ are often denied support or recognition of their situation as exploitative and 

abusive.  

 Additionally, the ‘modern slavery’ discourse, which is prominent in abolitionism, 

attempts to apply the image of chattel slaves to ‘victims of human trafficking’ to imply the 

absence of choice and freedom. Comparing human trafficking to slavery allows a 

narrative of people being bought, sold and treated like objects. Particularly feminist 

abolitionist discourse emphasizes that women and children are objectified by prostitution 

and human trafficking. Their “bodies are reduced to sexual commodities” (Leidthold, 

2011). However, it can be argued that anti-trafficking discourse at times risks to reduce 

‘victims’ to “objects of intervention by others” and “objects of sympathy” (Buckland, 

2008, p. 42; Quirk, 2007, p. 182). The often top-down approaches of anti-trafficking 

organizations appear patronizing and treat victims as objects of the NGO’s operations, 

instead of as individuals in their own right, humans with dignity and will. This results in a 

denial of agency and a failure to recognize that those deemed ‘victims’ are active 

decision-makers and able to speak for themselves (Andrijasevic, 2010). Moreover, it leads 

to gross generalizations of ‘victims of human trafficking’ as a homogenous group. One 

victim story becomes representative for the entire victim population (Uy, 2013). Especially 

the construction and fetishizing of the “Other” contributes to this objectification. The 

discourse of Sudara exemplifies the influence of assumptions about the exotic and 

‘backward’ nature of women in developing nations on the narrative of hopeless, poor 

victims in need of a benevolent savior who gives them an otherwise unattainable chance; 

a part which these NGOs are pleased to play.  However, the ‘victim of human trafficking’ 

is not only marked by racism and neo-colonialist notions, but also by highly gendered 

assumptions about vulnerability. Whereas women and children are often seen as the 

object of human trafficking, who have been abducted against their will, men are seen as 

agents within the process and capable of making decisions (Boukli, 2012). Therefore, men 

are mostly portrayed in the role of rescuer or criminal and offender. With regard to 

women, dominant anti-trafficking discourse often emphasizes femininity and the 

associated domesticity. This approach is arguably aimed at discouraging migration of 

women and reinforcing gender roles (Andrijasevic, 2007). Beyond that, however, it 

encourages essentialism and capitalizes on female characteristics, hence reinforcing the 

innocence of women (Doezema, 2000; Uy, 2013). 

"44



The existence of the ‘innocent victim’ is paramount in anti-trafficking discourse 

(Doezema, 2010). Innocence does not only refer to the freedom of guilt and ambition, 

but also to the victims’ youth and the associated naiveté and purity. In accordance with 

dominant gender norms, sexual vulnerability is implicitly linked to women and children 

(ibid.). This is also closely linked to notions of sexual adulthood and the ability to consent. 

Constructing the image of violated (sexual) innocence feeds into the dramatic and 

voyeuristic inclination and stirs public outrage (Doezema, 2000; Andrijasevic, 2007). The 

focus on ‘sex trafficking’ provides therefore ample opportunity for shocking depictions of 

violence and defiled purity. These images of innocence are not necessarily visual 

illustration, but can be drawn up by words and narratives as in the ‘child sexual 

exploitation’ discourse of Thorn.  

All in all, the construction of the ‘victim of human trafficking’ hinges on consent. The 

absence of consent and the subjection to force and deception, or rather NGOs’, law 

enforcements’ and governments’ perception of consent and force, define whether a 

person is considered a victim and will be treated as such. Yet, innocence and passivity are 

multilayered and cannot be generalized in the oversimplified narrative of a ‘sex slave.’ 

4.5. Complex Identities of Individual Agents 

Circumstances, legislation, social structures, economic inequality and various other 

factors limit freedom in one way or another and vary from one person to the next. Human 

trafficking is seen as an infringement of freedom, however it is unclear to what extent 

choices must be limited to define a situation as force or exploitation (O’Connell 

Davidson, 2006). Many ‘victims of human trafficking’ have actively made decisions to 

migrate, but their victimization in anti-trafficking discourse underemphasizes the 

complexity of the push and pull factors that prompt migration (Buckland, 2008). Human 

trafficking is a process, not a single action, and exploitation can occur in various scenarios 

both within and outside of the migratory project (O’Connell Davidson, 2006). However, 

by insisting on the existence of ‘modern slavery’ and repeating horrific stories of young 

female ‘victims of sex trafficking,’ the anti-trafficking movement denies this complexity 

and finds ‘victims’ who do not consider themselves as such, while ignoring others.  

The complexity of identity and experience is particularly apparent in the situations of 

women in the sex trade, whose biographies differ widely. Their experiences within the sex 
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trade, their backgrounds and the circumstances that led to their respective situations are 

diverse and cannot be generalized. Furthermore, their identities are multi-layered. While 

some actors may describe them as prostitutes or sex workers, others see them as victims 

of human trafficking, regardless of their consent. If the women are working abroad they 

may face the fine line between illegal migrant and victim. Fear of stigmatization on the 

one hand and deportation on the other can influence their self-portrayal and relationship 

with e.g. support facilities (Hoyle et al., 2011). Moreover, the conflation of smuggling and 

human trafficking can allow for victims to be classified as criminals, while ‘irregular’ 

migrants are identified as victims (Pierce, 2014). All of these layers and more play a role in 

the formation of identity, which is complex and often paradoxical (Phoenix, 1999).  

Whatever the situation may be, it is important to recognize that each of the women 

and men who are deemed ‘victims’ have made decisions and chose one option over 

another for various reasons. However vast or limited these options may have been, the 

recognition of their capacity and ability to choose is crucial (Andrijasevic, 2010; Hoyle et 

al., 2011). ‘Victims of human trafficking’ cannot solely be perceived as innocent and 

desperate. Regardless of moral deliberations on prostitution and other issues, the respect 

and dignity of human beings should be of utmost importance. Agency should not 

depend on the acknowledgement by others; however, identity is a social construction 

that is both personal and reliant on the evaluation of others (Jenkins, 2014). Therefore, 

the recognition of agency and individuality of those deemed ‘victims as well as migrants 

in general is an essential element to attain an approach of dignity and respect toward 

human trafficking and migration. In order to tackle issues of exploitation, inhuman 

treatment and violence in any area, anti-trafficking efforts on all levels must acknowledge 

the complexity and multiplicity of realities of those affected by ‘human 

trafficking’ (Capous-Desyllas, 2007; Weitzer, 2007). 

!46



5. Anti-Trafficking Agendas 

This research has shown the power of discourse to convey identity and to classify, 

judge and establish similarities and differences (De Fina, 2011). In the anti-trafficking 

discourse of “victims, villains and valiant rescuers,” the definition of one depends on and 

influences the other (Kinney, 2014, p. 87). Discourse has an impact on all areas of human 

trafficking; on the treatment of ‘victims’ and the punishment of ‘offenders,’ on public 

attitudes, migration policy, prostitution legislation, the allocation of funds, NGO 

programs, the sale of products as well as power relations (see Phoenix, 1999; Aradau, 

2004; Fairclough et al., 2011; Pierce, 2014). Therefore, it is worthwhile to explore the 

underlying agendas and purposes behind the construction of ‘victims of human 

trafficking’ by anti-trafficking organizations.  

The complexity of discourse starts with the definition and use of terms. Human 

trafficking is officially defined by the Palermo Protocol, yet its ambiguity gives way to a 

conflation of terms and processes. Ultimately this can be attributed to varying 

understandings of human freedom and human rights. The broad definition of human 

trafficking enables actors to press for their political and social agendas in the framework 

of anti-trafficking efforts. Framing human trafficking, for example, as an issue of 

transnational crime and illegal migration provides the legitimacy for states to institute 

stricter border control and regulate migration. Human trafficking as an issue of ‘sexual 

slavery’ enables the equation with prostitution and reduces both to a moral issue outside 

of the political realm (Weitzer, 2007). Both frames limit states’ obligation to take 

responsibility for the inequalities and conflicts that lead to migration at the outset and to 

protect those who are in situations of exploitation (O’Connell Davidson, 2006; 

Kempadoo, 2015). This depoliticization of the phenomenon serves as a powerful 

advocacy tool and unites actors with various, even opposing, world views (Uy, 2013). As 

an example, the strong focus on human trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation 

has empowered a ‘moral crusade’ for the criminalization of prostitution, which is regarded 

as sexual exploitation and violence against women in accordance with specific beliefs 

about equality, femininity, sexuality and decency. However, by making human trafficking 

the battleground for an ideological war about prostitution, the anti-trafficking discourse 

oversimplifies the issue and neglects other forms of exploitation. Furthermore, through 

focusing solely on exploitation that occurs through deception and force, the anti-
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trafficking movement risks depoliticization of the issue by neglecting the failure of 

policies and labor standards to prevent exploitation (Andrijasevic & Anderson, 2009).  

Another aspect that plays a role in anti-trafficking discourse is the positioning of 

the NGOs in the fight against human trafficking. NGOs often view themselves as 

speaking on behalf of ‘victims’ and entertain a ‘narrative of redemption.’ While anti-

trafficking measures may be defined as defending human rights, they are often narrowly 

focused on exploitation and neglect other rights, such as equality, adequate standard of 

living and education. Of the three organizations only CATW speaks of a human rights 

approach and the belief that human trafficking and the commercial sexual exploitation of 

women and children is a human rights violation. Both Thorn and Sudara assert that 

human trafficking is inhuman and therefore imply an infringement of human rights, but do 

not label their approach as rights-based. For both it is more an issue of good-will and 

social responsibility. Nevertheless, all three approaches focus on the victims of human 

trafficking and its symptoms instead of its causes. The initial motivations of the NGOs 

may be amiable and targeted at combating human trafficking. However, dealing with 

symptoms will not eradicate the problem, but perpetuates the work. By means of 

‘guesstimates,’ large numbers and unsubstantiated and anecdotal claims about the 

nature of human trafficking, NGOs can rally support and donors. Especially eroticized and 

sexy narratives and images feed into the media’s hankering for news and help to trigger 

horror and disgust, which in turn provides more attention and support. Additionally, 

NGOs provide simple opportunities for advocates, both professionals and amateurs, to 

‘do something’ and arguably clear their conscience as rescuers.   

Anti-trafficking discourse is influenced by ideologies such as white slavery, neoliberalism, 

law and order and neo-colonialism, as well as notions of gender, race and power. There 

are different trends and agendas within this discourse, which are reflected in the 

approaches and communication of the various actors. Most NGOs, however, focus on ad 

hoc solutions for ‘victims’ and address human trafficking as a single moral issue, which is 

separated from migration and global political economy in general and stripped bare of its 

complexities. This research is one of countless others that have criticized this approach 

over the past fifteen years and it is recommendable to share these insights with anti-

trafficking organizations working in the field (see Andrijasevic & Anderson, 2009). The 

shared commitment to social justice should enable this mutual exchange. Moreover, it is 
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important that anti-trafficking organizations are more aware and conscious of the power 

of discourse and to consequently shift away from ideological battles to an anti-trafficking 

approach that truly centers on ‘victims’ of exploitation and recognizes their agency and 

dignity (Uy, 2013).  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6. Conclusion 

 Exploitation and abuse is unacceptable. It is indeed our responsibility to eradicate the 

exploitation of human beings for any purpose and awareness is crucial in this endeavor. Anti-

trafficking organizations are passionate to end human trafficking and this commitment is 

commendable and necessary. However, this research has shown that those who claim to fight 

for justice do not always convey the truth. Trends in contemporary anti-trafficking discourse 

show a tendency towards sensationalism, depoliticization and oversimplification. The 

narratives that construct ‘victims of human trafficking’ are most certainly based on tragic 

individual experiences and reflect a reality that must be prevented. Nevertheless, they 

portray ‘victims’ as hopeless, innocent, passive and weak; indeed as anything but individuals 

in their own right. The ‘ideal victim’ has no choice and has become an object of transaction 

through deception. This construction is applied to a wide population of an estimated size and 

does not account for individual nuances and the complexity of the problem and experiences 

of those affected by exploitation. In fact, these generalizations and stereotypes oversimplify 

the problem to such an extent that the discourse creates new problems by avoiding certain 

dimensions of human trafficking. The phenomenon has become a jumble of issues 

encompassing crime, migration, human rights, morality and labor standards that must be 

disentangled. However, many anti-trafficking NGOs hardly acknowledged this complexity and 

rely on a wildly ambiguous definition of human trafficking. As a result, the discourse often 

plays into cultural fetishism of sexuality and gender roles by focusing on violated innocent 

victims and ‘sex trafficking,’ positioning it outside of the political realm.  

These trends show that the anti-trafficking movement has a weakness. It is said that 

deception and betrayal are at the heart of human trafficking and exploitation. However, it 

seems that contemporary anti-trafficking discourse itself is a deception, because it does not 

relate the full story. Concealing truth is deception. It is a lie. Indeed, "Lies are part of the 

problem [and] the only way to counteract a lie is with the truth" (Hope Dies Last, 2015). 

Regardless of its complexity or inconvenience, the truth must be upheld. For the anti-

trafficking movement this means to acknowledge and portray the agency and inherent 

dignity of the individual. This includes the fact that people may choose to work in prostitution 

or migrate through illegal channels. Additionally, ‘victims’ are not voiceless sexualized 

objects. Amongst others NGOs can champion their voices to be heard, without judgment of 

worthiness or ability. Furthermore, human trafficking must be treated as a global issue due to 
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its inextricable link to global inequality, not solely as a global crime. Policy responses must be 

holistic, encompassing migration, labor rights and human rights (Capous-Desyllas, 2007) and 

admitting to states’ responsibility for global equality. Fighting human trafficking requires a 

true commitment to social justice on every level (Kempadoo, 2015). I am fully aware that this 

is an idealistic view. Yet, as long as there is at least a sense of right, we must hold on to hope. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. said, ”The saving of our world from pending doom will come, not 

through the complacent adjustment of the conforming majority, but through the creative 

maladjustment of a nonconforming minority." Discourse has the power to challenge the 

status quo and set new standards. It is time to let the dominant discourse speak the truth. 
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NGO Slogan Colors Problem Definition Approach Victim Images Victim Words Victim Statements
Sudara Made from Hope. Made 

for Comfort.
dark 
peach

No human being should be 
owned by anyone, anywhere, 
for any reason-ever.

We are passionate about India woman: Indian, smiling, 
traditional cloths

brave women have endured significant 
trauma and abuse

Truly good and beautiful 
things are not made in 
sweatshops

white India: some of the highest 
estimates of slavery and sex-
trafficking anywhere in the 
world are reported

safe, sustainable jobs making a 
way for women to make their way 
out of the trade-and stay out. 

woman: model, wearing 
Punjammies, 
fashionable

wish to remain free The majority of women enter 
the brothels in one of three 
ways: they were trafficked, 
born into it and then coerced, 
or impoverished and forced to 
repay never-ending debts 
through bonded servitude

modern every purchase empowers women 
working to remain free from sex-
slavery

man: model, wearing 
Punjammies, dark

escaped the sex trade Any women who have come 
to our sewing centers have 
done so by choice

"freedom-filled" products boy: model, wearing 
Punjammies

young girls being sold into the sex trade 
by their families

safe, steady employment Indian women in saris orphans orphans being picked up off 
the streets by pimps

smiling Indian women, 
sitting on the floor, 
wearing saris, sowing 
machines in the 
background

even young mothers trying to get enough money to 
feed their children

young, smiling Indian 
woman, wearing sari, 
working on sowing 
machines

against their will Many were held against their 
own will

ladies trapped by economic poverty

women who are working 
to remain free from sex 
slavery

those who manage to escape 
the brothels...return due to 
social stigma and having no 
other means to survive

NGO
Appendices
Appendix I - Critical D

iscourse Analysis
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CATW The World’s first 
Organization to Fight 
Human Trafficking 
Internationally

light blue human trafficking and the 
commercial sexual exploitation 
of women and children

advocacy black and white photo, 
red letters

victims of trafficking several million individuals are 
victims of human trafficking 
each year

grey fasters growing criminal 
industry in the world

victim services woman: back turned, 
hands on back like tied

victims of prostitution 87% are trafficked for the 
explicit purpose of sexual 
exploitation

white second largest criminal industry 
in the world, after drug 
trafficking

prevention programs and rescue women and children the majority are women and 
girls

sex trafficking creating the legal, political and 
social conditions that are 
inhospitable to human trafficking

commercially sexually 
exploited

The social, legal, economic, 
and political inequalities of 
women and children give rise 
to sex trafficking

prostitution as violence against 
women

real economic alternatives marginalized economically and ethnic/
racially marginalized

prostitution as a violation of 
human rights

oppose State policies and 
practices that channel women into 
conditions of sexual exploitation

vulnerable history of prior physical and 
sexual abuse

serious, pervasive and growing 
human rights violation

against legalization of prostitution oppressed absence of real, legitimate 
economic alternatives

The demand for women and 
children for the purposes of 
commercial sexual exploitation 
is the most important root 
cause of trafficking in human 
beings

providing employment 
opportunities

exploited women and children from the 
most oppressed, exploited 
and vulnerable groups in 
society are the most likely to 
be exploited by traffickers

demand for the bodies of 
women and girls for 
commercial sexual exploitation 
fuels sex trafficking

legal action against buyers, pimps, 
procurers and traffickers

victims of sex trafficking women are human beings and 
therfore cannot be bought and 
sold

prostitution as a slave-based 
system

policies that discourage the 
purchase of human beings

victims of comercial sex

promote women’s equality victims of commercial 
sexual exploitation

Nordic Model bodies of women and 
girls

offering an exit strategy prostituted 
men making equality for women 
their political priority 

human beings

anti-trafficking legislation

make the harm of prostitution 
visble

Slogan Colors Problem Definition Approach Victim Images Victim Words Victim StatementsNGO
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Thorn Digital defenders of 
children

black child trafficking and sexual 
exploitation

technology, deterrence, education child: blurred out, young 
girl, running, spread 
arms, back, wearing 
bink tutu

children At any given time, there are 
between 100,000 and 
300,000 children in the US 
alone at risk of commercial 
sexual exploitation

THORN DRIVES 
TECHNOLOGY 
INNOVATION TO FIGHT 
THE SEXUAL 
EXPLOITATION OF 
CHILDREN.

red At any given time, there are 
between 100,000 and 300,000 
children in the US alone at risk 
of commercial sexual 
exploitation.

identify and assist victims technology: computer being coerced and 
forced

the average age of entry into 
the sex trade in America is 
12-14 years old

white previously existed only in the 
shadows

reduce demand child: blurred out, young 
girl (5-6y), wearing 
dress, tricycle

exploited sexually 1 in 7 endangered runaways 
reported in 2013 were likely 
sex trafficking victims

terrible crimes identify perpetrators technology: smart 
phone, writing help text 
message

against their will There are an estimated 
100,000 – 300,000 children 
who are at risk for entering 
the U.S. commercial sex 
trade. (US Department of 
Justice Report, 2010)

domestic minor sex trafficking working with local, state and 
national law enforcement agencies

only in banners on 
homepage

minor A pimp can make $150,000-
$200,000 per child each year 
and exploits an average of 4-6 
girls

child pornography - expanding 
through world wide web

tools and information no images on info 
pages

victim may suffer from depression, 
hostility, stress, anxiety, post-
traumatic stress disorder, and 
fear of authority

human trafficking if underaged 
children

open the public dialogue children: silhouette shot, 
two kids, playground 
swing

girls difficult behavior or resistance 
to assistance

child abuse creative initiatives and strategic 
partnerships

bedroom door slowly 
closing

endangered runaways could also take on more 
extreme characteristics

educate the public on identifying 
child sex trafficking both online and 
in-person

child: same girl on 
tricycle

survivors 70% of child sex trafficking 
victims were sold online 
(Thorn survey)

empower everyone to recognize 
and report suspicious activity 

young woman: speaking 
in video, dark skinned, 
teenager, "survivor of 
sex trafficking"

sold

prosecute offenders and help 
victims

kids swim ring floating in 
a pool

trafficked

it’s important to say something empty swing swinging US citizen

Slogan Colors Problem Definition Approach Victim Images Victim Words Victim StatementsNGO
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Report a Cybertip to the National 
Human Trafficking Hotline

little girl on tricycle, only 
showing her bare feet

lawful permanent 
resident

little girl with floaty dress 
at the beach, setting 
sun, from the back

under the age of 18 
years

someone's daughter

someone's sister

molested for money

children that were 6 and 
7 years old

human beings

grey quotes are sourced from the organization’s Facebook page

Slogan Colors Problem Definition Approach Victim Images Victim Words Victim StatementsNGO
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Appendix II - Coding

theme category theme category

innocent

innocent

vulnerable

vulnerable / weak

guilt-free incapable

naive uneducated

pure other

young marginalized

violated

wronged

traditional

exploited unemancipated

sexually exploited typical

typicalprostituted stereotype

trafficked without individuality

crime done against them female

femalebeing used

object / passive

daughter

bodies sister

commodoties need rescue

needyobjects need alternatives

sold need freedom

bought need protection

destitute

passive voiceless

oppressed

forced

need defence

subject to circumstances need advocate

subjected to others desperate

coerced object of sympathy

forced hopeless

deceived survivor

survivoragainst their will strong

no choice brave

slaves

trapped / bondagecaptive

bound in debt
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Appendix III - screenshot CATW online petition 

(Change.org, 2015)     
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Appendix IV - Thorn ‘Take Action’ Page 

(Thorn, 2015e) 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