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ABSTRACT
Based on research work among cross-border migrant women who sell 
sex in South Africa, this paper examines the ways in which the label 
‘victim’ of human trafficking ignores the complex realities of human 
mobility. We argue here that as state legislative and policy measures, 
in relation to human trafficking, justify the securitisation of borders 
and the curtailment of migrant rights, an accompanying hegemonic 
discourse serves to deny the agency of migrant women sex workers. 
As a result, the linkages between human trafficking and migration 
are experienced by migrant women sex workers through new layers 
of vulnerability and insecurity.

Introduction

Human trafficking is all too often portrayed through a cause and effect relationship that 
characterises the practice as an inherent aspect of migration.1 Within the discourse on traf-
ficking, the label ‘victim’ is used to classify individuals who are exposed to deception, abuse, 
and exploitation and to conflate specific categories of migrants into a homogenous group 
with common needs and characteristics. As states create categories and social labels are 
imposed, the rights of migrants are increasingly becoming a causality of the need to prevent 
human trafficking.2 This paper contributes to our understanding of state responses to human 
trafficking by considering the impact of trafficking discourses, legislation, and policy meas-
ures on migrant women sex workers.3,4

Based on research work among cross-border migrant women who sell sex in Johannesburg 
(South Africa), this paper explores the ways in which the label ‘victim of human trafficking’ 
misrepresents complex lived realities and heightens the risks associated with migrant wom-
en’s livelihood activities. The paper examines the daily experiences of cross-border migrant 
women who sell sex as they encounter laws and policies designed to curb human trafficking. 
In particular, the paper considers the implications of a morally charged humanitarian dis-
course that portrays all migrant sex workers as victims of trafficking; and the manner in 
which a discursive emphasis on the ‘pure victim’ justifies the imposition of restrictive migra-
tion policies and border control measures.5 Finally, it is argued here that anti-trafficking 
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measures underpinned by humanitarianism give rise to an Agamben state of exception 
within which migrant rights are subordinated in defence of humanitarian governance.6 In 
this context Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) that focus on issues of human traf-
ficking experience an enhanced relevance7 while migrant women, who sell sex but who 
are not victims of trafficking encounter new layers of insecurity and vulnerability.

At the outset, it is important to note that while there are overlaps between the practices 
of human smuggling and human trafficking these are two separate and distinct processes. 
The United Nations (UN) Palermo Protocol (2000) defines human trafficking as a practice 
characterised by the exploitation of victims through coercion, abuse of power, and decep-
tion.8 The UN Protocol (2000) further defines human smuggling as a process that facilitates, 
for material gain, the undocumented entry of individuals into a state of which they are 
non-nationals.9 Exploitation and coercion are the key traits that distinguish between human 
smuggling and trafficking. Throughout this paper, the term human trafficking refers to the 
forms of movement, coercion and exploitation that characterise the relationship between 
a trafficker and their victim. Human smuggling meanwhile is used here to describe the 
manner in which individuals engage in cross-border migration, without formal immigration 
clearance or documentation, through their own endeavours or through payment for the 
assistance rendered to them by one or more intermediaries.

The narrow focus, in current debates, on the trafficking of women and children for pur-
poses of sexual exploitation can and does lead to the conflation of human trafficking with 
sex work. In this paper, sex work or selling sex refers to the ‘exchange of sexual services, 
performances, or products for material compensation’.10 Individuals under the age of 18 years 
are excluded from this definition. The participants in this research did not identify themselves 
as ‘sex workers’ but as ‘migrant women who sell sex’. While they faced the same risks and 
forms of violence as all sex workers, they viewed selling sex as a temporary measure to 
supplement other livelihood strategies that included vending and domestic work. The terms 
‘sex work’ or ‘sex worker’ are used here to refer to the industry and to the impact of criminal-
isation and anti-trafficking measures on all those who sell sex irrespective of how they define 
themselves.

The research

The research on which this paper is based is drawn from a study that explored the ways in 
which immigration, sex work, and trafficking discourses and policies influenced the lived 
experiences of migrants in Johannesburg (South Africa) and Amsterdam (the Netherlands). 
In this paper, we focus on the fieldwork undertaken in Johannesburg by the first author. The 
study explored the ‘double vulnerability’ of non-national women who sell sex through a 
discourse analysis of multi-level policies on migration, sex work, public health, and trafficking. 
Additionally, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten cross-border 
migrant women who regularly sold sex. Seven women were from the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC), two were from Zimbabwe, and one was from Mozambique. The participants 
were undocumented migrants over the age of 18 years who had arrived in South Africa in 
the period between 2000 and 2013. All had chosen (albeit often against a very limited range 
of options) to sell sex in order to financially support their children. The majority (eight) had 
used the services of human smugglers in order to enter South Africa.



THIRD WORLD THEMATICS: A TWQ JOURNAL   3

The participants in this research were recruited through a snowballing process. The initial 
interviews were conducted over a 24-month period from 2014 to 2016. Follow up interviews 
were conducted in 2017 as part of the Migration and Health Project Southern Africa (maHp) 
and “Life in the City” Project at the African Centre for Migration and Society (ACMS). The 
interviews took place in neutral spaces away from where the women lived and worked and 
focused on a range of issues such as the experience of travelling to South Africa, negotiating 
life in Johannesburg and their trajectories into selling sex. Participants were given the option 
to use pseudonyms and to opt out of the research at any time. Each participant was com-
pensated for any potential loss of earnings through a food voucher or mobile phone airtime 
credit. All the women were proficient in English. As the participants were uncomfortable 
with the use of a tape recorder, notes were taken during the interviews.

The study’s timeframe and the limited number of participants made it possible to gain 
an in-depth understanding of their daily lived realities. However, challenges arose as the 
women occupied a marginal position in South African society and had low levels of social 
support. Throughout the research process issues of boundaries regularly arose when par-
ticipants viewed the researcher as a source of financial assistance or expected help with 
issues such as employment or immigration documentation.

Finally, in order to explore the conceptualisation of migration and sex work and the types 
of data used to inform policy and practice, interviews were conducted with officials in NGOs 
and government agencies. All interviews were analysed using thematic analysis.

Ethical clearance for the research was provided by the University of Witwatersrand, and 
guidance on ethical issues were drawn from a body of research carried out with sex workers 
and migrants in Johannesburg at the ACMS.11

Throughout the interviews, the key issues that shaped participants’ narratives were the 
process of migrating to South Africa and their trajectories into selling sex. These narratives 
provided an in-depth understanding of the complex reasons for migration and entry into 
the sex industry. The narratives further highlighted the ways in which a trafficking discourse 
subsumes the experiences of migrant women who sell sex, misrepresents their everyday 
realities, but also utilises those same realities to justify the implementation of anti-trafficking 
legislation and policies.

South Africa’s human trafficking legislation – external pressure, local 
responses

Immigration control is premised on the notion that human mobility is a restricted process 
through which nation-states determine who is allowed into their territory and under what 
conditions. Over the past decades, processes of globalisation, regional conflicts, and persis-
tent inequalities between the Global North and South have given rise to increasing levels 
of human mobility that challenge the territorial integrity of nation-states.12 The history of 
current human mobility in Southern Africa lies in the entrenched labour patterns of the 
colonial and post-colonial eras. More recently, internal and regional migration flows have 
changed in response to factors such as the integration of South Africa into the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) following the end of Apartheid in 1994, and the 
pursuit of livelihood opportunities and economic security in response to high levels of rural 
and urban poverty. Additionally, civil strife has given rise to internal displacement and 
cross-border movements as individuals seek safety and refuge. In relation to border control 
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measures, the recent ‘migration crisis’ in Europe and the history of migration into South 
Africa, Wilhelm-Solomon notes ‘the policing and securitisation of refugee and migration 
policy are creating new social divides and exclusions and exacerbating insecurity’.13 As a 
consequence, emerging social divisions can be identified through the ways in which moral 
lines are drawn between: ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ migrants; productive workers and illicit traders; 
‘pure victims’ and criminal migrants; traffickers and the trafficked.

The implementation of anti-human trafficking measures in South Africa reflects interna-
tional pressure, local responses to the practice of trafficking and global discourses on the 
securitisation of cross-border migration. Prior to the enactment of The Prevention and 
Combating of Trafficking in Persons (TiP) Act (2013) South Africa had been placed on the 
tier two-watch list by the United States of America (USA), as a country that was perceived 
to have high levels of human trafficking and inadequate measures to deal with the practice 
during the period 2005–2008.14,15 The tier two designation of South Africa was imposed 
despite limited evidence of large scale human trafficking in the country, a dearth of sub-
stantive research on the issue and without reference to the impact of the discourse in South 
Africa.16 The TiP Bill (2013) was underpinned by data that was later found to be methodo-
logically flawed, often failed to differentiate between people who were smuggled and those 
who were trafficked and drew on common myths around human trafficking.17 Gould and 
Fick’s seminal study, which set out to investigate and identify victims of trafficking, found 
very little evidence of trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation.18 However, their 
study highlighted the multiple realities and complexities of life for individuals who sell sex.

Despite the lack of evidence and reliable data, trafficking became part of the national 
discourse in South Africa among policy-makers, the media and civil society organisations. 
Vigneswaran discusses the central role played by concerns around trafficking in the episte-
mological dichotomy between the two groups sceptics and believers; the ‘believers’, tied 
together through ‘communities of faith’ hold steadfast to claims that despite a lack of evidence 
trafficking is an extensive problem in South Africa.19 In a discussion on the reliability of data 
and figures on human trafficking (during the course of this research) an employee of the 
Department of Social Development (DSD) noted ‘whatever the numbers and counts we know 
trafficking is happening and it’s getting worse’ (Sibongile, DSD 08–08-2014). In this way, the 
need for reliable evidence is framed as secondary to the fight against trafficking.20

In the South African case, the closure of a space for scepticism created a fertile ground 
for the circulation of myths, which in turn, generated a moral panic. This was evident in the 
run up to the 2010 FIFA Football World Cup, hosted by South Africa, when large-scale anti-hu-
man trafficking campaigns alleged that mass trafficking of foreign women and children 
would take place to satisfy the demand for cheap sexual services. In addition, the claims by 
inter-governmental organisations and some local NGOs that though human trafficking was 
occurring in the country it largely went undetected, lent credence to the media campaigns. 
Bonthuys points out that though these claims, which were not unique to the 2010 FIFA World 
Cup, were not validated the result was the allocation of large sums of money to aware-
ness-raising campaigns in the country.21

While the TiP (2013) legislation contains stringent criteria for identifying a victim of human 
trafficking, it has been criticised internally on a number of grounds. In addition to the reliance 
on flawed data to suggest ‘evidence’ of widespread trafficking, the emphasis on immigration 
and the conflating of sex work with human trafficking ignores less sensational internal labour 
exploitation practices that are also an aspect of human trafficking.22
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The state as humanitarian agent - the emergence of exceptionalism

South Africa and the other SADC member states have experienced the global discourse on 
migration and human trafficking as the externalisation of borders into their territories.23 
Over the past decade, 12 of the 15 SADC member states have implemented specific legis-
lation to deal with human trafficking while the remaining three countries deal with the issue 
through their national legal frameworks.24 The efficiency and urgency with which anti-human 
trafficking legislation was enacted was influenced by external factors in particular the white 
saviour-driven campaigns, rather than by a major growth in the practice within the region.25 
Though the available data on human trafficking within the SADC is methodologically prob-
lematic, policy-makers and governments rarely question it.26 Research and events on the 
ground do not suggest that human trafficking is a major facet of regional cross-border 
migration flows. When the practice does occur, it is often in the form of internal exploitative 
labour practices, rather than cross-border human trafficking for sexual exploitation. As is the 
case in other countries around the globe, the legislative measures adopted by the SADC 
countries are premised on two assumptions namely that: the victims of trafficking will be 
non-citizens of the state to which they are transported; and states as the recipients of victims 
will liaise and co-operate with their home countries.

In the SADC, national laws on human trafficking have largely followed the UN Protocol 
(2000) and ignored the regional context, country specific cultural practices or the complexity 
of regional migration patterns.27 Additionally, legislative provisions have failed to separate 
the practice of human smuggling, which is common (across many borders in the region) 
from that of human trafficking. As both processes involve the movement of people, either 
internally within states or across borders, they are perceived as closely linked to human 
migration. Simplistic reductionism of this nature establishes a cause and effect relationship 
but fails to account for sophisticated global human smuggling and trafficking operations. 
At another level, the assumed one-to-one causal relationship between migration and the 
practices of smuggling and trafficking relegates the individual migrant to the status of a 
powerlessness victim. As a consequence, almost no attention is paid to the complex dynam-
ics of migration, individuals as active agents responsible for their own mobility and the role 
of those who act as facilitators. Koser’s research highlights refugees as active agents in their 
own mobility who utilised smuggling networks that involved complex, referral systems from 
within their own social milieu.28 In a similar vein, for participants in this research their entry 
into South Africa was facilitated through the use of social networks. Thoko had a friend in 
South Africa who helped her to arrange the border crossing from Zimbabwe through the 
use of a smuggler.

It was easy to plan as so many are doing it … but the journey that can be scary hey … you meet 
these guys and they take you to the point then you walk and walk. You walk so long and you 
see where you need to get across … Then they [the smugglers] meet you when you cross and 
you are in South Africa. (Thoko, Zimbabwe, 20-05-2015)

Since Koser’s study and with the exception of Nadig there has been a dearth of material 
on migrants as active agents in ‘their own smuggling’.29 Rather, unquestioning discourses 
have emerged in Government and public narratives, which focus almost exclusively on 
exploitation, victimhood, border security, and the protective and legislative role of the state. 
In this context, states justify restrictive migration regimes through what Cole refers to as the 
‘white saviour complex’ that now underpins much of the trafficking discourse and in 
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particular anti-trafficking campaigns.30 This notion (which is not exclusively tied to any one 
group) justifies perceived moral actions as acts of humanitarianism designed to save victims 
of human trafficking through ‘a unidirectional, foreign, benevolent act of rescue’.31 The notion 
of rescue as a form of humanitarianism can be conceptualised through Fassin’s idea of 
‘humanitarian government’.32 For Fassin, humanitarianism is not a particular form of inter-
vention but a modality of government, a mode of approaching social problems and shaping 
political solutions. Within the discourse on human trafficking and social injustice, humani-
tarian logic powerfully injects ‘moral sentiment into the political sphere’.33 Humanitarianism 
is then constitutive of contemporary politics both in incorporating sentimentalism and sen-
sationalism while reformulating ‘what is at stake in politics’.34

When humanitarian logic governs political views on the perceived overlap between 
migration and human trafficking, states in their preventative role, return to the familiar 
discourse of migration control. Through what Fassin refers to as ‘humanitarian logic’, states 
justify the control of migration by emphasising the need to protect migrants from exploita-
tion and abuse. Stricter migration controls are portrayed in a positive light, as the result of 
the state’s ethical and moral concerns about cross-border migrants and those categorised 
as ‘vulnerable’. State practices that can and do create the conditions necessary for the emer-
gence of human smuggling and trafficking are not acknowledged. In this way, the state is 
absolved of responsibility for the consequences of restrictive immigration regimes. Tighter 
border security to discourage migration in order to combat human smuggling and trafficking 
is the latest in a long list of immigration control measures enacted by various states.35 This 
is exemplified in South Africa’s current White Paper on International Migration.36

Agamben’s conceptualisation of a ‘state of exception’ is premised on the power of states 
to justify the denial of individual rights on the basis of perceived threats and exceptional 
circumstances.37 Human smuggling and trafficking, as perceived threats to state security, 
reaffirm the dangers posed by uncontrolled human migration and justify the need for 
enhanced migration control measures. At the same time the categories ‘victim’ and ‘criminal’ 
migrant rooted in the trafficking discourse delineate between the rights that can be with-
drawn from or accorded to migrants in the name of humanitarianism. Among participants, 
categories, labels, and vulnerabilities were a salient aspect of their daily lives due to their 
undocumented status and their work in a criminalised industry that is associated with human 
trafficking for sexual exploitation.

Selling sex in South Africa – daily realities

Though there is a growing recognition that migration can play a key role in global develop-
ment, nation-states progressively seek to control levels of transnational human mobility. As 
a consequence, it is increasingly becoming difficult for migrants, especially those who 
engage in informal sector activities and low-skilled employment, to legally enter, reside and 
work in a country where they do not have residence rights. In the period since 2002, succes-
sive changes to South Africa’s immigration laws have further restricted entry into the country 
with the result that ‘by envisioning South Africa as being threatened by parasitical foreigners, 
the authorities are able to invoke notions of a state of siege’.38 The threat implicit in the notion 
of a state besieged reinforces the notion that a state of exception, in which migrant rights 
are curtailed and circumscribed, is the appropriate response to the cause of that siege. The 
many and varied consequences have a significant impact on the daily lives of migrants and 
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their livelihood strategies. Deportation has become a more common and acceptable state 
practice. Large numbers of undocumented migrants, who are excluded from the formal 
labour market, work in informal and often unregulated sectors of the economy including 
sex work. Employees at government agencies and the police feel empowered to ill-treat 
migrants, especially the undocumented, in the knowledge that they have no recourse to 
legal or other forms of redress.

The conflation of sex work and human trafficking provides a distorted picture of the levels 
of trafficking; relegates the complex and diverse experiences of those who cross borders 
into a one-dimensional discourse; justifies the call for tighter border security; and further 
criminalises migrants on the basis of misleading assumptions.39 Legislation and policies 
created from weak and unsubstantiated evidence are disconnected from the daily experi-
ences of those on whom they impact, including the participants in this research.

Although sex work is an important livelihood strategy, in South Africa it is fully criminalised 
under Section 20(1) (aA) of the Sexual Offences Act (SOA) of 1957, and its 2007 Amendment. 
As a result, sex workers, their clients, and anyone living off the earnings of a sex worker are 
liable to prosecution.40 The criminalisation of their livelihood activity exposes sex workers 
to layers of vulnerabilities, including gender-based, inter-personal, and behavioural violence 
(attacks from clients, abuse by the police, or members of the public), structural violence 
(police and client harassment and brutality), and barriers to healthcare, specifically HIV and 
AIDS testing and treatment programmes.41 These experiences are reflective of the larger 
global picture of vulnerabilities and risks faced by women who sell sex.42 For migrant women 
in South Africa the risks are intensified by the xenophobic sentiments, found in state insti-
tutions and the wider society, which shape everyday life and give rise to periods of extreme 
violence.43

When we go to the clinic they shout at us because we are foreigners … when the police come 
they shout at us for being sex workers … when we go to Home Affairs we stand there all day 
and then they don’t help us … They treat us like dogs. (Thoko, Zimbabwe, 20-07-2015)

Non-nationals who sell sex are exposed to additional layers of vulnerability through var-
ious forms of discrimination that create barriers to education (for their children) documen-
tation for residence permits and legal support.44

It is also hard because of the police. They wait and ask you for your papers …. sometimes you 
have to sleep with them. (Shalati, DRC, 20-07-2015)

Despite these vulnerabilities, selling sex is a viable livelihood strategy for migrant women 
for a number of reasons that include: flexible hours; better rates of pay than other informal 
work; and the lack of any requirement for documentation or formal qualifications. Gould 
and Fick found that most sex workers had entered the industry for reasons of financial 
opportunity and economic need.45 While selling sex was often not their preferred livelihood 
activity, the participants in this research did not consider themselves exploited or coerced 
as suggested by discourses on human trafficking.46 For the participants their trajectories 
into selling sex often began as a response to poor working conditions or their failure to find 
secure employment. They experienced the entanglements of agency and victim-hood, 
opportunities and limitations, and instances of exploitation that did not translate into being 
victims of human trafficking.

I was looking for work so I moved to Hillbrow.47 I found a job in a restaurant but because I didn’t 
have papers they treated me very badly. They didn’t pay me I just got tips. I worked there for one 
year and six months. Then they told me to leave so I started work in another place. I still didn’t 
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have papers so I lost that job. I then worked one month in a pizza place. They didn’t pay me after 
one month. They said I couldn’t do anything without papers. They didn’t care. So that’s when I 
started the prostitution job … [w]hen I did that work there was no one taking my money and 
no one telling me what to do. (Patricia, Zimbabwe, 20-10-2014)

I tried many things …. I did the washing, I looked after this lady’s baby … but the money was 
little and she wanted me there long hours. It was easy to do [sex work] and the money was good. 
Me and my friend we stayed together and she took me there [to a brothel]. We rent the room 
and then we see the clients. There are those who like us … they say that we don’t cheat and we 
can be trusted. That time I was doing well. (Helena, DRC, 7-6-2015)

Participants had not come to South Africa to sell sex and had not been trafficked into 
sexual exploitation. They spoke about trafficking in vague and abstract terms, recounted 
stories they had heard and dissociated themselves from ‘those women’.

There are those who have been made to do this … they have minders and they are not allowed 
to do anything. The men take their passports and they keep them. (Helena, DRC, 07-06-2015)

Ana Marie had heard about women forced into sex work and recounted that:
[T]hey live in these buildings. They can’t go out, they don’t know the language. When you cross 
into … [South Africa] … you face many bad things. You don’t know what will happen and you 
take that risk. But you have to do [it] because you are running away … they [referring to staff at 
a shelter where she initially stayed] say that you have been trafficked … lots of women say this 
… but not for me. (Ana-Marie, DRC, 11-6-2015)

Though the participants did not see themselves as victims of human trafficking, they 
were aware that, after the introduction of the TiP Act (2013), the practice was more frequently 
mentioned, particularly during their encounters with the police.

They used to just say you were a prostitute and all these bad words … things. Now sometimes 
they ask … have you been traffic (sic) … are they going to help me more if I am a trafficking 
person? … I was thinking I should say this but I’m still scared of them [the police]. (Patricia, 
Zimbabwe, 20-10-2014)

The extent of abuse and violence by the police toward sex workers in South Africa has 
been well documented. A recent report by the South African NGO, Sonke Gender Justice 
(2018), outlines experiences of torture, physical violence sometimes leading to long-term 
and permanent injuries, humiliation, and police harassment.48

In a similar vain the participant notes:
They kept us for … long time … in the police van. When they take us we were standing waiting 
for clients … I have this one who come on Tuesdays so I was waiting for him. They police came 
and made us get in the van. After that they keep us long and were saying bad things about us 
and telling us we must pay them R300 each if we want to get out … some of the ladies were 
shouting … one officer he was saying that we make this trafficking thing happen. He said that 
the trafficking is worse because we [are] doing the [sex] work. (Ana-Marie, DRC, 11-6-2015)

In the context of discourses on human trafficking, the violence experienced by migrant 
sex workers as a consequence of the criminalisation of their work is replaced by a concern 
for victims of trafficking. This disjuncture marks the way in which the trafficking discourse 
ignores the complex and multi-layered lives of women who move across borders and choose 
to sell sex. The increasing preoccupation with human trafficking misrepresents the actual 
risks women face and also increases those risks. ‘We are all victims … but they want only 
these trafficking ones’ (Thoko, Zimbabwe, 20-07-2015). Angela described an incident where, 
along with two other women she was picked up by two men in a car and taken to a house 
‘full of men’. She explained how she told the two women to run before she escaped herself 
by jumping out of the bathroom window:
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Then I run really fast and I get to a petrol station and I ask those guys how to get a taxi back to 
Joburg … Then I got back. The next day I saw those girls and their feet were like this (pointed 
at her feet and drew lines to suggest cuts with her finger). They couldn’t walk and they were 
beaten. All bruised and cut. They had walked home all that way … .and they didn’t get paid”. 
(Angela, DRC, 20-11-2014)

Participants recognise the lack of police support and their own lack of access to basic 
rights when they face violence in contrast to the assistance they would receive if they were 
labelled as ‘victims of trafficking’.

No … never, never, never [make a police report]. Do you know what they do? They ask for 
papers, they say we are prostitutes and dirty …. You know if we were trafficking … they help 
… They would say it’s not our fault and give help. But we don’t say this and instead they won’t 
do anything. We are beaten and our feets (sic) cut like this and they don’t care … (Angela, DRC, 
20-11-2014)

The need for women to fit the victim label was evident in the manner in which the staff 
(who deal with human trafficking) at NGOs and a women’s shelter portrayed the women 
they work with and their circumstances.

It is such a good thing [the TiP Act] because it makes it better to catch these ones [the traffickers] 
and stop these ladies being forced … sometimes they [the women] don’t know this is trafficking 
… These women get fooled. They are young and told they can come to Johannesburg for work. 
When they get here there is prostitution and they have no other choices. (…) it is our job to get 
them away and help them see there is something else. It is not good that they do this. (Thuli, 
St Mary’s Women’s Shelter, 10-08-2014)

While the shelter emphasised the need to assist victims of trafficking, at the time of the 
interviews (2014–2015) they had not dealt with any cases of that nature. Thuli’s statement 
echoed the sentiments expressed by many organisations working with ‘vulnerable women’ 
and reflected an anti-trafficking discourse, which draws on a normative sexual conservatism 
combined with the stigma that is attached to sex work in South Africa. The Salvation Army 
in Johannesburg who claim to have a specific focus on human trafficking and who run a 
shelter for victims of the practice noted that: ‘This trafficking is about prostitution … about 
young girls being made to sell their bodies…’ (Salvation Army Major DW, 17-09-2014). In an 
email response to a request for a follow up interview Major DW further noted:

Prostitution exposes people to an environment rife with high levels of abuse and violence. It 
takes advantage of their vulnerabilities and disregards their worth as human beings …. The 
Salvation Army encounters typically have not chosen to get involved in prostitution and cannot 
be considered entrepreneurs. (their emphasis)

Major DW also highlighted the importance of the TiP Act (2013) which helped them to 
strengthen their response to trafficking. ‘There are so many, many of the women and children 
being trafficked … we have to stop this thing’. When asked for figures on the number of 
trafficking victims in their shelter as well as a more in-depth understanding of the kind of 
experiences the victims had faced the Salvation Army stopped responding to requests for 
further information.

As a result of the portrayal of women who sell sex as victims, deviants, or both, organisa-
tions that work with ‘vulnerable’ women adopt the paternalistic role of the ‘rescuer’.49 The 
ideological debate about women’s bodies and in particular the bodies of non-national 
migrant women are set in the context of discourses on human trafficking.50 From this per-
spective, the selling of sex is always a form of exploitation and abuse of women and sex 
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workers are victims or deviants. An employee from an NGO that claims to ‘rescue’ women 
who are in sex work explained:

Even if they say they want to do this … you need to look behind them – see who is pushing … 
who is taking the money … this is not something you want to do. (Jean, 23-08-2014)

The complex realities of vulnerability and violence that are not associated with human 
trafficking are silenced in the quest to ‘simplify reality’ and legitimise common myths about 
trafficking.51

New layers of insecurity

Cross-border migrant sex workers experience state policies and practices as the imposition 
of labels and categories to which they do not relate, that do not acknowledge their everyday 
reality but which create new layers of vulnerability. In this context, and in addition to the 
twin state roles of duty and responsibility, a moral dimension emerges that is equally appli-
cable to the trafficker who exploits the victim and the non-victim whose livelihood is judged 
as immoral, contaminating, threatening, and culturally unacceptable. Morality, state security, 
sovereignty, and the boundaries of belonging merge to create practices which require migra-
tion to be treated in Agamben’s notion of a state of exception; within which individual rights 
are not merely withdrawn or circumscribed but made subservient to the power of the state 
to define those rights.52 The process Agamben describes can be seen in the South African 
government’s recent decision to reject a call by sex worker rights activists and other civil 
society organisations for the decriminalisation of sex work. In 1999, the South African Law 
Reform Commission (SALRC) began an investigation into the need for legislative reform of 
the country’s legal framework around sex work.53 The long-awaited SALRC report, which 
was released in May 2017, recommended either the continuation of complete criminalisation 
of all aspects of sex work or the adoption of partial criminalisation (the ‘Swedish Model’). 
The report also included recommendations for diversion and exit strategies, to ‘lift people 
involved in prostitution out of coercive circumstances and to place them in rehabilitation, 
training, and reintegration’ programmes.54 The report’s language implied that sex workers 
were victims in need of rescue. The approach taken by the SALRC reinforced the general 
polarisations evident in the discourses on sex work and trafficking and justified the lack of 
sex worker rights through the lens of morality, security, and state control. The SALRC report 
reiterated the state’s role as saviour but ignored the ways in which existing criminal laws 
contribute to the levels of violence experienced by sex workers.

Simplistic and conflated ideas about human trafficking, sex work, and women who ‘get 
fooled’ rather than make choices, are useful tools for the trafficking agenda of both NGOs 
and government agencies. The anti-trafficking discourse that dominates discussions on sex 
work and migration fails to acknowledge the complex realities and daily experiences of 
many who sell sex including the participants.

Processes of social exclusion and marginalisation are shaped and reinforced through 
myths and stereotypes, which serve to create anti-foreigner sentiments that can lead to the 
type of xenophobic violence witnessed in South Africa in recent years.55 In response to the 
perceived threat posed by human migration, the past decade has witnessed a growth in 
practices designed to re-assert state control over human transnational mobility. Enhanced 
visa restrictions, low acceptance rates for refugee status, the externalisation of borders, the 
internal policing of borders by citizens, airline carrier sanctions and the deportation of 
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migrants are among the long list of increasingly acceptable restrictive state practices. In the 
face of enhanced border control measures, migrants are called upon to refine their strategies 
for mobility and to engage in practices that are, in themselves, a response to ever more 
restrictive immigration regimes.56 Undocumented migrations and the use of human smug-
glers are two such strategies that involve co-operation and financial assistance from family 
and kin group members and the use of intermediaries to facilitate mobility.

Conclusion

In Southern Africa, as in other parts of the globe, the practice of human trafficking is closely 
linked to issues of human mobility and to the preventative and protective roles of the state. 
Within the SADC region, state and civil society discourses prioritise the need to curb 
cross-border migration in order to protect the state, society at large, and migrants from the 
threat posed by human trafficking. In the South African context, a powerful and morally 
charged humanitarian discourse portrays all migrant sex workers as victims of trafficking 
and justifies restrictive border controls to protect the state and cross-border migrants from 
trafficking and migration itself. As the notion of ‘the threat’ to state and society gains momen-
tum, human migration and its potential consequences begin to represent a state of excep-
tion, in which migrant rights are subordinated in defence of humanitarian governance. This 
process of subordination precludes a focus on the protection of migrant communities, in 
particular those who face multiple vulnerabilities; and the need to acknowledge the state’s 
responsibility to ensure safer patterns of migration and protection for those who cross bor-
ders. In failing to acknowledge women’s complex and differential experiences and needs 
we argue here that, in the South African context, the trafficking discourse creates new and 
additional vulnerabilities for cross-border migrant women who sell sex. The risks of working 
in a criminalised context are heightened when the discourse on human trafficking assumes 
linkages between migration, crime, and victimhood; and when a discourse on sexual 
exploitation conceals the need to decriminalise sex work and to protect the rights of sex 
workers. The agency, experiences, and rights of cross-border migrants and in particular 
migrant women who sell sex, cannot be understood through a humanitarian discourse 
around trafficking or the abrogation of rights by the state. For cross-border migrant women 
who sell sex, the label ‘victim of trafficking’ does not, in all cases, reflect their daily lives but 
the increasing layers of insecurity and vulnerability they are forced to negotiate on a daily 
basis.

Funding

This work was supported by WOTRO [grant number W. 07.04.102]; Life in the City postdoctoral 
Fellowship; the Migration and Health Project Southern Africa (maHp) through the Wellcome Trust 
[grant number WT104868MA].

Notes on contributors

Rebecca Walker is a post-doctoral fellow at the African Centre for Migration and Society at The University 
of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. She completed her PhD in Social Anthropology at the University of 
Edinburgh focuses on the experiences of women affected by violence in Sri Lanka. In South Africa, 
her work looks at the experiences of migrant women living in the inner city looking specifically at the 



12   R. WALKER AND T. GALVIN

intersection of migration, motherhood, and sex work. She also explores the impact of the Trafficking 
in Persons (TiP) Act on the vulnerabilities faced by migrant sex workers. Rebecca has taught on Gender 
and Development and, Ritual and Religion as a sessional lecturer for the department of Anthropology 
at Wits. She currently co-ordinates and teaches the Methods in Forced Migration course, and on the 
Health and Migration course for postgraduates at ACMS. Rebecca’s current research is funded by a 
‘Life in the City’ postdoctoral fellowship from the Wits School of Governance as well as through the 
Migration and Health Project (maHp), Southern Africa at ACMS.

Treasa Galvin has a training and background in Social Anthropology and Sociology. She is currently a 
senior lecturer in the Department of Sociology at the University of Botswana and has previously been 
a lecturer at the University of Zimbabwe and Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland. Her main area of interest is 
in the linkages between ethnic and racial studies and migration. More specifically her research interests 
lie in forced migration and refugee movements, with particular reference to migration patterns within 
Southern Africa and from Southern Africa to Europe and ethnic relations within Southern African 
societies. She has conducted fieldwork on migration in Zimbabwe, Ireland, Botswana and Swaziland 
and is currently engaged in research on migration and healthcare in Botswana; South–South depor-
tation practices; human trafficking in Southern Africa; and the impact of EU membership on Ireland’s 
response to undocumented migrants.

Notes

1.  Galvin et al., “Editorial”; Lobasz, “Beyond Border Security”; Gallagher, “Trafficking.”
2.  Andrijasevic and Mai, “Editorial: Trafficking (in) Representations.”
3.  Chong, “Human Trafficking and Sex Industry”; Parreñas et al., “What is Human Trafficking?”; Bilger 

et al., “Human Smuggling”; Doezema, “Sex Slaves and Discourse”; Neske, “Human Smuggling”; 
Salt and Stein, “Migration as a Business”; Wheaton et al., “Economics of Human Trafficking”; 
Zheng, “Sex trafficking, Human Rights”; Adepoju, “Review of Research and Data”; Andrijasevic, 
“The Difference Borders Make”; Hathaway, “The Human Rights Quagmire”; Fitzgibbon, “Modern-
Day Slavery?”; Cho, “Evaluating Policies”; Sigmon, “Combating Modern-Day Slavery”; Harrington, 
“The Politics of Rescue”; O’Connell Davidson, “Modern Slavery”; Srikantiah, “Perfect Victims”; 
Walker and Oliveira, “Contested Spaces”; Wijers, “Purity, Victimhood and Agency.”

4.  Augustin, “Sex at the Margins”; Bernstein, “Militarised Humanitarianism”; Doezema, “Loose 
Women”; GAATW, “Critical Assessment.”

5.  Andrijasevic and Mai, “Editorial: Trafficking (in) Representations.”
6.  Agamben, “State of Exception.”
7.  Bunke, “Human Trafficking Legislation.”
8.  United Nations, “Protocol to Prevent.”
9.  United Nations, “Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land.”
10.  Weitzer, “Sex Trafficking,” 1.
11.  Certificate number: H140212.
12.  Castles and Davidson, “Citizenship and Belonging.”
13.  Wilhelm-Solomon, “The Limpopo River.”
14.  The South African TiP (2013) legislation came into force in 2015.
15.  Bonthuys, “The 2010 World Cup.”
16.  Gould et al., “Of Nigerians, Albinos, Satanists and Anecdotes.”
17.  Ibid.; Gould and Fick, “Selling Sex.”
18.  Gould and Fick, “Selling Sex.”
19.  Vigneswaran, “Methodological Debates,” 7–8.
20.  Ibid.
21.  See note 17 above.
22.  Africa Check, “Factsheet.”
23.  Aradau, “The Perverse Politics”; Chuang, “United States as Global Sheriff”; Farrell and Fey, “The 

Problem of Human Trafficking.”
24.  Nshimbi and Moyo, “Human Trafficking Legislation.”



THIRD WORLD THEMATICS: A TWQ JOURNAL   13

25.  Doezema, “Sex Slaves”; Chuang, “United States as Global Sheriff.”
26.  Gould, “Countering the ‘scourge’.”
27.  See note 6.
28.  Koser, “Social Networks.”
29.  Nadig, “Human Smuggling, National Security.”
30.  Cole, “The White-Saviour Industrial Complex.”
31.  Liang, “Beyond Parachutes,” 1.
32.  Fassin, “Heart of Humaneness.”
33.  Ibid., 265.
34.  Ibid., 274.
35.  Doezema, “Sex Slaves”; O’Connell Davidson, “Modern Slavery.”
36.  South African Government, “International Migration White Paper.”
37.  See note 8 above.
38.  See note 10 above.
39.  Walker and Huncke, “Sex work.”
40.  UNAIDS, “UNAIDS Guidance Note.”
41.  Richter and Vearey, “Migration and Sex Work”; Walker and Oliveira, “Contested Spaces.”
42.  Weitzer, “Sex Trafficking”; Agustín, “Sex at the Margins”; Jagori, “Migration, Trafficking”; Busza, 

“Sex Work and Migration.”
43.  See note 55 below.
44.  Walker and Oliveira, “Contested Spaces.”
45.  Ibid.
46.  Gould and Fick, “Selling Sex.”
47.  A densely-populated area of inner-city Johannesburg known for its migrant communities.
48.  Evans and Walker, “The Policing of Sex Work.”
49.  Palmary, “Sex, Choice and Exploitation.”
50.  Ibid.
51.  Doezema, “Loose Women.”
52.  See note 6 above.
53.  South African Law Reform Commission, “Project 107.”
54.  Ibid.
55.  Landau, “Exorcising the Demons.”
56.  Tshabalala, “Brokerage Economies.”

References

Andrijasevi, R., and N. Mai. “Editorial: Trafficking (in) Representations: Understanding the Recurring 
Appeal of Victimhood and Slavery in Neoliberal times.” Anti-Trafficking Review 20, no. 7: 1–12 
(Andrijasevic, R., & Mai, N. Eds. Special Issue - Trafficking Representations).

Adepoju, A. “Review of Research and Data on Human Trafficking in Sub-Saharan Africa.” In Data and 
Research on Human Trafficking: A Global Survey, edited by F Laczko and E Gozdziak, 75–98. Geneva: 
International Organization for Migration, 2005.

Africa Check. Factsheet: Understanding Human Trafficking, 2014. http://africacheck.org/factsheets/
factsheetunderstanding-human-trafficking/.

Africa Check, Factsheet: No New Evidence That 30,000 Children are Trafficked into South Africa Each 
Year, 2015. https://africacheck.org/reports/no-evidence-that-30000-children-are-trafficked-each-
year-in-South-africa/.

Agamben, G. State of Exception, Translated by Kevin Attell. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 
2005.

Agustín, L. Sex at the Margins: Migration, Labour Markets and the Rescue Industry. New York: Zed Books, 
2007.

Andrijasevic, R. “The Difference Borders Make: (Il)Legality, Migration and Trafficking in Italy among 
Eastern European Women in Prostitution.” In Uprootings/Regroundings: Questions of Home and 
Migration, edited by S Ahmed, C Castaneda, AM Fortier and M Sheller, 251–272. Oxford: Berg, 2003.

http://africacheck.org/factsheets/factsheetunderstanding-human-trafficking/
http://africacheck.org/factsheets/factsheetunderstanding-human-trafficking/
https://africacheck.org/reports/no-evidence-that-30000-children-are-trafficked-each-year-in-South-africa/
https://africacheck.org/reports/no-evidence-that-30000-children-are-trafficked-each-year-in-South-africa/


14   R. WALKER AND T. GALVIN

Aradau, C. “The Perverse Politics of Four-letter Words: Risk and Pity in the Securitisation of Human 
Trafficking.” Millennium – Journal of International Studies 33, no. 2 (2004): 251–277.

Bernstein, Elizabeth. “Militarized Humanitarianism Meets Carceral Feminism: The Politics of Sex, Rights, 
and Freedom in Contemporary Anti-trafficking Campaigns.” Journal of Women in Culture and Society 
36, no. 1 (2010): 45–71.

Bilger, V., M. Hofmann, and M. Jandl. “Human Smuggling as a Transnational Service Industry: Evidence 
from Austria.” International Migration 44, no. 4 (2006): 59–93.

Bonthuys, E. “The 2010 Football World Cup and the Regulation of Sex Work in South Africa.” Journal of 
Southern African Studies 38, no. 1 (2012): 12–29.

Bunke, T. “Human Trafficking Legislation as a Resource: Contradictory Interpretations of Human 
Trafficking in Zambia.” Journal of Trafficking Organized Crime and Security 2, no. 2 (2016): 113–126.

Busza, J. “Sex Work and Migration: The Dangers of Oversimplification – A Case Study of Vietnamese 
Women in Cambodia.” Health and Human Rights 7, no. 2 (2004): 231–249.

Castle, S., and A. Davidson. Citizenship and Migration: Globalization and the Politics of Belonging. New 
York: Routledge, 2000.

Chapkis, W. “Soft Glove, Punishing Fist: The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000.” In Regulating Sex: 
The Politics of Intimacy and Identity, edited by E Bernstein and L Schaffner. New York: Routledge, 2005.

Cho, S.-Y. “Evaluating Policies against Human Trafficking Worldwide: An Overview and Review of the 
3P Index.” Journal of Human Trafficking 1, no. 1 (2015): 86–99.

Chong, N. G. “Human Trafficking and Sex Industry: Does Ethnicity and Race Matter?” Journal of 
Intercultural Studies 35, no. 2 (2014): 196–213.

Chuang, Janie. “The United States as Global Sheriff: Using Unilateral Sanctions to Combat Human 
Trafficking.” Michigan Journal of International Law 27, no. 2 (2006): 437–494.

Cusick, L., H. Kinnell, B. Brooks-Gordon, and R. Campbell. “Wild Guesses and Conflated Meanings? 
Estimating the Size of the Sex Worker Population in Britain.” Critical Social Policy 29, no. 4 (2009): 
703–719.

Cole, T. “The White-Saviour Industrial Complex.” The Atlantic, 2012. https://www.theatlantic.com/
international/archive/2012/03/the-white-savior-industrial-complex/254843.

Doezema, J. “Loose Women or Lost Women: The Re-emergence of the Myth of White Slavery in 
Contemporary Discourses of Trafficking in Women.” Gender Studies 18, no. 1 (2000): 23–50.

Doezema, J. Sex Slaves and Discourse Masters: The Construction of Trafficking. New York: Zed Books, 2010.
Evans, D., and R. Walker. “The Policing of Sex Work in South Africa: A Research Report on the Human 

Rights Challenges across Two South African Provinces.” A Report for Sonke Gender Justice and SWEAT, 
2018.

Farrell, A., and S. Fey. “The Problem of Human Trafficking in the U.S.: Public Frames and Policy Responses.” 
Journal of Criminal Justice Boston, MA (2009): 617–626.

Fassin, D. “Heart of Humaneness: The Moral Economy of Humanitarian Intervention.” In Contemporary 
States of Emergency: The Politics of Military and Humanitarian Interventions, edited by D. Fassin and 
M. Pandolfi, 269–293. New York: Zone Books, 2010.

Fitzgibbon, K. “Modern-day Slavery?: The Scope of Trafficking in Persons in Africa.” African Security 
Review 12, no. 1 (2003): 81–89.

Galvin, T. R. Walker, and C. Brehns. “Editorial.” Trafficking, Smuggling and Human Labour in Southern Africa 
(Special Issue), 2, no. 2 (2016): 127–140.

Gallagher, A. “Trafficking, Smuggling and Human Rights: Tricks and Treaties.” Forced Migration Review 
12 (2002): 25–28.

Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women, Critical Assessment of the Implementation of Anti–
Trafficking Policy in Bolivia, Colombia and Guatemala Executive summary 2017, 2017. http://
www.gaatw.org/publications/Accountability/Critical_Assessment_of_AT_Legislation_Executive_
Summary_2017.pdf.

Gordon, S. L. “Migrants in a State of Exception: Xenophobia and the Role of the Post-apartheid State.” 
In Contemporary Social Issues in Africa: Cases in Gaborone, Kampala and Durban, edited by MS 
Mapadimeng and S Khan, 45–64. Pretoria: Africa Institute of South Africa, 2011.

Gould, C. “Countering the ‘Scourge’. The Time for Evidence and Reason on Human Trafficking.” SA Crime 
Quarterly 22 (2007): 7–12.

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/the-white-savior-industrial-complex/254843
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/the-white-savior-industrial-complex/254843
http://www.gaatw.org/publications/Accountability/Critical_Assessment_of_AT_Legislation_Executive_Summary_2017.pdf
http://www.gaatw.org/publications/Accountability/Critical_Assessment_of_AT_Legislation_Executive_Summary_2017.pdf
http://www.gaatw.org/publications/Accountability/Critical_Assessment_of_AT_Legislation_Executive_Summary_2017.pdf


THIRD WORLD THEMATICS: A TWQ JOURNAL   15

Gould, C., and N. Fick. Selling Sex in Cape Town: Sex Work and Human Trafficking in a South African City. 
South Africa: Institute for Security Studies, 2008.

Gould, C., M. Richter, and I. Palmary. “Of Nigerians, Albinos, Satanists, and Anecdotes.” South African 
Crime Quarterly 32 (2010): 37–44.

Harrington, C. “The Politics of Rescue.” International Feminist Journal of Politics 7, no. 2 (2005): 175–206.
Hathaway, J. “The Human Rights Quagmire of ‘Human Trafficking’.” Virginia Journal of International Law 

49, no. 1 (2008): 1–59.
Jagori “Migration, Trafficking, and Sites of Work Rights and Vulnerabilities.” In Trafficking and Prostitution 

Reconsidered: New Perspectives on Migration, Sex Work, and Human Rights, edited by K. Kempadoo, 
J. Sanghera and B. Pattanaik. Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2012.

Koser, K. “Social Networks and the Asylum Cycle: The Case of Iranians in the Netherlands.” International 
Migration Review 31, no. 3 (1997): 591–611.

Landau, L. Exorcising the Demons within: Xenophobia, Violence and Statecraft in Contemporary South 
Africa. Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2012.

Liang, J. “Beyond Parachutes and Self-Appointed Saviours: Grounding Campaigns against Human 
Trafficking in Lived Experiences.” Open Democracy – Beyond Trafficking and Slavery, 2017. https://
www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/jamison-liang/beyond-parachutes-and-self-appointed-
saviours-grounding-campaigns-against.

Lobasz, J. “Feminist Approaches to Human Trafficking.” Security Studies 18 (2009): 319–344.
Nadig, A. “Human Smuggling, National Security, and Refugee Protection.” Journal of Refugee Studies 

15, no. 1 (2002): 1–25.
Neske, M. “Human Smuggling to and through Germany.” International Migration 44, no. 4 (2006): 121–

163.
Nshimbi, C., and I. Moyo. “Human Trafficking Legislation in the SADC Region: An Overview.” Journal of 

Trafficking Organized Crime and Security 2, no. 2 (2016): 157–170.
O’Connell Davidson, J. Modern Slavery and the Margins of Freedom. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015.
Palmary, I. “Sex, Choice and Exploitation: Reflections on Anti-trafficking Discourse.” In Gender and 

Migration: Feminist Interventions, edited by E Burman, K Chantle, P Kiguwa and I Palmary. United 
Kingdom: Zed Books, 2010.

Parreñas, R. S., M. C. Hwang, and H. R. Lee. “What is Human Trafficking? A Review Essay.” Signs 37, no. 
4 (2012): 1015–1029.

Richter, M., and J. Vearey. “Migration and Sex Work in South Africa: Key Concerns for Gender and Health.” 
In Gender and Health Handbook, edited by J Gideon. UK: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016.

Salt, J., and J. Stein. “Migration as a Business: The Case of Trafficking.” International Migration 35, no. 4 
(1997): 467–494.

Sigmon, J. N. “Combating Modern-day Slavery: Issues in Identifying and Assisting Victims of Human 
Trafficking Worldwide.” Victims & Offenders 3, no. 2–3 (2008): 245–257.

Srikantiah, J. “Perfect Victims and Real Survivors: The Iconic Victim in Domestic Human Trafficking Law.” 
Boston University Law Review 87, no. 1 (2007): 157–211.

South African Government. International Migration White Paper, 2017. http://www.gov.za/documents/
international-migration-white-paper.

South African Law Reform Commission. Project 107 Sexual Offences Discussion Paper 85, 1999. Accessed 
May 28, 2017. http://salawreform.justice.gov.za/dpapers/dp85.pdf

Tshabalala, X. “Brokerage Economies: Crisis, Cultural Acts, and Contested Subjectivities at the Beitbridge 
Border of South Africa and Zimbabwe.” Journal of Trafficking Organized Crime and Security 2, no. 2 
(2016): 157–170.

United Nations. Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. 
Washington, DC: United Nations, 2000.

United Nations. Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, Supplementing TheUnited 
Nations Convention against Organized Crime. Washington, DC: United Nations, 2000.

Vigneswaran, D. Methodological Debates in Human Rights Research: A Case Study of Human Trafficking 
in South Africa, 2012. http://pubman.mpdl.mpg.de/pubman/faces/viewItemOverviewPage.
jsp?itemId=escidoc:1496008.

https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/jamison-liang/beyond-parachutes-and-self-appointed-saviours-grounding-campaigns-against
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/jamison-liang/beyond-parachutes-and-self-appointed-saviours-grounding-campaigns-against
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery/jamison-liang/beyond-parachutes-and-self-appointed-saviours-grounding-campaigns-against
http://www.gov.za/documents/international-migration-white-paper
http://www.gov.za/documents/international-migration-white-paper
http://salawreform.justice.gov.za/dpapers/dp85.pdf
http://pubman.mpdl.mpg.de/pubman/faces/viewItemOverviewPage.jsp?itemId=escidoc:1496008
http://pubman.mpdl.mpg.de/pubman/faces/viewItemOverviewPage.jsp?itemId=escidoc:1496008


16   R. WALKER AND T. GALVIN

UNAIDS. UNAIDS Guidance Note on HIV and Sex Work. UNAIDS Switzerland, 2012. http://www.unaids.
org/sites/default/files/sub_landing/files/JC2306_UNAIDS-guidance-note-HIV-sex-work_en.pdf.

Walker, R., and A. Huncke. “Sex Work, Human Trafficking and Complex Realities in South Africa.” 
Trafficking, Smuggling and Human Labour in Southern Africa (Special Issue), 2, no. 2 (2016): 127–140.

Walker, R., and E. Oliveira. “Contested Spaces: Exploring the Intersections of Migration, Sex Work and 
Trafficking in South Africa.” Graduate Journal of Social Sciences: Blurred Lines: The Contested Nature 
of Sex Work in a Changing Social Landscape 11, no. 2 (2015): 129–153.

Weitzer, R. “Sex Trafficking and the Sex Industry: The Need for Evidence-Based Theory and Legislation.” 
The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology (1973-) 101, no. 4 (2011): 1337–1369.

Wheaton, E. M., E. J. Schauer, and T. V. Galli. “Economics of Human Trafficking.” International Migration 
48, no. 4 (2010): 114–141.

Wijers, M. “Purity, Victimhood and Agency: Fifteen Years of the UN Trafficking Protocol.” Anti-Trafficking 
Review 4 (2015): 56–79.

Wilhelm- Solomon, M. “The Limpopo River and the Mediterranean Sea: Asylum Seeking and Migration 
Policing in South Africa and Europe.” MaHp News, 2016. http://www.mahpsa.org/2016/02/03/the-
limpopo-river-and-the-mediterranean-sea-asylum-seeking-and-migration-policing-in-south-africa-
and-europe/.

Zheng, T. Sex Trafficking, Human Rights and Social Justice. New York: Routledge, 2010.

http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/sub_landing/files/JC2306_UNAIDS-guidance-note-HIV-sex-work_en.pdf
http://www.unaids.org/sites/default/files/sub_landing/files/JC2306_UNAIDS-guidance-note-HIV-sex-work_en.pdf
http://www.mahpsa.org/2016/02/03/the-limpopo-river-and-the-mediterranean-sea-asylum-seeking-and-migration-policing-in-south-africa-and-europe/
http://www.mahpsa.org/2016/02/03/the-limpopo-river-and-the-mediterranean-sea-asylum-seeking-and-migration-policing-in-south-africa-and-europe/
http://www.mahpsa.org/2016/02/03/the-limpopo-river-and-the-mediterranean-sea-asylum-seeking-and-migration-policing-in-south-africa-and-europe/

	Abstract
	Introduction
	The research
	South Africa’s human trafficking legislation – external pressure, local responses
	The state as humanitarian agent - the emergence of exceptionalism
	Selling sex in South Africa – daily realities
	New layers of insecurity
	Conclusion
	Funding
	Notes on contributors
	Notes
	References



