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T
       . ey were
from Moldova, Romania, Ukraine and Bulgaria. Some were

crying. Others looked terrified. We were told not to speak to
each other.…All the time, very mean and ugly men came in
and dragged girls into rooms. Sometimes they would rape girls
in front of us. ey yelled at them, ordering them to move in
certain ways … to pretend excitement …
ose who resisted were beaten. If they did not cooperate,
they were locked in dark cellars with rats or no food and water
for three days. One girl refused to submit to anal sex, and that
night the owner brought in five men. ey held her on the floor
and every one of them had anal sex on her in front of all of us.
She screamed and screamed, …

In a chapter on “e Breaking Grounds” in e Natashas: e New Global
Sex Trade (), Canadian journalist Victor Malarek interviews a young
woman named Sophia describing how trafficked women and girls were
“broken in” for service in the sex trade in Kosovo. Initially Sofia thinks, “I
will fight back,” then watches as another woman who does resist is burned
with cigarettes “all over her arms,” “attacked … anally,” and beaten unconscious until she is “no longer breathing. ere was no worry on the faces
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of the owners. ey simply carried her out” (–). Trafficking in human
beings is “now the third-largest moneymaking venture in the world, after
illegal weapons and drugs,” Malarek observes (). A  International
Labour Organization report estimates that among the . million persons
in forced labour by private agents and enterprises globally (excluding those
coerced by states, the army, or rebel military groups), . million are trafficked. Of these more than half, . to . million, are “in forced commercial
sexual exploitation” ranging along a continuum from debt bondage and
intimidation to incarceration, rape, terrorism, and torture.¹
Despite the measures thus far taken by s such as the Global
Alliance Against Trafficking in Women (), the  (through its
 Palermo Protocol against trafficking), the European Union, and
by various governments, sex trafficking is not declining but is growing
in scope, sophistication, and invisibility, as Paolo Monzini and Marco
Gramenga, among many others, document.² Driven by global inequities,
growing numbers of migrants working in the sex industry, and structural
readjustments in the developing world, the former Soviet Union, and
Eastern Europe, sex trafficking is also increasingly networked with the
drug trade, the trade in human organs, prostitution networks, internet
pornography, mail-order bride operations, and sex tourism.³ Minors are
also increasingly among those exploited, like the children trafficked back
and forth across the Mexican–.. border described by Peter Landesman
in a January , New York Times story.⁴ Malarek and Monzini both note
that, notwithstanding progressive human rights initiatives, the  and the
.. have themselves substantially contributed to trafficking through the
ineffectual regulation of peace-keeping troops in places such as Bosnia or
the effects of military bases in Asia.⁵ While the .. initiation of its State
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 See Belser, pp. , . In a Foreword to this report, Roget Plant notes that the total

global profits from forced labour of all kinds are estimated at . billion  per
annum; the largest profits—more than  billion  annually—are from people
trafficked and forced to work in industrialized countries (p. ).
 See Monzin’s recent comprehensive study, as well as its Bibliography.
 On sex tourism and trafficking, see Chris Ryan and Michael Hall.
 e children are organized into various “client” categories: both by age (toddler
to age ,  to , and teens) and by the degree of violence they are subject to
(“those you could beat but you couldn’t mark,” and the “damage group,” among
which “untraceable” Mexican children figure prominently).
 See Chapter , “Bosnian Nights,” in Malarek, which details the purchase of
sex slaves, some of them minors, by members of peace-keeping troops, and
Chapter , on sex trafficking surrounding the “ US military bases in South
Korea” ().
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Department’s annual “Traffic in Person” audit in  created measures
to counteract trafficking by ranking countries according to their success
in regulating it, Malarek notes that the effectiveness of the  audits has
increasingly been hollowed out by the political reasons seeming to govern
the movement of countries from the lower ranks of Tier ree—for countries not meeting or attempting to meet minimal standards in counteracting trafficking—to Tier One, for countries said to be in full compliance
with “minimum standards” ().⁶ Nor does the .. State Department
“consider that the vast majority of men using trafficked women either at
home or outside their borders are from the … well-heeled nations sitting
smugly on Tier One” (Malarek ).
Sex and forced labour trafficking in its more extreme forms is the slave
trade of the twenty-first century and arguably the greatest human rights
challenge we may now face.⁷ Yet, although it generates untold suffering
for hundreds of thousands of women and children (in George Eliot’s
terms, “the roar on the other side of silence”), it was not among the long
list of feminist concerns accompanying the call for contributions to this
forum. Nor is it an issue that often arises in literary and cultural studies
“postfeminist” contexts, or one that much preoccupied my own thoughts
as a literary critic and self-identified feminist until recently.⁸ What are the
reasons for the relative absence of such an urgent contemporary issue in
contexts where one would expect it to have a high profile?
To a degree, its absence speaks to the problems of definition, intelligibility, identity, and agency that plague attempts to name and address
transnational and intra-national sex trafficking. Along with the considerable debate over defining “trafficking” in its various gradations (given the
implications of such definitions for legal action, political agendas, and
official quantifications of the scope of the phenomenon), there is resistance
to the term from some sex trader workers seeking to alter the paradigmatic
view of their labour—and even in some cases from women who have been

 Canada was initially placed on Tier Two.
 See, for example, Dr Mohamed Matter, Co-Director of the Protection Project

(www.protectionproject.org), who defines “[t]rafficking of women and children
as a global human rights violation that constitutes a contemporary form of
slavery” in his “International Trafficking in Persons” Course Syllabus (www.
protectionproject.org/commentary/syl.htm, accessed  July ).
 I began to become more aware of the global reach of trafficking and its neo-slavery like conditions through work on the Metropolis Project, where considerable
attention is given to trafficking issues.
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subjected to coercive and deceiving trafficking practices.⁹ Frameworks
of intelligibility and the visibility they provide are also impeded by the
disguising and filtering stigmatic terms associated with prostitution. As
a result, women or girls subjected to what is in fact systematic serial rape
are categorized as “prostitutes,” “illegal migrants,” or “illegal aliens” who
are often summarily deported after they are “rescued” through police raids,
like the women held as sex slaves in Toronto discovered through a series
of brothel raids in .¹⁰
e “foreign” identities (often compounded by linguistic barriers) of
women subjected to sex trafficking underscore the importance of racial,
ethnic, and national differences in such practices, as well as the social and
legal response to them. Do such differences also contribute to the relative
invisibility of this issue within North American feminism in a period when
it has been fractured from within by “identity politics” of various kinds?
e possibility seems likely, especially given the indirect evidence for the
role of racial, ethnic, and/or national differences in the response to Malarek’s indictment of what he identifies as the “fourth wave” of the global sex
trade—from “Eastern and Central Europe” (). While Malarek’s hard-hitting exposé generated a relatively high degree of media and government
attention in Canada and the .., especially among others like Malarek of
Ukrainian origin,¹¹ would the North American and European response
have been as marked if his book had focused on women associated with
what he describes as the first, second, and third waves of trafficking?
Somewhat too categorically, he characterizes these waves as originating
in Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America respectively, commenting,
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 See the Status of Women study by Lynn McDonald, Brooke Moore, and Natalya

such practices,

Timoshkina, pp. –, an example of the important research produced by a
government agency whose funding was recently severely cut by the minority
Conservative government. e authors address definitions and their implications, degrees of being trafficked (p. ), and note the stigmatization attached
to the term, leading to its rejection by non-migrant Canadian sex trade workers
who wish to emphasize their agency. As they subsequently note, many migrant
women who are subjected to coercive trafficking practices are not aware of the
term at all (p. ). When it is explained, they sometimes accept its application
to other trafficked women, but not to themselves (p. ).
 See Ruth Magaly San Martin’s critique of the “rescue” narratives of the Canadian
government, the media, and the police force in this case (p. ). As Monzini and
Malarek emphasize, deportation often returns trafficked women to situations
of grave personal risk or economic desperation. Many are then re-trafficked.
 A Ukrainian World Congress “Statement on Sex Trafficking” in  estimated
that “, Ukrainian women are currently being held abroad in sex slavery.”
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“So it’s not that the world has suddenly realized that its women are being
kidnapped and raped. e only difference is that today it’s flourishing as
never before” (). One wonders, however, if the “difference” producing
the realization he describes is, in fact, also related to skin colour, ethnicity,
and/or nation of origin.
Among North American and European feminists in textual and cultural studies fields there may be additional reasons aside from race, ethnicity, and nationality that help to explain why, even with widely publicized
studies like Malarek’s, the sex trafficking issue has not hit what is thought
of as “home,” discursively and materially. (ere has been considerably
more attention to it among feminist social scientists.) As Teresa L. Ebert
argues in Ludic Feminism and After (), postmodern feminisms have
focused on theories of desire, performativity, linguistic play, difference,
and discourse to the relative exclusion of theories and analyses of class,
capitalism, oppression, and “patriarchy” (a term now calling for scare
quotation marks signalling awareness of it as a dated, totalizing concept).
Articulating a Marxist critique of this swerve in feminist postmodernism,
Ebert maintains that the playful “indeterminacy” ludic feminism “posits
as a mark of resistance” is, “in actuality, a legitimization of the class politics of an upper-middle-class Euroamerican feminism obsessed with the
freedom of the entrepreneurial subject” (). In its place, she advocates
a “[r]esistance postmodernism” that seeks “to show the continuity within
the ever more innovative forms capitalism takes in its search for profit”
().¹² Many might contend that effective feminist action against the
material and discursive complexities of sex trafficking could usefully draw
on the feminist methodologies Ebert condemns as a subset of “post-al …
discourses and practices that erase the relations of production and class
struggle from contemporary knowledges” (). Lacanian theories of desire,
for example, seem quite relevant to a system driven by the commodified
desires of human subjects. at said, Ebert’s critique—chiming in certain
respects with the critiques that postcolonial and African-American critics such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Anne DuCille have leveled
against feminist and postmodern theory and practice—is in many respects

 According to Ebert, “postmodernism is not simply a series of isolated, shifting
aesthetic and architectural styles, proliferating commodifications, philosophical deconstructions, split subjectivities, or multiple identities and differences”
but “an articulation on the level of the superstructure of changes in the social,
cultural, political … which have come about as a result of new forms of deploying capital and extracting surplus labor around the world” ().
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resonant, as economic differences between “have” and “have-not” nations,
races, ethnicities, and classes continue to widen.¹³
More attention to sex trafficking by literary and cultural critics is
needed, in part because work in these fields can contribute in significant
ways to understanding and grappling with the intractable complexities of
this issue. If economic globalization has in fact brought an explosion in the
number of children, girls, and women sold into sexual slavery, what does
this say about the impact of feminism in our time? How are contemporary writers, dramatists, and film-makers using the resources of their art
to explore the nature of trafficking or the subjective experience of being
trafficked into sex slavery, and how might such cultural representations
contribute to developing effective anti-trafficking strategies? What can
history and literature teach us about why attempts to grapple with sex
trafficking succeed or fail? Are there significant parallels between the
so-called “white slave trade” of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries and what is seen as a “new” global sex trade? Today, as in the
past, for example, controversial alliances between religious evangelicals
and feminists have emerged to address this issue, opening up fissures in
feminist groups between those termed the “abolitionists” and those variously termed accomodationists or “functionalists” (Monzini, ), whose
alliances instead tend to be with sex trade workers’ organizations. Does
legalization of prostitution help in regulating sex trafficking or, on the
contrary, as Malarek and others have argued, does it further embed it
within the structures of legitimate commerce and promote the exploitation
of migrant and imported women?¹⁴ How do the cultural constructions of
gender, race, and ethnicity in pornography relate to class, citizenship, and
migration flows to shape trafficking patterns? How do feminist theories
of agency play out in contexts where the only free choice may be between
submitting or the prospect of beatings, torture, death, or retaliation against
relatives? e questions are many, the analyses required are necessarily
multi-faceted, and the embedded ideological, transnational, and profitmaking networks that naturalize sex slavery as enterprising, consumerdriven sex industries are formidable. Given that those in situations of sex
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 I address Spivak’s and DuCille’s critiques in “e Search for a Lost Atlantis,”
pp. –.

 Malarek points out that in the Netherlands, with its -billion-a-year sex industry, traffickers controlled “more than half the women in prostitution” one year
after legalization, stocking brothels with “very few Dutch women”; in Germany,
 percent of the , women estimated to be involved in prostitution are
foreigners,  percent from Central and Eastern European countries ().
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slavery are not usually free to raise these questions, there is a greater onus
on those who are free to pose and pursue them and to seek answers and
social transformation in the face of indifference or opposition.
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