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In October 2014, I was invited to present at a Global Moral Panics
symposium at Indiana University Bloomington that brought
together scholars from diverse fields to explore global moral
panics—defined as “issues hyped in the media and public discourse
that crystallize a problem of geopolitical inequality.” They des-
cribed global moral panics as those envisioning “a threat arising in
the third world and threatening the first,” imagining avenues for
“first-world citizens as saviors,” and proposing “solutions that
criminalize migrants and laborers, expand punitive state capacity,
and exacerbate the underlying sources of the problem.” The
symposium set different forms of contemporary global moral
panics alongside each other, and participants were asked to share
the symbolic strategies and social conditions that facilitate the
production of such panics. While the description of the symposium
indicates a careful analysis of how global moral panics are framed,
I was still left questioning what necessitates a global moral panic. I
wondered about specific sites of global moral panics, namely
human trafficking and sex work.

Interestingly, I was one of the only participants there who
engaged Caribbean sex work, though the Dominican Republic was
cited a few times in scholarly reviews about sex work, and Kamala
Kempadoo’s research on human trafficking and sex workers was
referenced many times. However, the Caribbean region and issues
of sex work were largely absent outside of my presentation, which
focused not on the “global moral panic” of sex work in the region,
but rather the ways in which it is NOT a global moral panic,
precisely because of tourism. Furthermore, while many participants
raised issues of white supremacy, white savior discourse, as well as
global inequalities, they rarely brought them together in the ways
that Kempadoo does in her most recent work on human trafficking.
And the Caribbean seemed to be largely left out of this conversa-
tion. I attribute this to the very nature and structures of the global
tourist industry, and specifically how Caribbean tourism works—
the embodied encounters, touristic desires, and package deals of
“Caribbean paradise.” The sexual and cultural availability of the
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region for touristic consumption predicates on there being an
acceptance of the consumption of places and people. Thus, the lack
of panic.

Conversely, certain aspects of Caribbean sexual practices and
behaviors elicit moral panics within the region, particularly non-
normative sexualities. While some practices such as consensual
transactional sexual relationships (often known as friending) may
be accepted culturally, they are not embraced completely and can
become sites of moral panic if they intersect with sexual minorities
and youth/adolescents. Further, sexual minorities (LGBTI, MSM,
and other same-sex and same-gender loving people) and sex
workers often incite local moral panic, and they continue to
experience numerous challenges—ranging from the lack of access
to rights and protection, to discrimination and violence. Caribbean
LGBTI and sexual minority organisations and activists across the
region have worked tirelessly to create spaces for community
building, consciousness raising, and political advocacy work.1

Ironically, Global North LGBTI funding has had both positive and
negative impacts on regional work to support sexual minority
organising, and it is often through the lens of Global North media
that homophobic violence and discrimination in the region receives
mass media attention, which often elicits a reverse moral panic—a
Global North gaze upon the homophobic Caribbean—one that does
not offer any nuance to place or space. Nevertheless, sexual
minorities and sexual outlaws exist and live in all kinds of ways
across the region, in spite of local moral panics that work differently
depending on the local context(s). It is important to note that sex
worker organisations across the region have grown in the past
decade, and they have worked to challenge the ‘forced’ versus
‘voluntary’ dichotomy, and other moralising discourses, through
public campaigns calling for rights and protection, while also

1 Regional organisations such as Caribbean Vulnerable Communities (CVC) and
CariFLAGS have long participated in the building of regional LGBTI movements
and support structures. More recently, the University of the West Indies Rights
Advocacy Project has worked with regional and local organisations on a number
of legal actions across the region. Local organizations include: United Belize
Advocacy Movement, SASOD and Guyana Trans United in Guyana, United and
Strong in St. Lucia, GrenCHAP in Grenada, JFLAG, We Change, and Pride in
Action in Jamaica, and CAISO, Silver Lining Foundation, Woman’s Caucus,
Womantra, I Am One, and Friends for Life in Trinidad & Tobago, among others.
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working to support sex workers across the region.2 There is much
more to be said about these complicated networks and support
systems, but the point here is to acknowledge the complex
landscape of Caribbean sexualities, sexual practices, and sex work
that are not legible in the dominant discourses of human trafficking.

Human trafficking across the Caribbean (like other regions)
also elicits a dichotomous response, depending on the perceived
purpose, and the kind of work people who are “trafficked” end up
doing. Sex work and domestic work are often separated, while both
kinds of work are further divided between perceptions of ‘forced’ or
‘voluntary’, which creates a false dichotomy and a troubling
discourse of who is most deserving of protection and empathy.
Moreover, the sex trade is complicated and the division between sex
and domestic work does not capture the realities of trafficking nor
the choices people have to make. To be clear, “realities of
trafficking” refers to the complexity of what may actually be
happening on the ground, as opposed to the reporting mechanisms
and discourses of trafficking that get circulated in media and
international human rights agencies. For the purposes of the
commentary, I am interested in the discourses of trafficking and
how the language used does not fully explain the complex
landscape that is known as human trafficking. More specifically, I
draw attention to what many scholars have argued for years—that
a ‘forced’ versus ‘voluntary’ dichotomy does not capture what goes
on in the sex trade.

In the important 1998 collection Global Sex Workers, Kempadoo
in “The Migrant Tightrope” and Jo Doezema in “Forced to Choose”
explain how incredibly difficult it is to discern between voluntary
and forced sex work. Firstly, very few instances of a complete
trafficking situation exist (i.e. to call something “trafficking”
according to the United Nations definition, there needs to be
evidence of forced migration coupled with forced labour). Secondly,
most sex work involves work in illegalised, underground, or

2 The Caribbean Sex Worker Coalition is a network of sex worker organisations
that includes civil society organisations and sex worker advocates and activists
from the English, Spanish, and Dutch speaking Caribbean. “The Collective aims
to support sex worker organizations as they confront human rights violations,
stigma and discrimination, lack of or limited access to social services and health
care, violence, personal safety threats, harassment, immigration, and the other
numerous challenges facing Caribbean sex workers.” (www.caribbeansexworker
collective.org)
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informal sectors, which often involves a range of oppressive
situations that cannot be simply defined as forced or voluntary, but
rather coerced and controlling mechanisms: lack of contracts, poor
pay, bad working conditions; forms of debt-bondage (where a
person may have to pay off a debt for travel expenses and immi-
gration papers and uses sex work to do so); the confiscation of
passports; deception about the type of work; and coerced choices
(for example, women are commonly recruited as strippers or
dancers but then might be pressured into selling sex), and so on.3

The realities of the sex trade and, relatedly, domestic trade, disrupt
the global moral panic discourse that feeds upon the sympathies
that emerge from narratives of forced work. Yet only some places
and some people within some regions elicit the global moral panics
regarding human trafficking and sex work. This is most evident if
one considers the lack of attention paid to human rights violations
across these regions, especially in terms of migration policies (case
in point, recent violations of people of Haitian descent, born in the
Dominican Republic and stripped of citizenship and deported after
generations of working and living there).4 And there is also a
glaring lack of attention if one examines the language used in the
research on human trafficking across the Caribbean and Latin
America.

According to the “Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report” (2015)
by the US Department of State, six CARICOM countries (Barbados,
Guyana, Haiti, St. Lucia, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago) have
been on its “Tier 2 Watch List,” and another four (Antigua and
Barbuda, Belize, Jamaica, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines) were
added in 2015. This suggests that the numbers for human
trafficking are as high as in other places that incite the global moral
panics associated with the anti-trafficking campaigns. In my review
of a number of international reports,5 I was struck by the following:

3 I am indebted to conversations with Kamala Kempadoo that helped me to frame
this commentary and overview of the dichotomy between forced and voluntary
work in relation to sex work and trafficking.

4 See my article co-written with Alissa Trotz on this very issue: “Where is the
Outrage”: Tenuous Relations of Human Rights and Migration.” Groundation
Grenada. 12 June 2015. http://groundationgrenada.com/2015/06/12/where-is-the-
outrage/

5 These international reports include the 2015 Trafficking in Persons in Latin
America and the Caribbean and two United Nations Reports, one on Global
Action to Combat Trafficking focused on North America, Central America, and
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1) based on the numbers of reported “trafficked persons” and
reasons for trafficking—“domestic” is reported at way higher
numbers than “sex”, yet “sex trafficking” is what received the most
attention and focus of the media and anti-trafficking campaigns; 2)
the language used to define sex trafficking (smuggling of migrant
persons, sex slaves, prostitution, brothels, etc.) do not reflect the
complexity or realities of sex work that scholars and activists have
consistently reported and highlighted—specifically the separation
between kinds of work and what people are made to do; 3) the
framing of hegemonic discourses on “bad countries” and “bad
people” completely from a Global North perspective, with very
little commentary on the demand for sexual and domestic labour in
the Global North; 4) Caribbean states being advised to institute
“security” in order to address the Global North and western
concerns over trafficking, yet there is no related advisory to Global
North countries and their demands for sex and domestic labour—
i.e. no discussion of larger structural issues; 5) and finally, while the
language of vulnerability is used in these reports, there is an
incredible lack of analysis on what makes people vulnerable in the
first place. In other words, I am concerned about the lack of
historical and structural analysis within these reporting
mechanisms, and thereby, the discourses of trafficking. Further,
“anti-trafficking” measures perpetuate Global North discourse and
moral panics around one particular notion of human trafficking.
The Caribbean region offers a challenge to the existing discourses
precisely because of its invisible and unique colonial, postcolonial,
and neocolonial experiences.

The relationships between sex, trade, and work in the
Caribbean are complex and deeply affected by historical and global
relations of power, as well as local/regional needs and desires.
Caribbean people’s participation in, and reliance on, informal
economy, migration patterns, and movements across the region are
fueled through neocolonial relations and structural adjustment
policies. These neocolonial relations are most readily seen through
the Caribbean tourist industry. Foreign investment, neo-liberal
policies, and dependency capitalism are the driving forces of
Caribbean tourism, which then relies upon so called “free trade”

the Caribbean and the Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime and
the Protocols.
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and easy access to the Caribbean “paradise” for pleasure, business,
and resources. The cost of producing this “Caribbean paradise”
includes social inequalities, environmental degradation, and sexual
and cultural exploitation of people and places. Hence, the
Caribbean (post)colonial condition in which informal economies,
migration, and over-dependence upon foreign investors (which are
most often former colonial powers) become necessary for survival
(from the personal to the national).

The realities for Caribbean people can be understood through
the intersections of what I call the nexus of Sex/Trade/Work – given
the reliance upon tourism and global systems of trade. But these
relations are difficult to discuss, and when it relates to sexuality and
sex work, they become even more troublesome. Yet human
trafficking has received wide attention, with sex trafficking being
the main focus of recent global pressures to increase border security
and to control migration and movements globally. Human
trafficking reports and policies are wrought with discourses of
control, policing, and security that ignore much of the global forces
that drive the conditions in which trafficking grows. Further, many
of these reports and anti-human trafficking campaigns fail to
address the differences between forced/coerced “prostitution”
through sex trafficking, and other forms of sex work and sexual
labour. This makes it difficult to discern in the reports what the
actual numbers are for sex trafficking in the region; while at the
same time, they reveal a striking discord between the intense global
moral panics over sex trafficking and the significant lack of panic
over domestic work trafficking. It is also important to discuss how
the Caribbean region is situated within human sex trafficking
discourses, when sex tourism and transactional sexual relationships
are a vital part of Caribbean economies and tourism industries in
particular.

As I discuss at length in my book Resisting Paradise: Tourism,
Diaspora, and Sexuality in Caribbean Culture (2015), the region is not
only selling the trademarked “sun, sand, and sea,” but it is also
selling culture, desire, and sex (most often through Black and
mixed-race bodies). Interestingly, the region is most often
represented as a Black space despite its racial and ethnic diversity.
Thus, it is through this representation and images of paradise that
Caribbean culture and people are often marketed within the global
tourist industry. These are often wrapped up in each other in the
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realm of representation and can be best understood through the
frame of touristic desire, where culture and sex are inextricably part
of the production of paradise. As Mimi Sheller asserts in Citizenship
From Below, “tourism can be understood as a form of embodied
encounter between foreign travelers and local people that involves
corporeal relations of unequal power” (2014, 211). It is this
embodied encounter that lies at the center of the connections
between sex, work, and trade – especially for Caribbean people
involved in sex work, but, even beyond that, with and through all
people working directly or indirectly in the Caribbean tourist
industry.

The region has continuously been “languaged by sex,” as
Faith Smith argues in Sex and the Citizen, through taboos of
miscegenation and homosexuality—forged through colonialism
and carried forward, thereby affecting “desires, identities, and
silences” in the present. The Caribbean exists simultaneously and
relatedly as wrongly sexed, violently homophobic, and rightly
sexed, a laid back paradise available for pleasure and consumption
by foreign visitors (Smith 2013, 10). These concurrent narratives
distort the landscape yet they also have a direct effect on how the
region understands itself. Thus, postcolonial liberation becomes
aligned with being hetero-normative, or what Smith describes as a
“package deal”, in which affirming sovereignty also means “the
assumption of heterosexuality as the best or only way to be
Caribbean” (2013, 10). But this “package deal” also privileges the
business of tourism, for a non-homophobic Caribbean to better
“serve” the global tourist industry; yet at the same time, the
touristic desires for “paradise” dictate sexual-cultural availability
within the larger structures of global capitalism and hegemony.

Part of this sexual-cultural availability for tourism is made
possible through informal economies built through sexual labour;
much of this has to do with conditions created in which people may
be coerced into sex work, or some may choose to engage in sex
work, because it generates greater economic benefits (in spite of the
dangers or illegality). This landscape offers context for under-
standing how I contest the discourses and dichotomies around
issues of human trafficking. Further, it engages the too often
unspoken realities of the tourist economy, and touristic desires in
relation to sex work and sexual labour. And finally, it is a reminder
that the Caribbean is a unique region in this regard and therefore

Sex/Trade/Work in the Caribbean
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local/regional responses and activism is vital in terms of creating
change.

Kempadoo’s work reveals the limitations of Western-led
dominant discourses around human trafficking, and helps us to
understand the “collateral damage of the anti-trafficking industry”
as being sex workers, labor migrants, and refugees (2015, 12). This
is particularly important to understand in relation to the Caribbean
region and the tourist industry; and, for my purposes, connects
specifically to the relations between sex/work/trade and the glaring
lack of moral panic on the violations of human rights in terms of
migration policies and deportations. I propose (as Kempadoo and
others have) an anti-trafficking framework that is feminist, anti-
racist, class focused, and supports women’s, migrant, and sexual
minority rights to mobility, security, and justice.

This framework must include an embrace of sexual labor and
transactional sex work as an integral part of the informal economy,
as—as in some ways a form of resistance to the neocolonial global
economy (, and the tourist economy, in particular), that relies on sex
and sexual labor. There must be safety and justice for workers in a
frame that does not criminalize or moralise; and we would need
radical policy changes across the region for migration, movement
and migration rights. My proposal is drawn from the conclusion of
my book Resisting Paradise in which I argue for these forms of
rebellion as resisting paradise:

What would happen if we framed sexual labor and trans-
national sex work as working outside the bounds of capitalism
because of the confines of neocolonialism? And what if we
redefined the place and meaning of sex work in our languages and
societies? (Nixon 2015, 201)

I would like to extend this further as a way to challenge the
dominant discourses of human trafficking that continuously frame
the Global South as deviant and backward to the Global North. And
I argue that we must also challenge the dichotomy and hierarchy
between domestic and sex work—with domestic work so often
justified, invisibilised, and gendered.

The future of Caribbean feminist and sexual minority work
relies upon our ability to prioritize decolonization that is centered
upon sexual freedom and the rights of sex workers, sexual outlaws,
women, domestic workers, migrants, and sexual minorities to
determine livelihood and live freely with the rights and protections
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deserved by all people. By no means do I want to simply conflate
these positionalities or intersections, but rather by engaging these
intersections and commonalities as well as differences, I call for a
destabilising and deconstruction of the hierarchies that exist
between kinds of work and the people who do them. Perhaps what
is most common across our human experience is the desire for
livable lives with dignity, equity, and freedom.
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