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Family Portrait

The girls and I circle
the wet-grassed garden to serve
noghl and tea to our mothers,
who titter and swat bugs
on each other’s arms. Yana
slapping the tablah to Milad
singing Rahim, Rahim Ulla
jolts my ears with its sexless
faithfulness. What wrong did I
expect of him all these years?
Later, while our mothers
snore on the living room floor,
we gumshoe past jayenamaz,
pack our lives like limp geese
by the neck and let them dangle
from the window to avoid
looking at the faces
we’re about to lose. Family, to me,
is only the sweat of female secrecy:
Negoor’s body hair sings
to mine as she passes me
the joint, cheeks wistful
with the heaven of Afghan
blow. Finally, Leda explains to us
Foucault: there is no invisible force
to relieve us from ourselves. We are,
after all, going nowhere. And I
agree—then why, whenever
the bathroom reeks of sacred
blood and poultry, do I begin to weep
for a drill to cleave
my forehead so the light
can enter me in shuddering waves? I do
believe in God. I do. But once
Milad establishes that on judgement day
even our mothers will run from us in fear,
I tipple the night’s thick milk
until it swallows me.
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Borders

It is common for sex workers’ rights advocates to argue that sex work is
different from trafficking. This serves as a kind of rhetorical dividing line: it
says, ‘We do not have to talk about this. It is a different category of thing’.
This is not the argument we are going to make. The reality is both more
complex and more important.

Trafficking is a topic that rightly concerns progressives. It speaks to global
inequalities of power, money, and safety. It is legitimate to be sympathetic
to sex workers’ rights perspectives and also have big concerns about
trafficking into the sex industry.

Sex trafficking is often presented as the iteration of human trafficking – to
the extent that the two phrases often seem to mean the same thing. Given
how strong this link is in the public mind, you might be impatient for this
chapter to discuss commercial sex, not borders. However, a major problem
with the way these ideas are lumped together is that trafficking into the sex
industry is, in fact, only one symptom among many in the much larger
process of undocumented migration.* Commercial sex within this context
cannot be properly understood without talking about migration. Exploited
people – working in the sex industry, in car washes, in hotels, or in freezing
cabbage fields in Lincolnshire – are victims of problems that are systemic
and largely originate from the state, rather than from individuals.

However, trafficking is often not clearly defined; people use the same
word but mean different things by it. Focusing just on commercial sex,
some people use trafficking to mean all prostitution, or all migration into
the sex industry. Others mean all migration into the sex industry that
involves help from a third party, even if that third party is not seeking



financial gain (for instance, a friend or a relative). It might cover anyone
who incurs debt in the process of crossing borders without papers, or who
incurs such a debt and pays that debt off through sex work. It might mean
anybody who works for a manager while selling sex – or it might mean all
sex-industry workplaces where abuse occurs, regardless of the migration
status of the workers. It might mean kidnap and rape.

Being specific about what kinds of situations are being discussed helps
make sense of the conversation, even when the speakers disagree about the
problems or the solutions. Trafficking is often presented as an ‘apolitical’
topic about which everyone can agree. As migration academics Bridget
Anderson and Rutvica Andrijasevic write, approaching the topic of
trafficking critically ‘is akin to saying that one endorses slavery or is against
motherhood and apple pie. Trafficking is a theme that is supposed to bring
us all together.’1 But once we drill down to specifics, genuine political
fault-lines are revealed. Everyone does not agree.

Governments, NGOs, and corporations all fund policies and actions
under the heading of ‘anti-trafficking’. UK law defines trafficking as
arranging or facilitating the arrival of another ‘for the purposes of
exploitation’ using force, fraud, coercion, or in exchange for ‘the giving or
receiving of payments’ (i.e., for money).2 Exploitation is defined as
‘slavery, servitude, forced or compulsory labour’, the removal of organs, or
general prostitution offences. This means, for example, that in countries
where brothel-keeping is criminalised, arranging someone’s travel so that
they can work in a brothel becomes a trafficking offence. US law defines
sex trafficking as ‘the recruitment, harbouring, transportation, provision, or
obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act’ – which,
reading closely, we note does not necessarily entail the kinds of harms we
might associate with the term ‘sex trafficking’.3 ‘Harbouring’, after all, can
mean letting a sex worker friend crash at your place for a while. Some
corporations are legally bound to do anti-trafficking work; for example,
auditing for trafficking in their supply chains. Some do additional work –
for example, retailers like Body Shop and AllSaints have launched
awareness-raising campaigns, with a portion of their profit going to anti-
trafficking work. Governments attempt to counter trafficking through
legislation (for example, the UK’s 2015 Modern Slavery Act), as well as
trade deals and diplomacy.*



Broadly, most anti-trafficking NGOs come at the issue from either a
human rights perspective, a carceral-feminist perspective, or a Christian
perspective. Some mix two or more of these perspectives, but these three
strands are the most useful for categorising these organisations’ approaches.
Generally, NGOs that approach the topic from a human rights–based
perspective are doing work that is relatively unglamorous and not usually
headline-grabbing; for example, they may be working on issues around
cobalt mining in the Democratic Republic of Congo, fishing off the coast of
Thailand, or migrant domestic workers in the United States.4 Christian and
carceral-feminist NGOs both tend to focus on trafficking into prostitution.
Typically, their work tends to align around the goal of abolishing
commercial sex through criminal law in order to ‘end sex trafficking’.

Very few ordinary employees in these organisations are wealthy; most
earn average incomes. Some grassroots anti-trafficking campaigners, like
sex worker activists, struggle to earn a living. But, although individual
activists may not feel it, a huge amount of money is poured into anti-
prostitution work done through the prism of anti-trafficking. In 2012, in the
United States alone, the collective budget of thirty-six large anti-
prostitution anti-trafficking organisations (with many smaller organisations
excluded from the calculation) totalled 1.2 billion dollars, while the US
federal government budgets a further $1.2 to $1.5 billion annually for anti-
trafficking efforts.5 The vast majority of this money is spent on
campaigning, as opposed to supporting survivors; in 2014, the United States
had only about one thousand beds available for victims of trafficking.6 (By
contrast, in 2013, the collective budget for the sex workers’ rights
movement for the entire world was 10 million dollars.)7

Monstrosity and Innocence
Carceral feminists hold that if we could abolish prostitution through
criminalising clients and managers, the trafficking of women would end, as
there would be no sex trade to traffic them into. As the deputy prime
minister of Sweden writes, ‘It is very obvious to us that there is a very clear
link between prostitution and trafficking … Without prostitution there
would be no trafficking of women.’8 This perspective also views
prostitution as intrinsically more horrifying than other kinds of work



(including work that is ‘low-status’, exploitative, or low-paid), and as such,
views attempting to abolish prostitution through criminal law as a
worthwhile end in itself. For those who hold these views, defending sex
workers’ rights is akin to defending trafficking.

In these conversations, trafficking becomes a battle between good and
evil, monstrosity and innocence, replete with heavy-handed imagery of
chains, ropes, and cuffs to signify enslavement and descriptors such as
nefarious, wicked, villainous, and iniquitous.9 This ‘evil’ is driven by the
aberrance of commercial sex and by anomalous (and distinctly racialised)
‘bad actors’: the individual villain, the pimp, the trafficker. A police officer
summarises this approach as: ‘we’ll put all these pimps, all these traffickers
in prison … and that’ll solve the problem’.10 Numerous images associated
with modern anti-trafficking campaigns feature a white girl held captive by
a Black man: he is a dark hand over her mouth or a looming, shadowy
figure behind her.11

Fancy-dress ‘pimp costumes’ offer a cartoonishly racist vision of 1970s
Black masculinity, while American law-enforcement unashamedly use
terms such as ‘gorilla pimp’ and link trafficking to rap music.12 There is a
horror-movie entertainment quality to this at times: tourists can go on ‘sex-
trafficking bus tours’ to shudder over locations where they’re told sexual
violence has recently occurred (‘perhaps you are wondering where these
crimes take place’)13 or buy an ‘awareness-raising’ sandwich featuring a
naked woman with her body marked up as if for a butcher.14

Conventionally sexy nude women are depicted wrapped in tape or packed
under plastic, with labels indicating ‘meat’.15

Conversely, the victim is often presented with her ‘girlishness’
emphasised. Young women are styled to look pre-pubescent, in pigtails or
hair ribbons, holding teddy bears. This imagery suggests another key
preoccupation shared by modern and nineteenth-century anti-trafficking
campaigners: innocence. A glance at the names chosen for police operations
and NGOs highlights this: Lost Innocence, Saving Innocence,
Freedom4Innocence, the Protected Innocence Challenge, Innocents at Risk,
Restore Innocence, Rescue Innocence, Innocence for Sale.16

For feminists, this preoccupation with feminine ‘innocence’ should be a
red flag, not least because it speaks to a prurient interest in young women.
Conversely, LGBTQ people, Black people, and deliberate prostitutes are



often left out of the category of innocence, and as a result harm against
people in these groups becomes less legible as harm. For example, a young
Black man may face arrest rather than support; indeed, resources for
runaway and homeless youth (whose realities are rather more complex than
chains and ropes) were not included in the US Congress’s 2015
reauthorisation of the Justice for Victims of Trafficking Act.17 Anti-
trafficking statutes often exclude deliberate prostitutes from the category of
people able to seek redress, as to be a ‘legitimate’ trafficking victim
requires innocence, and a deliberate prostitute, however harmed, cannot
fulfil that requirement.18

There is a huge emphasis on kidnapping and, correspondingly, heroic
rescues. In the wildly popular action film Taken (2008), the daughter of the
hero (played by Liam Neeson) is snatched by Albanian sex traffickers while
on holiday in Paris. Taken typifies many real anti-trafficking campaigns,
presenting trafficking as a context-free evil, a kidnap at random that could
happen to anyone, anywhere. As if to emphasise the links between
Hollywood and policy, the ‘hero’ is literally written into US law – the
HERO Act (which stands for the Human Exploitation Rescue Operations
Act) takes funding from Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to
train US military veterans to fight trafficking.19 (In Taken, Neeson has
daughter-rescuing skills due to his time as a CIA agent.) Visitors to the
website of the Freedom Challenge, an anti-trafficking NGO, are told:

You crawl into bed and wrap yourself in your favorite blanket … You’re alone, sleeping
soundly and dreaming sweetly. Suddenly, a rustling in the next room jolts you awake. You …
tiptoe across the cold floor and crack open the door. A bag is thrown over your head. You’re
carried away.20

A spokeswoman for another organisation told reporters that being ‘stolen
off the street’ at random by human traffickers constituted ‘a very big
possibility’ and warned people to stay in groups to avoid being
kidnapped.21 An anxious mother’s claim that she thought her children were
going to be abducted by traffickers in IKEA was shared more than 100,000
times on social media.22 (All this resonates with nineteenth-century white-
slavery fears; in 1899, a missionary with the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union reported ‘there is a slave trade in this country, and it is
not Black folks at this time, but little white girls – thirteen, fourteen,
sixteen, and seventeen years of age – and they are snatched out of our arms,



and from our Sabbath schools and from our Communion tables’.)23 Slick,
shareable videos depict young girls grabbed by strangers on the street,
vanishing into vans.24

The plot of Taken repeatedly highlights the traffickers’ nationality. After
the film’s success, Neeson had to issue a statement reassuring US parents
that their children could go on school trips to Paris without being snatched
by Albanian trafficking gangs.25 ‘The foreigner’, writes historian Maria
Luddy, has always been ‘an international figure symbolic of the white
slaver.’26

The Role of the Border
People are not, en masse, being snatched off the street. A report from the
UK’s anti-slavery commission notes that cases of kidnap are very unusual,
essentially because it would make little sense to ‘give’ someone the services
of taking them across a border for free, when people are willing to pay up to
thirty thousand pounds to be taken across that same border.27 The vast, vast
majority of people who end up in exploitative situations were seeking to
migrate and have become entrapped in a horrifically exploitative system
because when people migrate without papers they have few to no rights.
Acknowledging that people who end up in exploitative situations wanted to
migrate is not to blame them. It is to say that the solution to their
exploitative situation is to enable them to migrate legally and with rights.
Everything else is at best a distraction (sexy chains! evil villains!) and at
worst, actively worsens the problem by pushing for laws which make it
harder, not easier, to migrate legally and with rights.

You might be thinking that we seem to be talking about people
smuggling rather than people trafficking, and that those two things are
different. People smuggling is when someone pays a smuggler to get them
over a border: in UK law, human trafficking is when someone is transported
for the purposes of forced labour or exploitation using force, fraud, or
coercion. It’s tempting to think of these as separate things, but there is no
bright line between them: they are two iterations of the same system.

Let’s break it down. It is common for people to take on huge debts to
smugglers to cross a border. So far, so good: clearly smuggling. But once
the journey begins, the person seeking to migrate finds that the debt has



grown, or that the work they are expected to undertake upon arrival in order
to pay off the debt is different from what was agreed. Suddenly, the
situation has spiralled out of control and they find themselves trying to
work off the debt, with little hope of ever earning enough to leave.
Smuggling becomes trafficking. The discourse of trafficking largely fails to
help people in this situation, because it paints them as kidnapped and
enchained rather than as trying to migrate. It therefore seeks to ‘rescue’
them by blocking irregular migration routes and sending undocumented
people home— often the very last thing trafficked people want. Although
they might hate their exploitative workplace, their ideal option would be to
stay in their destination country in a different job or with better workplace
conditions; an acceptable option would be to stay in the country under the
current, shit working conditions, but the very worst option would be to be
sent home with their debt still unpaid.

By viewing trafficking as conceptually akin to kidnap, anti-trafficking
activists, NGOs, and governments can sidestep broader questions of safe
migration. If the trafficked person is brought across borders unwillingly,
there is no need to think about the people who will attempt this migration
regardless of its illegality or conclude that the way to make people safer is
to offer them legal migration routes. People smuggling tends to happen to
less vulnerable migrants: those who have the cash to pay a smuggler
upfront or have a family or community already settled in the destination
country. People trafficking tends to happen to more vulnerable migrants:
those who must take on a debt to the smuggler to travel and who have no
community connections in their destination country. Both want to travel,
however, and this is what anti-trafficking conversations largely obscure
with their talk about kidnap and chains.

Our position is that no human being is ‘illegal’. People should have the
right to travel and to cross borders, and to live and work where they wish.
As we wrote in the introduction, border controls are a relatively new
invention – they emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century as part
of colonial logics of racial domination and exclusion. (ICE, the brutal
American immigration enforcement police, was only created in its modern
form in 2003; the previous iteration of it is as recent as the 1930s, an
agency called Immigration and Naturalization Services.) The mass
migrations of the twenty-first century are driven by human-made
catastrophes – climate change, poverty, war – and reproduce the glaring



inequalities from which they emerge. Countries in the global north bear
hugely disproportionate responsibility for climate change, yet
disproportionately close their doors to people fleeing the effects of climate
choas, leaving desperate families to sleep under canvas amid snow at the
edges of Fortress Europe. As migrant-rights organiser Harsha Walia writes,
‘While history is marked by the hybridity of human societies and the desire
for movement, the reality of most of migration today reveals the unequal
relations between rich and poor, between North and South, between
whiteness and its others.’28

A system where everybody could migrate, live, and work legally and in
safety would not be a huge, radical departure; it would simply take
seriously the reality that people are already migrating and working, and that
as a society we should prioritise their safety and rights. Some journalists
and policymakers argue that migration brings down wages. However, the
current system, wherein undocumented people cannot assert their labour
rights and as a result are hugely vulnerable to workplace exploitation,
brings down wages by ensuring that there is a group of workers who bosses
can underpay or otherwise exploit with impunity. Low wages and
workplace exploitation are tackled through worker organising and labour
law – not through attempting to limit migration, which produces
undocumented workers who have no labour rights.

However, instead of starting from the premise of valuing human life, the
countries of the global north enact harsh immigration laws that make it hard
for people from global south countries to migrate. You don’t stop people
wanting or needing to migrate by making it illegal for them to do so, you
just make it more dangerous and difficult, and leave them more vulnerable
to exploitation. Punitive laws may dissuade some from making the journey,
but they guarantee that everyone who does travel is doing so in the worst
possible conditions. Spending billions of dollars on policing borders
actively makes this worse, without addressing the reasons people might
want to migrate – notably, gross inequality between nations, which in large
part is a legacy of colonial – and contemporary – plunder and imperialist
violence.

Thinking about how this plays out in practice may help illustrate the
absurd cruelty of this set of systems. Again, let’s keep commercial sex to
one side for now, because it takes attention away from what is crucial here:



borders make people vulnerable, and that vulnerability is what abusive
people prey upon.

A citizen of France can purchase a French passport for under a hundred
euros. If they then find themselves in Turkey, having a French passport
means that they can purchase a ferry ticket to Greece – in other words, into
the European Union – for less than twenty euros. Because this person can
travel legally, they can travel cheaply, safely, and without the help of a
people smuggler. In contrast, someone in Turkey with Somali travel
documents, attempting to reach friends within the European Union, does
not have the correct documents to take the tourist ferry. This person is likely
to have to pay a smuggler. Because the smuggler is taking on a relatively
high degree of risk – people smuggling is a serious criminal offence! – and
because the person seeking to migrate is desperate to travel, the price point
is high. The person without papers might be charged several thousand euros
to make a similar journey to that of the tourist ferry, but in an unsafe,
overcrowded boat.29

You can see this dynamic in action at the US–Mexico border. In 1994,
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was signed. Two
million Mexican farmers were forced off their land and into destitution
while food prices within Mexico rose. As a result, a quarter of the
population is regularly unable to afford sufficient food to avoid hunger.30

During the same period, the border was increasingly hardened and
militarised, making it more and more difficult for undocumented people to
cross. (In 1992, the US Border Patrol had 3,555 agents on the southern
border; by 2009, it had more than 20,000.)31 Nonetheless, people continue
to try, for the obvious reason that they are seeking to escape hunger and
poverty and to send remittances home to mitigate the poverty of their
families.

The clash between people’s need to migrate and intensifying border
fortifications has predictable outcomes. Migration scholars Nassim Majidi
and Saagarika Dadu-Brown write that intensifying border restrictions
creates ‘new migrant-smuggler relationships’, adding that ‘smugglers will
take advantage of a border closure or restriction to increase prices’.32 Since
the early 1990s, the Border Patrol has recovered the bodies of 6,000 people
on the US side of the border, with as many as double that number thought to
be lying undiscovered in the desert.33 Isabel Garcia, co-chair of a local US



migrants’ rights organisation, says ‘we never thought that we’d be in the
business of helping to identify remains like in a war zone, and here we
are’.34 The US Department of Homeland Security reports that, as the border
hardened, the costs to migrants who hire smugglers significantly increased
– yet the proportion of migrants using the services of smugglers also
increased, from 45 per cent to around 95 per cent.35 Even as the inability to
cross borders legally directly pushes would-be migrants into the arms of
people smugglers, it increases the fees these smugglers can charge. As
ethnologist Samuel Martinez writes, ‘We have known for more than a
decade that higher and longer walls, increased Border Patrol surveillance,
and heightened bureaucratic impediments to immigration have deflected
immigrants into the grip of smugglers.’36 This pattern repeats at borders
around the world. In Nepal, the International Labour Organisation found
that banning women under the age of thirty from emigrating (which aimed
to tackle their exploitation) had instead ‘strengthened unlicensed migration
agents’, increasing the ability of these agents to entrap women in
exploitative situations.37

This interplay is familiar to us in other contexts. When abortion is
criminalised, women seeking abortions turn to back-street abortionists –
some of whom will be altruistic, many of whom will be unscrupulous.38

Although the pro-choice movement obviously decries people who charge
exploitative fees to perform criminalised abortions in unsafe or neglectful
ways, we also recognise that these bad actors are not aberrant villains who
have come out of nowhere.* Instead, the criminalisation of abortion has
directly created the market for unscrupulous abortion providers. Rather than
simply ‘cracking down’, the policy solution that has put them out of
business where it has been implemented is, of course, access to safe, legal,
free abortion services. People living in places like England and Canada who
can access free abortion services do not tend to pay people to perform
dangerous back-alley procedures. Why would they? In the same way,
people who can cross borders legally do not pay someone to smuggle them
across. Like the people who perform illegal abortions, smugglers are not
inexplicable villains; instead, the criminalisation of undocumented
migration has directly created the market for people smuggling.

Many people engaging in undocumented migration agree to repay the
debt that they take on to pay a smuggler through work in their destination



country. This is common sense: people who are driven to migrate to escape
poverty or war cannot normally produce large sums of money up front.
Again, criminalisation directly creates conditions where harm can flourish.
As a smuggler is by definition acting outside the law, and the migrant is
already breaking laws in crossing the border, there is no legal recourse
when the smuggler breaks the agreement or changes the terms. Often this
happens midway through the journey or upon arrival in the destination
country – points in the process where the person has little way of backing
out, and has to accept these new conditions, however unfair.

Even in the best-case scenario, when an undocumented person finds
work that is completely independent from the smuggling networks they
used to cross the border, their lack of legal immigration status means they
are intensely vulnerable to exploitation or other forms of abuse at the hands
of their employer. They have little to no recourse to employment law;
making themselves visible to state authorities as part of attempting to access
justice or redress for workplace abuse will simply lead to their deportation.
The Platform for International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants
(PICUM), an NGO network which defends undocumented people in
Europe, writes,

As undocumented migrants are limited to the informal sector, they often work without an
employment contract meaning they have significant difficulties to prove labour-relations in a
court of law. Even when a contract has been signed, it is usually considered invalid, due to the
irregular status of the worker, and thus unenforceable … Further, if an undocumented worker
reports violence or criminal labour exploitation to the police, they face arrest and deportation,
rather than protection and justice.39

Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX), an NGO that tackles the exploitation
of migrant workers in Europe, notes that ‘fear of immigration authorities is
a major barrier to reporting for undocumented workers … The threat of
reporting to police or immigration authorities is routinely used by
unscrupulous employers to hold workers in abusive situations.’40 FLEX
cites an example of two undocumented men who were forced to work
without pay in a laundromat. Their employer claimed that their pay was
going towards their residence permits; however, ‘the employer never
arranged the promised residence permit, and instead threatened the men
with reporting them to the police if they complained … The two men were
too afraid to disclose their situation to the labour inspectors.’41 Carolina
Gottardo of the Latin American Women’s Rights Service points out that



‘when women are undocumented and employers know about it, they are
very easy prey for very serious manners of labour exploitation’.42 To talk
about this is not to digress from sex trafficking; it is to understand the
broader, state-led systems which produce exploitation for undocumented
people.

Let’s look at another example of this dynamic: a situation where an
employer controls a migrant worker’s visa. Abdul Azad took on debt to
come to the UK on the promise of a well-paid job in a restaurant. Upon
arrival, he discovered he would be working for no pay, in conditions of
absolute squalor in an isolated hotel in the remote countryside. He had not
entered the country illegally, but his visa was dependent upon his employer,
and Azad feared he and the other men trapped at the hotel would be
deported, with their debts unpaid, if they contacted the police. His
employer, he says, would ‘show us copies of our visa on his computer and
say, “Here is your name. I will cancel your sponsorship any time. This is
my power.”’43 Abdul was not wrong to fear this: when his case came to the
attention of the police, his employer was jailed – but Abdul was deported.44

Both the US and UK typically tie domestic workers’ visas to a specific
employer. As a result, a staggering 80 per cent of migrant domestic workers
entering the US find that they have been deceived about their contract, and
78 per cent have had employers threaten them with deportation if they
complain.45 In the UK, these ‘tied visas’ were only introduced – by Prime
Minister Theresa May, who was home secretary at the time – in 2012, so it
is possible to see their effect very clearly. Migrant domestic workers who
entered the UK after 2012 on a tied visa are twice as likely to be physically
abused by their employers as those who arrived on a visa that gave them the
right to change employers.46 Compared to migrant domestic workers on the
previous, more flexible form of visa, those on tied visas are substantially
more likely to be underpaid, assaulted, and overworked, to be expected to
sleep on the floor, and to have their passports confiscated by their
employers.47 Punitive immigration law produces harm.

However, much mainstream trafficking discourse characterises the abuse
of migrants and people selling sex as the work of individual bad actors,
external to and independent of state actions and political choices.
Sometimes this discourse works not only to obscure the role of the state but
to absolve it. One feminist commentator, for example, writes of the sex



trade that ‘criminalisation doesn’t rape and beat women. Men do’.48 From
this, we might conclude that changing the law is pointless because, what
makes women vulnerable is simply men. This may feel true for women who
do not have to contend with immigration law, police, or the constant fear of
deportation, but we can see from the results of tied visas that the legal
context – including migration law – is heavily implicated in producing
vulnerability and harm.

For undocumented migrant workers looking to challenge bad workplace
conditions, penalties do not stop at deportation; instead, these workers face
criminalisation if they are discovered. In the UK, someone convicted of
‘illegal working’ can face up to fifty-one weeks in prison, an unlimited fine,
and the prospect of their earnings being confiscated as the ‘proceeds of
crime’.49 This increases undocumented people’s justified fear of state
authorities and makes them even less able to report labour abuses. Such
laws therefore heighten their vulnerability and directly push them into
exploitative working environments, thereby creating a supply of highly
vulnerable, ripe-for-abuse workers. Increasingly, border enforcement is
infiltrating new areas of civic life. Landlords are now expected to check
tenants’ immigration status before renting to them; proposals have been
floated to freeze or close the bank accounts of undocumented people, and a
documentation check was introduced in England when accessing both
healthcare and education, as part of an explicit ‘hostile environment’ policy
(although both have been challenged by migrants’ rights organisers,
including in court). The UK devotes far more resources to policing
migration than it does to preventing the exploitation of workers. Researcher
Bridget Anderson notes that ‘the [National Minimum Wage] had 93
compliance officers in 2009 and the Gangmasters Licensing Authority
[which works to protect vulnerable and exploited workers] had 25
inspectors … The proposed number of UK Border Agency Staff for Local
Immigration teams … is 7,500.’50

This is the context in which commercial sex frequently occurs.
Undocumented or insecurely documented people are enmeshed within a
punitive, state-enforced infrastructure of deportability, disposability, and
precarity. Any work they do – whether it is at a restaurant, construction site,
cannabis farm, nail bar, or brothel – carries a risk of being detained, jailed,
or deported. In any work they do, they will be unable to assert labour rights.
Even renting a home or accessing healthcare can be difficult. All this makes



undocumented people more dependent on those who can help them – such
as the people they paid to helped them cross the border, or an unscrupulous
employer. It should therefore be no surprise that some undocumented
migrants are pushed into sex work by those they rely on, or that some enter
into it even if the working conditions are exploitative or abusive.

The experiences of a Thai woman working in the UK illustrate-some of
these complexities. She speaks of her high debt to get into the country and
the bad working conditions and low pay she encountered in restaurant
work, but also the higher pay she gets from sex work now that she has no
debt to repay:

I came to work in England because there is no money in Thailand … To come here so I made
a contract with people, I had to give them back £22,000 … I used to work and live in the same
flat [a brothel], twenty-four hours a day, with three other Thai girls. We used to give her [the
smuggler] all the money, except £200 to send to our families, but she did not take care of us
… we only had one egg per day to eat and she put washing-up liquid in the shampoo bottle. I
paid up in eight months and was free. I work here [in a brothel] and in a restaurant now. The
restaurant is better because it’s got good reputation. Whereas here it’s good money but bad
reputation. Now I am okay, but I am only scared that immigration could come here and make
me go back to Thailand.51

A Brazilian woman explains to the same researchers that if she had legal
immigration status, she would do a different job than sex work: ‘I decided
to come to the UK because a girl I was working with in Spain took me here
… She was Brazilian as well. She had told me that the UK was better for
work and I needed money … If I was legal I would look for another job.’52

Another migrant woman, who had also previously worked in Spain, notes
that even decriminalising sex work does not make undocumented workers
safe from the state: ‘I felt more secure in Spain. I guess the only way would
be to make it legal … to work in brothels, but then that would not be
enough because I could not be working there as I have no papers.’53

The constraints of immigration law come up again and again. One
woman tells researchers, ‘It is so difficult for Thai people to get a visa for
the UK, why? If you want to come here to work you need to use these
systems and people and it is very dangerous.’54 Another adds: ‘It is very
bad, the girls want to go abroad and have a better life, but these people
make money out of them, and on the other hand it’s the only way to come!
… The Home Office should give more visas. It’s difficult here if you are
illegal!’55 Nick Mai, who conducted the research, writes,



There is a direct correlation between the degree of difficulty in obtaining and maintaining
documentation and the vulnerability of interviewees to exploitation, whether they work in the
sex or in other industries … Immigration status is the most important single factor
engendering migrant workers’ vulnerability to exploitation in the UK sex industry. [emphasis
ours]56

However, the way trafficking is discussed allows exploitation to be
presented as unrelated to this system. For example, in 2018, news agencies
reported that German police had ‘smashed’ an organisation that was
trafficking Thai women into German brothels.57 In response, one anti-
prostitution feminist in the UK noted, ‘this is the problem with legalising
prostitution. Demand outstrips willing supply, and so you get trafficking.’58

The Thai media reported that the women in question had been intending to
migrate and had been aware that they were going to be selling sex upon
arrival. They had paid to be smuggled into Germany, and had been deceived
as to their remuneration and the conditions in which they would be
working.59 In the aftermath of the raid, the German authorities were
weighing up the possibility of prosecuting these exploited undocumented
people for working without the correct visa.60

To locate the problem in the existence of prostitution, as the UK feminist
commentator seems to, renders invisible the material things that made them
vulnerable to harm. Europe’s border regime meant they had to pay
exploitative people huge sums of money in order to be smuggled in, and
that once in, they had zero access to labour rights as their discovery by the
state risked them being prosecuted. These two factors combined to produce
a situation wherein they could be horribly exploited by their employers.
None of this is to downplay what happened to them – instead, it is to
highlight the inadequacy of a carceral ‘anti-trafficking’ response to their
situation. Such an approach actively obscures the role of the border in
producing the harms they suffered, and compounds these harms by
rendering it prosaic that they face deportation and potential prosecution.
Indeed, it is striking that although the spectre of commercial sex attracted
attention to this case among the UK commentariat, the idea that this was an
anti-trafficking raid – and therefore simply a ‘good thing’ – foreclosed any
interest in what happened to these people after their discovery by the state.
Their potential prosecution – and inevitable deportation – become
unremarkable and unremarked upon. As Nandita Sharma writes,



Anti-trafficking policies do a great disservice to migrating people, especially the most
vulnerable. By diverting our attention away from the practices of nation-states … they channel
our energies to support a law-and-order agenda of ‘getting tough’ with ‘traffickers’. In this
way, anti-trafficking measures are ideological: they render the plethora of immigration and
border controls as unproblematic and place them outside of the bounds of politics. [emphasis
ours]61

Instead of locating exploitation within the state systems that push migrants
into debt and force them to work in the grey economy with no workplace
protections, anti-trafficking ideology locates exploitation in the figure of the
villain. In Houston, Texas, one anti-trafficking organisation set up a
‘museum of modern-day slavery’. In it they displayed a shackle dating from
chattel slavery in North America, next to a high-heeled shoe. The shoe was
titled ‘A Modern-Day Shackle’, and the caption reads:

This shoe was found after [a] … cantina known as Las Palmas was raided by law
enforcement. Women are forced to wear clothing like this shoe to attract business. This type of
clothing marks them as business property and is considered a modern-day shackle.62

The shoe is an ordinary high-heeled shoe of the sort that you can buy on
any high street. For anybody to claim that it is ‘considered a modern-day
shackle’ is an absurdly overheated fantasy. Comparing it to an actual
shackle trivialises the real history of chattel slavery, a history which, as
racial justice organiser Robyn Maynard writes, remains ‘a living, breathing
horror for anybody … with Black skin in the Americas’.63 This fantasy also
obscures something real, which is that a woman kicked these shoes off in
order to run from the cops.

As the caption notes, these shoes were found after a cantina was ‘raided
by law enforcement’. In choosing to see an ordinary shoe as a ‘shackle’
rather than identifying the key problem as criminalisation and the police,
anti-trafficking activists misdirect attention away from the structures of the
state and onto a fictional, shackle-wielding monster.

White Guilt and the ‘New Slave Trade’
Trafficking anxieties have always been deeply tied to white nationalism.
White women’s bodies – threatened by prostitution – come to stand in for
the body politic of the nation, threatened by immigration. This is clearly
legible in late-nineteenth-century concerns over ‘white slavery’, a panic that



overtook Britain and the US in which campaigners thought that young
white women were being lured into forced prostitution by Black and Jewish
men. This panic was driven by the rapid growth of cities, women’s
increasing migration to cities as workers outside the home, and fears around
women’s economic independence, which combined with white-supremacist
fears over ‘race mixing’ to create the conditions for a racist panic.

Academic Jo Doezema writes that the image of the white slave ‘in her
ruined innocence’ represented ‘the real and imagined loss of American rural
innocence’.64 Writing in 1909, the social worker and activist Jane Addams
declared that ‘never before in civilisation have such numbers of girls been
suddenly released from the protection of the home and permitted to walk
unattended upon the city streets and to work under alien roofs’.65 Historians
note that journalists’ breathless reportage of white slavery ‘provided
virtually pornographic entertainment to the reading audience’.66 It was amid
this obviously racist freak-out over swarthy men luring white innocents to
their ruin that one of the first recognisably modern US anti-trafficking laws,
the 1905 Mann Act, passed. The bill, which was ostensibly against forced
prostitution, criminalised Black men in romantic relationships with white
women.67 In the UK, white-slavery legislation passed between 1885 and
1912 ‘created provisions to monitor and restrict the migration of women’.68

Little surprise, then, given these origins, that anti-trafficking policies are
primarily either anti-migration policies, or anti-prostitution policies. Neither
helps undocumented people, and both harm migrant sex workers, who are
doubly in the crosshairs and disproportionately criminalised and deported.
Abhijit Dasgupta of ActionAid Asia remarks that:

anti-trafficking measures were being used internationally to prevent the migration of people,
especially women who are driven by poverty and globalisation to move country. Governments
claim that millions of women are being trafficked by a billion-dollar sex industry, but the
UNHCR [United Nations High Commission on Refugees] and others have pointed out that
because of tightening immigration controls, paying an agent is often the only way to
migrate.69

Although racist panic about migration is never far from the surface of
politics in countries that perpetrated and continue to benefit from
colonialism, the last twenty-five years have seen an uptick in these
anxieties. Campaigners often deliberately heighten this racism; for example,
depictions of ‘hordes at the border’ featured prominently in the 2016



‘Brexit’ referendum on Britain leaving the European Union.70 In 2017, a
Conservative election strategist tweeted: ‘I was in [the] 2005 Tory
campaign – we worked assiduously to ramp up anti-immigrant feeling. And
from [then–Labour Party leader Gordon] Brown on nobody challenged lies
that immigrants took jobs, were here on benefits.’71 That same year, Sarah
Champion, the Labour Party’s then shadow Secretary of State for Women
and Equalities, wrote, ‘Britain has a problem with British Pakistani men
raping and exploiting white girls. There, I said it. Does that make me a
racist or am I just prepared to call out this horrifying problem for what it
is?’72 Indeed, it is possible to trace these growing xenophobic and racist
anxieties not just in phrases, tabloid headlines, and election strategies but in
concrete and barbed wire. As geographer Reece Jones writes, ‘as late as
1990, only fifteen countries had walls or fences on their borders. At the
beginning of 2016, almost seventy did.’73

The history of the transatlantic slave trade and chattel slavery looms
large in contemporary trafficking conversations – often in the form of
claims, subtle or not, that modern trafficking is worse than chattel slavery.
Politicians and police officers meet to tell each other that ‘there are more
slaves now than at any previous point in human history’; a UK former
government minister insists that ‘we are facing a new slave trade, whose
victims are tortured, terrified East European girls rather than Africans’.74

Matteo Renzi, then prime minister of Italy, wrote in 2015 that ‘human
traffickers are the slave traders of the twenty-first century’.75 The Vatican
claimed that ‘modern slavery’, specifically prostitution, is ‘worse than the
slavery of those … who were taken from Africa’.76 A senior British police
officer remarked that ‘the cotton plantations and sugar plantations of the
eighteenth and nineteenth century … wouldn’t be as bad as what some
victims [today] go through’.77

A 2012 anti-trafficking ‘documentary’ that was screened for politicians
and policymakers around the world, including in Washington, London,
Edinburgh, and at the UN buildings in New York, proclaims: ‘In 1809 the
cost of a slave was thirty thousand dollars. In 2009, the cost of a slave is
ninety dollars.’78 White people co-opting the history of chattel slavery as
rhetoric is grim, not least because the term slavery names a specific legal
institution created, enforced and protected by the state, which is nowhere
near synonymous with contemporary ideas of trafficking. Indeed, the direct



modern descendant of chattel slavery in the US is not prostitution but the
prison system. Slavery was not abolished but explicitly retained in the US
Constitution as punishment for crime in the Thirteenth Amendment of the
Bill of Rights, which states that ‘neither slavery nor involuntary servitude,
except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly
convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their
jurisdiction’ (emphasis ours).79

The Thirteenth Amendment isn’t just a vestigial hangover. In 2016, the
Incarcerated Workers Organizing Committee released a statement
condemning inmates’ treatment in the prison work system:

Overseers watch over our every move, and if we do not perform our appointed tasks to their
liking, we are punished. They may have replaced the whip with pepper spray, but many of the
other torments remain: isolation, restraint positions, stripping off our clothes and investigating
our bodies as though we are animals.80

There are more Black men in the US prison system now than were enslaved
in 1850.81 Seeking to ‘end slavery’ through increased policing and
incarceration is a bitterly ironic proposition.

White people in Britain and North America have been very successful at
ducking any real reckoning with the legacies of the slave trade. Historian
Nick Draper writes, ‘We privilege abolition … If you say to somebody ‘tell
me about Britain and slavery’, the instinctive response of most people is
Wilberforce and abolition. Those 200 years of slavery beforehand have
been elided – we just haven’t wanted to think about it.’82 By rhetorically
intertwining modern trafficking with chattel slavery, governments and
campaigners have been able to hide punitive policies targeting irregular
migration behind seemingly uncomplicated righteous outrage.

Men of colour become ‘modern enslavers’ who deserve prosecution or
worse. Their ‘human cargo’, figured as being transported against their will,
are owed nothing more than ‘humanitarian return’, and the racist trope of
border invasion is given a progressive sheen through collective shared
horror at the villainy of the perpetrators. Meanwhile, in crackdowns and
deportations, European governments position themselves as re-enacting and
re-writing the history of anti-slavery movements to make themselves both
victims and heroes. Of course, these actions by European governments do
harm. For example, their policy of confiscating or destroying smuggling
boats has not ‘rescued’ anyone, only induced smugglers to send migrants in



less valuable – and less seaworthy – boats, leading to many more deaths.83

This policy continued for years, despite clear evidence that it was causing
deaths.84 But, faced with twenty-first century ‘enslavers’, there is little need
for white reflection. Instead, Renzi later wrote that European nations ‘need
to free ourselves from a sense of guilt’ and reject any notion of a ‘moral
duty’ to welcome arrivals.85 At the time of writing, the Italian government’s
‘solution’ to the migrant crisis is to pay for migrants to be incarcerated,
stranded in dangerous, disease-ridden detention centres in Libya.86 As
Robyn Maynard writes,

By hijacking the terminology of slavery, even widely referring to themselves as ‘abolitionists’,
anti–sex work campaigners … in pushing for criminalization … are often undermining those
most harmed by the legacy of slavery. As Black persons across the Americas are literally
fighting for our lives, it is urgent to examine the actions and goals of any mostly white and
conservative movement who [claim] to be the rightful inheritors of an ‘anti-slavery’ mission
which aims to abolish prostitution but both ignores and indirectly facilitates brutalities waged
against Black communities.87

What does the fight to save people from ‘modern slavery’ look like on the
ground? In 2017, police in North Yorkshire told journalists that they were
fighting to rescue ‘sex slaves’ and asked members of the public to call in
with tips, adding that the ‘sex slaves’ themselves ‘are prepared to do it [sell
sex], they believe there is nothing wrong in it … We have just got to …
educate them that they are victims of human trafficking.’88 It seems fairly
obvious that women who are ‘prepared to do it’ and ‘believe there is
nothing wrong with it’ will not particularly benefit from being ‘educated’
about the fact that they are victims of trafficking – which in England and
Wales means a forty-five-day ‘respite period’ (frequently disregarded)
followed by a ‘humanitarian’ deportation.*

In 2012, Alaska passed a law which essentially redefined prostitution as
‘sex trafficking’. The only two people charged in the law’s first two years of
the law were sex workers ‘caught in ordinary prostitution stings’. One ‘was
charged with sex trafficking herself when the state alleged that she
“instituted or aided” in her own prostitution’. In the other case, ‘a woman
was charged with multiple counts of felony sex trafficking … for sharing
space with other sex workers when she booked a duo [threesome] for
herself and another worker with a police officer’ who was posing as a
client. After five years, the Alaskan state had not charged or convicted
anyone with coercion, deception, or force relating to trafficking; the law



had only been used against sex workers, their family members, and their
landlords.89

In 2016, Irish police arrested four Romanian sex workers. Police claimed
that the women had been trafficked but prosecuted them for brothel-keeping
regardless – a ‘crime’ which simply entails sharing a flat, as sex workers
often do for safety. The women stated in court that they were selling sex in
order to send money home to their families in Romania. The police
commented that ‘they are four little girls and they made full admissions that
they were providing sexual services to a large number of men’ (emphasis
ours).90 Their ages ranged from twenty-one to thirty. The police added,
‘They were paying €700 rent to a greedy landlord for an apartment that they
should have been paying €350 for. So, they were being used and abused by
a lot of people.’ The police took €5,000 from the women, and the court
fined them another €200 each.91 It is hard to see how taking all this money
tackles the harm of an overpriced flat, and easy to imagine that these
women might have preferred working in their apparently overpriced flat to
being raided, being prosecuted, and having their cash taken as an ‘anti-
trafficking’ initiative.

Anti-trafficking policing looks like border policing. In Canada, a 2015
human-trafficking raid on massage parlours led to eleven women being
deported.92 One migrant sex worker named Mi spent two months in a
Canadian detention centre. ‘They took away my phone and didn’t allow me
to contact my friends and family. [They] did not allow me to leave, as they
said they had to protect me. They thought my friends and clients were bad
people and dangerous for me. They did not allow my friends to be a
bondsperson to get me out of those chains.’ After Mi was deported,
Canadian Immigration officials refused to return the $10,000 they’d taken
from her, which included savings she’d brought with her when she moved
to Canada.

Fanny, another migrant who was detained for eight days, said, of her
arrest, ‘it was very clear that [the police] were only looking for us as non-
white workers. There were other women working in the same hotel who
were white, and the police didn’t bother them or even talk to them at all.’93

In October 2016, London police raided a series of massage parlours in
Soho and Chinatown and arrested seventeen women on immigration
charges.94 In the northern UK town of Bolton, a ‘crackdown on human



trafficking and modern slavery’ found two Romanian women who
described themselves as sex workers. A local journalist writes that
‘immigration officers served both women with papers instructing them to
get a legitimate job … within 30 days or else risk arrest and possible
deportation’. Meanwhile, the police forced the women’s landlord to evict
them.95 In Northern Ireland, two asylum seekers – both homeless, one
seventeen years old – were prosecuted for human-trafficking offences for
the crime of smuggling themselves into Northern Ireland on false
documents.96

Michael Dottridge, the former head of Anti-Slavery International, writes
that on several occasions he has heard UK government ministers suggest
that the police should destroy the basic shelters that migrant people are
living in at the French-British border of Calais, the site of a large refugee
camp, as a way to ‘stop trafficking’.97 Police Scotland put out a press
release noting that they had refused entry at the border to more than a
hundred people as part of their anti-trafficking work – offering as an
example a Romanian woman who ‘had previously worked as a prostitute in
Glasgow’. The BBC reports, ‘She was refused admission at Glasgow in
May 2017, then again in Liverpool in July 2017 and was encountered
recently at Belfast docks attempting to get to Scotland. She was removed to
Romania.’98 The same report describes another Romanian woman refused
entry at the border because she was known to the police to be a sex worker.
The police knew she was a sex worker because of an incredibly traumatic
event. When she had previously worked in Scotland, she and another
worker were held hostage in a flat in Falkirk by a client with a knife; they
both were raped and the other woman, Luciana, was killed. On this basis,
immigration police detained her at the border and deported her while
claiming a humanitarian anti-trafficking mantle.99 There are more examples
of cases like this than could fit into one book.

At borders all over the world, sex workers are treated as both villain and
victims. Homeland Security officially ban anyone who has sold sex in the
previous ten years from entry into the United States, along with spies,
Nazis, and terrorists.100 The border to the United States is a No Man’s Land
– and people detained at a Port of Entry have few rights. No warrant, or
even reasonable suspicion, is legally required for agents to demand



passwords and search through electronic devices like phones or laptops, or
even to clone all the data they find.

Sex workers attempting entry into the US for any reason can be
questioned and detained for hours or days before being sent back. The
numbers of people affected by this have risen significantly since the start of
Trump’s presidency. Many in our community – including personal friends –
have spoken to the trauma of been stopped at customs and put through
twelve-to-forty-eight-hour ordeals in which they were denied food, rest or
medication. They were often handcuffed or shackled to chairs, including in
public areas of airports, where immigration enforcement agents subjected
them to the humiliation of excessive frisking and invasive bodily searches,
and deliberately withheld sanitary products. No filming or recording of
border agents is allowed, and many of them use illegal tactics to force sex
workers to sign an admission of guilt banning them from the United States
for ten years.*

In the era of the War on Trafficking, the hypocrisy is galling. While their
agents taunt sex workers with screenshots of escort sites and naked photos
during interrogations, US Customs and Border Protection condemn the
‘heinous’ crime of sex trafficking on their website, and advertise job
vacancies that smugly proclaim the ‘vitality and magnitude’ of their
‘mission’ to secure the nation from threats like human traffickers.101 US
lawmakers say equally poetic things about the tragedy of sex trafficking –
and how appalling it is that the human rights of prostituted people are so
violated – but do nothing to overturn the travel ban that meant current and
former sex workers couldn’t attend the 2012 International Aids Conference
in Washington, D.C. to do valuable human rights work. Nor do they act to
change these harrowing and traumatising experiences that sex workers are
subjected to at the US border. Instead, they produce the ‘Fight Online Sex
Trafficking’ Act and the ‘Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers’ Act (known
together as FOSTA-SESTA), laws which claim to create safety – while in
fact decimating the internet spaces that help sex workers protect themselves
from rapists or earn what they need to keep a roof over their head.

This cruelty is not an accident. The UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons is not a human rights document – it is a
descendant of the Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime.102

As such, it is concerned with criminalisation, not healing (or even harm
reduction) for marginalised people. As Dottridge notes, the only measures



that are obligatory for all states to uphold are those linked to law
enforcement. Protection measures, in contrast, are weak and optional.103

The protocol merely suggests that states consider adopting ‘measures that
permit victims of trafficking in persons to remain in its territory,
temporarily or permanently, in appropriate cases’.104 It is much firmer on
the ‘repatriation’ of victims, ‘without undue or unreasonable delay’, and
firmer still on strengthening border control, instructing signatory countries
that they ‘shall strengthen … such border controls as may be necessary to
prevent and detect trafficking in persons’.105

None of this has gone unnoticed by the far right, with tabloid
newspapers and white supremacists deploying the language of human
trafficking as part of campaigns to ‘turn back the boats’. One Canadian
white nationalist travelled to Italy in 2017 to join a French far-right group’s
‘direct action’ against arriving migrants, brandishing a banner reading ‘NO
WAY for human trafficking’.106 British columnist Katie Hopkins praised an
openly fascist youth organisation for ‘shining a light on NGO people
traffickers’.107 Although unsubtly expressed, these far-right views have a
huge amount in common with more mainstream and even feminist
conceptions of human trafficking. The head of Frontex, the European
border agency, has also claimed that NGO rescues in the Mediterranean
were facilitating traffickers.108 (Indeed, aid workers across Europe are
increasingly facing prosecution under anti-trafficking laws for helping
people migrate.)109 Feminist anti-prostitution campaigners sometimes share
hard-right reportage of sexual violence supposedly committed by refugees
in Europe, with one such campaigner commenting that European countries
should ‘take in the women and children, but leave the nasty men home’.110

Alice Schwarzer, a prominent German anti-prostitution feminist, draws
extensively on the racialised figures of ‘pimps and traffickers’, linking
migrant men of colour to sexual violence.111 (Schwarzer uncritically
recounts a police officer telling her that ‘70 to 80 per cent of all the rapes in
Cologne [are committed by] Turks’.)112 When sex workers organise against
deportations, we are told – by those with ostensibly progressive politics –
that they ‘should be deported if [they have] no right to be in the country.
Such women are being trafficked into [the] country. Do you support
that?’113



Hard-right politicians are keen to enact anti-trafficking agendas. US
President Donald Trump has described human trafficking as an
‘epidemic’,114 while Theresa May is positioning the 2015 Modern Slavery
Act (passed while she was home secretary) as central to her image and
legacy.115 Uncritical use of the term trafficking is doing the ideological
work required for these contradictions to ‘make sense’; it hides how anti-
migrant policies produce the harm that we call trafficking, enabling anti-
migrant politicians to posture as anti-trafficking heroes even as they enact
their anti-migrant policies.

Where Next?
It should be no surprise that carceral feminists and sex working feminists
have such difficulty even discussing this topic. We disagree not only on the
solution but on the problem: for carceral feminists, the problem is
commercial sex, which produces trafficking; for us, the problem is borders,
which produces people who have few to no rights as they travel and work.
The solutions we propose are equally divergent. Carceral feminists want to
tackle commercial sex through criminal law, giving more power to the
police. For sex workers, the solution includes dismantling immigration
enforcement and the militarised border regimes that push undocumented
people into the shadows and shut off their access to safety or justice – in
other words, taking power away from the police and giving it to migrants
and to workers.

However, we also want to gently criticise the sex workers’ rights
movement. A common refrain among people who advocate for sex
workers’ rights is that sex work and trafficking are completely different
phenomena that should under no circumstances be conflated. It is easy to
understand why: all across the world, the total criminalisation of
prostitution is advocated for – or enacted – on the basis that it is ‘tackling
trafficking’: arrests of sex workers’ colleagues, partners, landlords, and
managers are ‘justified’ on the basis that they are perpetrators; arrests of sex
workers are ‘justified’ on the basis that they constitute rescue. Our
movement is desperate to convince the public and the media that these
arrests are not legitimate – and rather than problematising the framework of
trafficking (which has taken us several thousand words!), they reach for the



idea of the category error. They say that ‘sex work is not trafficking’,
meaning, ‘these crackdowns are not legitimate’. When possible, we need to
be pointing more clearly to the border as the problem. Otherwise the effect
can be to disavow those working in exploitative or abusive conditions – to
say, ‘these issues are not our issues; these people are not the concern of our
movement’. It places them outside the remit of ‘sex workers’ rights’. It
implicitly accepts carceral ‘raid-and-rescue’ approaches, so long as the
target is ‘right’.

To say that ‘sex work is not trafficking’ mirrors the error of carceral anti-
trafficking campaigners by positioning trafficking as an inexplicable evil,
shorn of the crucial context of the conditions of migration and the impact of
immigration enforcement on the labour rights and safety of migrants. To
assert simply that sex work and trafficking are completely different is to
defend only documented sex workers who are not experiencing exploitation
but say nothing about those exploited at the intersection of migration and
the sex industry. As a slogan, ‘sex work is not trafficking’ suggests that the
current mode of anti-trafficking policy is broadly correct and merely – on
occasion – misfires. In fact, of course, carceral anti-trafficking policy is not
misfiring: like the global prison industrial complex, of which it forms a
part, it is a system which is working in the way it is supposed to be. As the
Migrant Sex Work Project writes, ‘it is an intentional and effective
system.’116 Immigration and border control are crucial to maintaining the
exploitation of workers and resources in the global south, and to
maintaining an exploitable pool of undocumented and insecurely
documented workers in the global north, while border policing and the
incarceration of migrants funnel huge sums back and forth between
corporations and governments.

Fundamentally, the claim that sex work and trafficking are different
operates as a way of refusing to talk about ‘trafficking’, since such
conversations are often used to attack us when we organise; people reach
for any easy way to shut the topic down. But sex workers should start
welcoming such discussions. They are an opportunity to talk about how
border enforcement makes people more vulnerable to exploitation and
violence as they seek to migrate – an analysis which should be central to
sex workers’ rights activism.

State borders and the architecture of coercion that surrounds them can
now seem so natural it is difficult to imagine the world without them.



People who migrate without papers are, after all, ‘breaking the law’,
implying that punitive state action against them – such as incarceration and
deportation – is legitimate. This is, in part, why we historicised border
controls in the introduction: to recount the recent history of borders is to see
that they are not natural or inevitable. It is beyond the scope of this book to
fully detail a migration policy centred on human rights and safety of all
people who seek to migrate. It should be clear, however, that attempts to
limit migration are producing horrific harms, from exploitation and abuse in
workplaces, to deaths at sea and in deserts. The wealth of a handful of the
world’s richest people would, if fairly re-distributed, be more than enough
to ensure that everybody who needs to travel – and everybody who does not
– could live in safety and dignity. In the meantime, everybody should be
fighting immigration enforcement, which rips families and communities
apart and imprisons people for years in detention centres.

To defend the migrant prostitute is to defend all migrants: she is the
archetype of the stigmatised migrant. Borders were invented to guard
against her. There is no migrant solidarity without prostitute solidarity and
there is no prostitute solidarity without migrant solidarity. The two struggles
are inextricably bound up with one another.
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Julia Gjika
Autumn Afternoon 
 
The sun was setting just as I’d finished cleaning 
the offices of a two-story building, 
ending another day of work 
near the dumpster 
with the last bag of trash I tossed away. 
I was alone with my exhaustion. 
You could hear nobody’s footsteps. 
Somewhere between my exhaustion and a faded dream, 
I thought I was lost, 
when suddenly in the gloaming 
the flight of the wild geese— 
I raised my head. 
Their white bellies 
glided through the numerous hues 
the firmament had stolen from the season. 
In an instant, exhaustion and rest became one. 
The green, blue, pink, amber-gold hues 
and the sounds calling from the birds’ beaks 
carried me toward the dream 
that never dies. 
How hard it is to believe 
that after a tiring, monotonous day 
which you forget in a night’s sleep, 
dusk opened a window, 
so I could see 
what my memory 
safekeeps.



























































































































































NATALIE DIAZ
Abecedarian Requiring Further Examination of Anglikan Seraphym Sub-
jugation of a Wild Indian Rezervation

Angels don’t come to the reservation.
Bats, maybe, or owls, boxy mottled things.
Coyotes, too. They all mean the same thing—
death. And death
eats angels, I guess, because I haven’t seen an angel
fly through this valley ever.
Gabriel? Never heard of him. Know a guy named Gabe though—
he came through here one powwow and stayed, typical
Indian. Sure he had wings,
jailbird that he was. He flies around in stolen cars. Wherever he stops,
kids grow like gourds from women’s bellies.
Like I said, no Indian I’ve ever heard of has ever been or seen an angel.
Maybe in a Christmas pageant or something—
Nazarene church holds one every December,
organized by Pastor John’s wife. It’s no wonder
Pastor John’s son is the angel—everyone knows angels are white.
Quit bothering with angels, I say. They’re no good for Indians.
Remember what happened last time
some white god came floating across the ocean?
Truth is, there may be angels, but if there are angels
up there, living on clouds or sitting on thrones across the sea wearing
velvet robes and golden rings, drinking whiskey from silver cups,
we’re better off if they stay rich and fat and ugly and
’xactly where they are—in their own distant heavens.
You better hope you never see angels on the rez. If you do, they’ll be march-
ing you off to
Zion or Oklahoma, or some other hell they’ve mapped out for us.





















































Beat

1
I sat in a dark smoke-�lled bar in New York City wearing a black
turtleneck sweater, black jeans, and black boots. My hair was cut in
a sharp pageboy, my eyebrows were plucked to arrows. I sat there
thinking this thought: Journeys are perhaps always imaginary. This
bar was �lled with others like me, smoking cigarettes and drinking.
We were listening intently (yet languidly) to poets like us who stood
in a small spotlight declaiming on the ache in human beings. I
snapped my �ngers in appreciation, murmuring “cool” when some
profound thought had been expressed. My hair formed a soft halo in
the spotlight as I too rose to speak a glimmer of wisdom into the
urban void. The bar, dark and spectral with smoke and
enlightenment, snapped its approval. Then Ginsberg walked in and
read “Howl” for the �rst time. Journeys are always imaginary.

I was twelve and sitting in Miss Sirju’s English class. Miss Sirju
called me Deanne and insisted that I answer to this name, which I
had never been called but which a careless registry clerk had
attached to my birth certi�cate when an aunt had gone to the
Mayaro registry, some miles away from Guayguayare, where I was
born, to register my birth. This clerk had not bothered to listen
closely to my aunt or had thought my aunt’s opinion on the matter
of my name worthless. My aunt, I don’t know which one of them, I
don’t even know if it was an aunt, my aunt did not look at the birth
certi�cate, nor did anyone else in my family, nor did anyone else in
any school administration or church or neighbourhood or
playground until Miss Sirju, my �rst form mistress. Not Miss
Greenidge, my fastidious ABC dame school teacher; not Miss James,
my primary school headmistress; not Miss Palmer, my standard one
teacher, who would have had a perfect right to investigate me had
she caught me cheating at poetry recital; not even Miss Meighu, my



high school principal. None of these authorities had challenged the
name my family had called me since I was born. None of them had
questioned my authenticity or my identity until Miss Sirju, who
decided to teach me my real name when I was twelve years old.

The transformation into the girl Miss Sirju called Deanne was
distasteful to me even though there were many girls I had read of
whom I was willing to embody. The girls in Little Women, for
example, or the girls in Enid Blyton mysteries, or the girl in “Oh
Mary, go and call the cattle home.” But this Deanne seemed to be a
girl without a story. When Miss Sirju called Deanne, I did not
answer. I was not being wilful. I looked around like all the other
girls waiting for this Deanne to answer. Soon enough the other girls
looked at me as if the word Deanne were an accusation. Miss Sirju
gave me a bad conduct mark for being rude and ignoring her when
she called “Deanne.” She somehow did not understand that I did not
hear my name, my name not being Deanne, and therefore could not
answer. Her class became a torture chamber for me. Some days I
remembered her problem and answered just to keep the peace.
Some days I forgot this obsession of hers, my mind on my own life
and not any �ction of Miss Sirju’s. On the days that I remembered
her problem, she played a cat and mouse game with me. After
calling “Deanne” once, which I answered to when I was alert, she
would call “Deanne” again unexpectedly to catch me out. Miss
Sirju’s English class was therefore a painful place. I could not
concentrate on William Wordsworth or William Makepeace
Thackeray, who were de�nitely Williams and never had to endure
someone like Miss Sirju, I’d wager. So in order therefore to
transcend Miss Sirju, I sat in a dark smoke-�lled bar in New York
City wearing a black turtleneck sweater, waiting to stand in the
natural halo of my hair preceding Ginsberg’s “Howl.”

I had arrived at the bar following various pieces of information as to
its whereabouts. A magazine, an arts report on the radio, a reading
of a poem, a novel set in New York City, a piece of jazz heard on
Radio Antilles, a glimpse over a shoulder at a neighbour’s television



set of people calling themselves beatniks. These led me to the bar,
down the steps of a New York brownstone, a brownstone such as the
one Paule Marshall described in Brown Girl, Brownstones, describing
a girl such as me living in New York City. Down the steps of this
brownstone with a blue light small in its window on any evening
there could be music — a solo saxophonist or a guitarist. I also
played the guitar from time to time in this bar. Sometimes a singer
with a plaintive voice would sing. On any evening there could be
extemporizing on the nature of life and the world; on any evening,
pulling a menthol through my lungs, I could obtain cool — a
oneness with the hard city and the uninvolved universe.

2
When you embark on a journey, you have already arrived. The
world you are going to is already in your head. You have already
walked in it, eaten in it; you have already made friends; a lover is
already waiting.

When I arrived at the apartment on Keele Street, Toronto, I was in
America. Somewhere downtown was the hip fast world of jazz and
poetry, esoteric arguments and utopian ideas. I had sat for six hours
on the airplane, excited, air sick and afraid. Up the Atlantic, perhaps
over the Bahamas, my resolve had dwindled, my plans had been
thrown into crisis. America had seemed too big an idea for me. I felt
small; who was I to plan such a journey? I felt presumptuous,
forward, putting myself on this plane and believing that I could
arrive anywhere that would require my presence. I was not used to
the bu�eting of air against steel, the slightest movement made me
queasy. And just as a weak person would betray a cause, I felt like
turning back. Of course, thankfully I had no control of the plane so I
sat it out, not because I had not weakened but because I had no
choice. What in fact was I to return to? A dreadful house, a dubious
future, an alienated present. I had made no friendships that I could
sustain, no friendships that take one through life — friendships for
me were a burden. I had been distracted the moment I heard the



faraway BBC voice beckoning me; I had become dissociated the
moment I had read Jane Eyre, the moment I had played Portia in the
Merchant of Venice, the moment I had pranced about my high school
stage as King Herod. The very moment I had walked onto the stage
of the Naparima Bowl and recited, “No one was in the �eld but
Polly Flint and me” from a poem I do not recall. I had been snatched
away by James Baldwin, �rst to Harlem and then to Paris. So here I
was on a plane, and my body felt weak and incapable. My plan to
get to America now seemed shaky, as tendrilled as the sky outside,
which I now could not look at. I regretted the window seat. It
startled me that a little physical discomfort, a small inconvenience
surely, would make me want to turn back. How was I going to
handle the large inconveniences, the demonstrations, the sit-ins, the
jailings I had planned to be part of when I arrived? But even in this
depth, back was nowhere. Forward, if I did not die of fear, was
America.

So when I arrived at the sixteenth-�oor apartment in the west end of
Toronto, I was relieved. I was in America. America was a world
already conceived in my mind, long before I set foot in that
apartment, long before I ever saw it. In fact, when I saw it I did not
see it; I saw what I had imagined. One knows where one is going
before one arrives. The map is in your head. You merely have to
begin moving to have it con�rmed. My city was a city busy with
people, with purposes. It was inhabited by lye-slick-haired dudes, as
in Malcolm X’s autobiography; there were dashikied cadres as in
don lee’s poem “But he was cool.” Mothers like Paule Marshall’s,
little girls like Toni Cade Bambara’s, protesters at snack counters
and on buses heading south, militants on courthouse steps with
ri�es. All the inhabitants of this city in America were African-
American. I was prepared to speak on Nina Simone’s “Mississippi
God damn” and Trane’s “Afro Blue.” I was longing to sit someplace
and listen to James Baldwin warn of the �re the next time. Owusu
Saduki was to come from Bu�alo to speak in my city. I was already
living in my city long before boarding the air-sickening jet to make
the journey. The plane landed in Canada, but I was in America. I



had come to meet my compatriots at the barricades, to face the dogs
and the water hoses of Bull Connors, to defy George Wallace. These
moments were my city.

3
In a newspaper in another country, any country is a monograph of
energetic and elliptical dispatches. This I had taken note of while
discoursing my way along latitudes of newsprint, making a
compendium of the salient points. In fact, I had memorized the
monograph itself — the streets it sketched, the particular contours,
the landmarks. So when I embarked, I was already its citizen. I was
dressed in a leatherette suit, approximating as well as I could under
the circumstances the iconography of a woman in my situation, my
hair was bursting from its orthodox perm, my family was already
not my family, my road was already laid down. My city was a city
in my imagination where someone suddenly and plainly appears as
if belonging and not belonging, where someone may disappear also
into nothing or everything. When I landed in Toronto I put my
luggage down in the apartment on Keele Street and headed for
Harlem, the Apollo, 125th Street.

4
I stepped into the cool opening of the Door of No Return. My feet
landed where my thoughts were. This is the trick of the door — to
step through and be where you want to be. Our ancestors were
bewildered because they had a sense of origins — some country,
some village, some family where they belonged and from which
they were rent. We, on the other hand, have no such immediate
sense of belonging, only of drift.



Maps

Isabella of Castille commissioned a polyptych altarpiece in 1496.
Juan de Flandes and Michel Sittow were retained to work on the
miniature altarpiece. In one panel called “The Multiplication of the
Loaves and Fishes,” Isabella and Ferdinand are inserted into the
scene at the front of the crowd near Jesus Christ. Isabella is
kneeling; Ferdinand is standing.

What can be inferred here is that Isabella led a fabulous religious
fantasy life. To see herself and Ferdinand at this occasion attests to
the fertility of her imagination. But perhaps it was Juan de Flandes’
attempt to ingratiate himself further with Isabella of Castille;
perhaps he said to her one day, “Dearest Queen, this scene would be
nothing without you. You simply must be in it.” Then again, the
idea of multiplying loaves and �shes, this particular miracle, must
have appealed to Isabella as she and Ferdinand acquired more and
more wealth.



Copper

My uncle used to work copper. He was a tall dark man. His face was
beautiful and chiselled, as chiselled as the scars that cut into the
auburn face of the sheet of copper. His teeth were white and even in
his sculpted jaw; he grinned easily. Just as easily he took a smile
back, his face turning stern in admonition of some small weakness
of nieces and nephews like a stolen mango or a too lazy Sunday
when the shoes weren’t whitened. But my uncle used to work
copper. With screwdriver, knife, pick, and hammer, he would chisel
and pound some image out of the �at surface of a sheet of copper.
He worked from no photograph or drawing but from a pattern he
must have had inside himself. A mask emerged which at the time,
having no other words for it, we called African — serene eyes,
broad nose, full lips — not a recognizable face but an image, a
presentiment of a face. This face came out of my uncle. My uncle
was a teacher. He wore dark trousers and starched white long-
sleeved shirts to go to his job as a teacher. He spoke and enforced
proper English in our house and in his classrooms like he beat out
African masks from copper. My second uncle wore these masks from
copper. My second uncle wore these masks on carnival day —
sometimes as breastplates or headdresses on whatever ’mas he was
playing. My �rst uncle never played ’mas. He only coaxed the face
out of the blank sheet of copper. Over months he would pick and
mark, beat and drum out whatever spirit lay there. Eyes, jaws,
cheeks, foreheads would emerge.

Scari�cations mirrored in scari�cations — the ones my uncle
made of the ones on the face of the image. My uncle’s hands were
deft, his �ngers black on the back of his hands, pink on the �at of
his palms. The other uncle would wear this mask on his chest or his
forehead surrounded by feathers and beads and dance under the
burning sun — singing nonsensical chants that stood for African or
Amerindian words.



My uncle would take months to draw and cut out the masks; he
would leave it for days, frustrated that a cheekbone would not level
out. My uncle was not a scholar of African art of any kind. He did
not know of the personal masks of the Bassa people, he did not
know of the men’s society masks of the Manding people or Guinea,
nor the dance mask of the Igbo or the Bawa or Bamana people. He
had no recall of the Baule, the Oan, the Mossi, the Ogoni, the
Sennefo, the Ngbaka, or the Akwaya. My uncle only had the gaping
Door of No Return, a memory resembling a memory of a thing that
he remembered. And not so much remembered as felt. And not so
much felt as a memory which held him.

He beat these masks out of himself every afternoon after he came
home from school. What happened at school we did not know. What
happened to make him search the copper face of the metal hoping
for and drilling an image of a self he suspected lay in him. And he
oriented that self to Africa. What made him appear at seven in the
morning, a conservative young man, dutiful to his family, dressed in
dark pants and white shirt, a white handkerchief to sop his forehead
in the early brilliant sun, peeking evenly out of his back pocket, his
shoes black and shiny, the crease in his trousers razor sharp. Then
after school his chest bare, his mouth slightly open, his tongue
emphasizing his hands beating and burnishing the metal face,
brightly, brilliantly copper.

My second uncle had no such reserve to beat out. He was an
electrician; he went to work as he liked, played ’mas, drank, ran
women and card games; he was always looking for an angle. He had
no discipline, as his parents said, nothing out of which to beat
copper into an African face. So he made ’mas all the time. His only
discipline were his mother and father but my �rst uncle’s discipline
was larger. He was trying to become someone. Which meant to be a
schoolteacher or better. Which meant to lead a respectful life, an
exemplary life — a life which negated the e�ects of the Door of No
Return — to be lifted above the stereotype of “uncivilized.” Not an



ordinary life, not a life that was simple, but a life always dedicated
to self-conscious goodness, self-conscious excellence.

My �rst uncle also carved wood. He carved a pro�le of a man,
sometimes a woman, the cheekbone high, the eye serene, the lips
full, the jaw strong. He carved this pro�le in wood, polished it black
and smooth. He carved this pro�le over and over again. When I was
small the house seemed full of jet black heads, smooth and shiny,
their foreheads serene as if looking down on some land, some jewel,
some thing they owned and were happy with. These heads were as
serene as my uncle’s coppers were ferocious. In the burning carnival
sun, laying on my second uncle’s chest or over his brow, my �rst
uncle’s copper masks shone to blinding. My �rst uncle did not go to
’mas; he stayed home, sending instead his ferocious copper into the
street battling the sun itself. His will and what was inside him
screamed brilliantly over San Fernando. Dancing along, stopping to
inspire awe and fear, my uncle’s copper masks visited these faraway
streets as emissaries, spirits from a lost place. In our house my uncle
carved his serene pro�les, which he never felt complete enough,
over and over again.

How he must have felt. That he could not perfect serenity. He would
walk around the house carving and smoothing. He would pick up
one wooden face, shine it for an hour or so, �nding a spot he loved,
then another, smoothing the brow, glossing the cheekbone.

My uncle moved to Canada later. First to Hamilton, then to Toronto,
and then to Sudbury. I do not know where his passions went then. I
do not think that his hand carved any more wood or beat out any
more metal. Steel and nickel parenthesized him. I do not know what
he thought of that town, Hamilton, wreathed in deadly smoke and
steel rust; I do not know what he thought of the equally toxic frozen
smoke of Sudbury, the slag heaps close to his house, the dominant
brown rock that seemed to dull every sound, every echo there. I do
not know what became of him, the �erce him he tried to carve — he
tried to calm to serenity. I suspect that he was drowned the way one



drowns, often willingly, in any metropole. The city drowns out your
longings and your fears, replacing them with its own anonymous
desire. These three cities in the northern hemisphere took him to the
more mundane vulgar acts of acquisition, away from any
contemplation of the self into the hurly-burly of a packaged life,
property and consumption. And he may have been grateful.



More Maps

According to my uncle the world was its books, its words, its
languages. His evenings of grammar drills induced illnesses, panic
attacks, nausea, and sleepiness. “ ‘It’ could never ‘have,’ ” he would
shout to some child saying, “Uncle, it have a man outside asking for
you.” “  ‘There is,’ ‘there are’ for the plural, but ‘it’ could never
‘have.’  ” No simple request or statement went without such
correction, until this child forgot or regretted what he or she
wanted. Soon there was pure silence around my uncle.

What is the Spanish word for butter? Mantequilla. What is the
Spanish word for bread? Pan. What is the Spanish word for
butter�y? Mariposa. Girl? Niña. Water? Agua. Beach? Playa. And for
dreams? Suenos. Hope? Esperanza. Help? Socorro. Sometimes this
child would discover quite by mistake his or her own hopeless
desire for esperanza, socorro, suenos against this endless schooling.

Out of the blue my uncle’s face turning from laughter to seriousness
would say, “Conjugate the verb tener.” Just as he was teaching you
the waltz by having you step on his feet as he danced to Pete
d’Ulyut’s Band playing “Stardust,” he would surprise you with the
di�cult declension of the verb llevar.



Conjugations in Disgrace and Paradise

Well, I suppose then, my uncle taught me to hang on to the world
from the arms of books, or words at any rate. To be alert to
translation even as your feet dance. Even if “Stardust” is playing, or
“Via Con Dios, My Darling,” one must be alert to questions of
meaning that may be lying in ambush or bearing down on you, or
lurking in the soft recesses of the livingroom like your beautiful
schoolteacher uncle. To read is to traverse the limnal space between
laughter and spelling, between syntax and dancing.

So I am on a plane going to Australia, reading J.M. Coetzee’s novel
Disgrace. It is his only novel where one can clearly read race as its
subject. His earlier books seemed to refuse race. Who could blame
him? Since South Africa reduced human beings to its arbitrary
biological tyranny, for a writer working under the totalitarian state
of apartheid, allegory was an obvious literary strategy. A way of
surviving apartheid’s ruthless violence. The victory over apartheid
seemed to free Coetzee to realism, to more plain terms about race.
That moment must have been odd — stunning, euphoric. When the
world changes, even when it is the change you have longed for and
dreamed, it must be destabilizing. It turned Coetzee’s style from
allegory to a kind of journalism.

As I read Disgrace, these thoughts come to me. Writers do not lead,
they follow, however prescient their works might seem at times. It is
only that they, unlike most people, cannot shut up. They gush out
what they see — whatever thought they have, and everyone around
them is startled because they’ve said what everyone’s been thinking.
Sometimes they see too early, sometimes too late. Sometime they
gush their fears, and then sometimes they blurt out their a�nities.

To enter Coetzee’s earlier work was to enter that odd trope, the
“universal,” the “human.” At least some of us could. Others of us
who saw a less noble and more vulgar world may have been



untouched. Or may have, being more cynical, read that trope as
“white”; or may have read the helplessness of his characters as
luxury and, more telling, may have read his characters’ inaction as
hardly remarkable. I for one always felt a slight discomfort in his
texts even though I longed for inclusion in his “human.” As I had
yearned decades before to dance with my uncle but had dreaded his
jolting conjugations. For me, Coetzee’s narratives, for all their
universality, could not contest or enlighten the other narratives
emanating from South Africa. I mean the crowds of demonstrators
being shot by deadly bullets or whipped with sjamboks, the desert-
like hunger of townships, the imprisonments, the detainees being
thrown from multi-storied police buildings, the physical tortures,
the political prisoners whose bodies were braced in the eloquent
language of resistance. Perhaps the “universal” could not compete
or respond to this din of narrations. Himself freed of the trope in
post-apartheid South Africa, the results in Coetzee’s novel Disgrace
are startling and revealing.

On the plane to Australia, traversing Coetzee’s South Africa, Toni
Morrison’s Paradise limns on the horizon. These two, Disgrace and
Paradise, seem to be in conversation with each other. At least now in
my mind. Writing is, after all, an open conversation. Works �nd
each other. They live in the same world. The narrative of race is
embedded in all narratives. My uncle loved James Baldwin at the
same time he loved Lawrence Durrell. At once he cut his hair and
dressed like Sam Cooke, then he enforced the proper use of English
and berated the use of the demotic. So you see, reading is full of
complications.

To enter Toni Morrison’s �ction is to enter her rewriting of the myth
of America, and so it is also a conversation about grace, redemption,
and that quintessential American ideal, happiness. Against the
o�cial American narrative, Morrison narrates the African-American
presence that underpins the o�cial story but is rarely, truly braided
among the narratives of the “pilgrims,” the “founding fathers,” the
“west,” and so on.



In a society so invested in its “inherent goodness” and moral
superiority, Morrison’s voice is always trenchant. Her project to
write myth is nothing less than trying to take command of that
national narrative — to call it to account for the injustice it elides.
Her language is biblical the way the Bible is more than story but
narrative, more than narrative myth-wide in its reach of event and
meaning. Yet within all that grand beauty is a palpable disillusion,
an inexorable tragedy. Myth is of course seductive, but it needs
material power to enforce it. The dominant myth overwhelms
Morrison’s mythmaking, leaving her characters stranded in a kind of
inevitable failure. In history. The daily bulletins on Black America
seen through mass media encroach on the space of Morrison’s
narratives. She cannot write fast enough to counter them. In
Paradise, Morrison’s voice is �nally sepulchral. As if having o�ered
America Genesis she now curses it with Revelations.

Any representation of blackness interests me. Coetzee’s English
professor Lurie, is on a collision course with blackness however
obtuse. When he is charged by a student with sexual harassment,
Coetzee slyly brings him before a committee of inquiry. One cannot
help but draw the parallel between this committee of inquiry and
the Truth and Reconciliation Committee in South Africa. I notice
that Coetzee awkwardly collapses the so-called “political
correctness” of feminism with that of post-apartheid “black rule.”
The committee of inquiry is racially marked by their names
revealing a strange assortment of “modern” and ascendant interests
— Blacks, Asians, aspiring women and a token holdover from the
past. Signi�cantly the chair of the committee is a Professor of
Religious Studies (shades of Desmond Tutu).

A cunning voice from my childhood living room asks if anyone
else notices all this interpolation and what it might mean.

I recall one character in Paradise saying “Slavery is our past.
Nothing can change that, certainly not Africa.” Another answers too
feebly perhaps against this weighty legacy, “We live in the world,
Pat. The whole world.” Morrison’s America is the painful void of the



Diaspora. Paradise is about the nature of blackness. When the novel
begins in the 1960s these debates are at a height in Ruby and they
have found a focus in a nearby unconventional convent of stray and
destitute women. The �rst chapter starts with the murders by the
men of Ruby of women in the convent. It reads provocatively, “They
kill the white girl �rst.”

As if Paradise and Disgrace were a call and answer chant, blackness
and whiteness angle and parry perilously. Everyone else is asleep on
the plane to Australia when Lurie is read the charges against him.
He replies “I am sure the members of this committee have better
things to do with their time than rehash a story over which there
will be no dispute. I plead guilty to both charges. Pass sentence, and
let us get on with our lives.” He refuses repentance or contrition. It
is probably true, I think as I stretch my body across four seats in the
middle aisle, that repentance or contrition or a going over of the
story or even any attempts at the truth may not be su�cient for the
atrocities of apartheid. I have a mind that these may be the
preoccupations of victims. The “why” that wracks them even more
than the “who.”

Lurie rather dramatically compares the committee’s procedures to
Mao’s China with its “recantation, self-criticism, public apology.” So
it seems that Disgrace rejects a communal remedy or any possibility
of change. And this is where I �nd the novel ultimately pessimistic.
Because Coetzee doesn’t o�er any other choices except death.
Lurie’s movement to some understanding about his place in the
universe only comes through the work he begins doing in a clinic
that euthanizes stray dogs and cats. It is ironic that he cannot �nd
the same fealty for the human beings he encounters. Allegory again?
And again the daily narratives make allegory obsolete.

The big question here is — up in the sky where the big questions
can be pondered — is Coetzee saying that for white South Africans
there is no meaningful or moral survival without apartheid? Is he



saying that apartheid is as much social system as physical body; is
he saying that whites are irredeemable?

I’m about to fall into one of those disturbed sleeps one falls into on
airplanes. Now it is ampli�ed by Coetzee’s dread. In the gaps of
waking and sleeping, I plummet into the middle of Paradise. There,
there is an exquisite chapter called “Divine.” It opens at a wedding
with a sermon on love which you are drawn into like being drawn
stunningly into hell, well, into clarity. “God is not interested in
you,” declares the preacher. Here Morrison suggests that life in the
Diaspora can’t be put right, the imagination cannot su�ce — not on
love, not on grace, not on exile. Not on any thing that she can
imagine at this moment anyway. The bride is a girl with a torn
heart.

Why do I �nd this chapter “exquisite” then? Is it my own sense of
hopelessness and doom? Does Morrison con�rm my dread? Is dread
the equivalent of beauty in the Diaspora? Is Coetzee’s dread of
another kind?

You have a lot of time to think, going to Australia. There is a
portion of the journey where you feel that you will never see land
again. Most people on the plane are sleeping through this part. I am
worried about Disgrace. If Coetzee’s white professor is irredeemable,
his Blacks are horribly so. Coetzee’s Blacks are acquisitive,
predatory, rapine, and brutal. They have the unfortunate opacity of
all Blacks in the imagination of a racially constructed whiteness —
they are, in a word, scary. There is the growing or overbrooding
presence of avenging Blacks. First is Petrus, a hard-working but
acquisitive man. So acquisitive that Lurie’s daughter is also game.
But there are more scary Blacks to come — three of them — one of
them a boy who is connected to Petrus by family and perhaps all of
them related to Petrus by plot. Lurie and Lucy �rst meet them on
foot along the road. Then follows the brutal rape of Lucy and the
beating and burning of Lurie. As mysteriously as they arrive, they
disappear. They are ubiquitous. Rape is universal but the trope of



the Black rapist is an overwhelming one. It is also predictable and
overused. I was startled by its deployment in Disgrace.

Below me, out there in a vast darkness, or is it light yet, the
international dateline is turning yesterday into tomorrow. Changing
everything, even moments. So simply. In Paradise, without physical
description of the women at the convent, Morrison leaves us to
disentangle our own racial codes with the smallest of signi�ers, that
line: “They kill the white girl �rst.” Reviewers have gone in pursuit
and disagree on just who that is in the text. Odd the discomfort that
this brings. And here I remember Coetzee and a similar discomfort.
But is it? He says in his earlier work, race doesn’t exist. She says in
Paradise, race exists in the collective mind — but it doesn’t exist
really, does it? We all obviously �nd it important — we handle it,
we leave it glaringly untouched, we circumvent it … like the world,
in this airplane’s clumsy �ight.

In Disgrace, the Black rapists are spectres of white fear and Lurie, is
like Kurtz in Heart of Darkness, “reduced” (by savagery, it is
intimated) to savagery. Race exposes allegory. Allegory cannot lift
race in its universal wings. Does Coetzee see it, I wonder, as I drift
o� again, for in the “universal” the “black rapist” trope is universal.
Lucy says, “I think they are rapists �rst and foremost. Stealing
things is just incidental. A sideline. I think they do rape.” (not my
italics). The power of this trope is absolutely fascinating to me. How
it eradicates, here in Coetzee’s text, a century of brutal injustice;
how its possibility comes to justify, intentionally or not, “keeping
the blacks down.”

Well, all this stems from having to discern whether one is being
asked to dance or whether one is being ordered to conjugate a verb
in another language. It is not the job of writers to lift our spirits.
Books simply do what they do. They sometimes con�rm the
capricious drama of a childhood living room. When you think that
you are in the grace of a dance you come upon something hard. In
Paradise, Blacks can never live peacefully because of racism. In



Disgrace, whites can never live peacefully without racism. Perhaps
myth and allegory are worn out, perhaps they fail as imaginative
devices. But so too reality. Sydney is ahead of me and behind me are
hours of vertigo and restless sleep which I’ve left in two books.



Maps

Every shadow made by an opaque body smaller than the source of
light casts derivative shadows tinged by the colour of the original
shadows.

From Leonardo da Vinci’s notes
on light and shadow, circa 1492



Up Here

Calibishie. Up here you are in the world. It is ochre and blue-black
and nothing you can call rock but if you can imagine before rock,
molten obelisk, walls of volcanic mud jagging out into the ocean,
and the ocean, voluminous, swift and chaotic. But perhaps it is we
who are chaotic and the ocean orderly, we in disarray and the
orange ochre rock mannered. Up here you are in the world and you
want to stay, though in the evening your eyes reach over the
windward mist to Marie-Galante in the horizon closing down, and in
Marie-Galante you conjure the chaos you know of a city.

Perhaps over on Marie-Galante someone else, like you, looking
south to Dominica, Calibishie where you are, someone else sitting
on a similar veranda, someone else is conjuring chaos. Though they
cannot see a city in Calibishie, so their eyes would brush past
farther on to Marigot.

So you are here alone then, and you cannot hold on or control the
orderliness of the real world, but you are here as all around you the
light goes suddenly and quickly as light goes here and the noises of
dusk rise, describable and indescribable; the noise of crickets
singing loudly and all at once, beginning at the same moment as
darkness envelops you. Up here in Calibishie you are in the world
and wondering what is the sound you make, what is the business
you do, who are you in this orderliness that does not seem to need
you. Well, you sit there on a veranda at Calibishie and you feel
everything, feel the soft moist breeze across your body, smell the
musk of the sea, hear the creak and shush of the poinciana. As
suddenly and as quietly your eyes shift from conjuring a city to save
you. Suddenly and as quietly everything is passing, all you’ve lived,
and you are sitting in the lap of something big, some intimacy.

The next day we drive up into the Carib territory and it is about
midday and only fools like us are out on the road in the middle of



the day when bare feet burn on the asphalt and the rain forest road
is humid and long. You get the sense that the mountain road and the
tree fern and the palmiste have been here absorbing and de�ating
other foolish incursions. The maxi taxi stops and we get out, going
into the shop. A Carib man looks me in the eye as if he knows me
and I settle into his look and I buy a hat whose strands of �ex, he
explains, have been buried in levels of mud, dyed there in grades of
brown and red. We climb back into the van and he looks at me
again as if I should be staying and where am I o� to now, and I am
half surprised but half convinced that, well, of course I should be
staying. He sent his son, like my brother, to give me a small basket
as a gift, as if to say, “Well, here then, go if you’re determined, but
take this with you.” I had noticed at the back of the shop, my sister,
his daughter, a whole world was in her face, 3000 years of Ciboney,
then Arawak, then Carib canoeing north from South America, before
it was South America, 1000 AD. In her face all the battles against the
French and English for two centuries, the hit and hit and run and
the intractable mountains that kept this island Carib until 1763;
until settling to the west and east they crept into her face, too. In
her face, now African, which people? Ga? Ashanti? Ibo? Washed in,
wept in, with all the waters of the hundreds of rivers and rivulets. I
swam some of those rivers — sluggish Cribiche, the crackling fresh
Sarisari, the swelling magni�cent Layou, the river Claire, the river
Crapaud, Taberi, Mulaitre, Ouayaperi — I tried to swim them all, all
365, and say them all over and over — River Jack, Rivière Blanche,
Canari, River Douce, Malabuka, Perdu Temps. And all this Dahomey
in her face that would name the valley to the southwest the Valley
of Desolation.

Well I left them in the road of the Carib territory, waving, and the
van moved on, chewing up still-rugged highway over to Mahaut and
Massacre. “Massacre,” Rochester says in Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso
Sea, “And who was massacred here? Slaves?” “Oh no,” Antoinette
answers, foreshadowing her own erasure in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane
Eyre, “Not slaves. Something must have happened a long time ago.
Nobody remembers now.” When Rochester arrived in Massacre it



was raining, “… huge drops sounded like hail on the leaves of the
tree, and the sea crept stealthily forwards and backwards.” He had
feared that it might be the end of the world. When I arrived in
Massacre it was gleaming, the sky a glittering blue and the road,
which was sea and road at once, was full of people. The rum shop
was busy and someone in the van said, “These Massacre people are
always on the street, day or night. This town is always lit up.” The
town had a certain feeling of careening, all bare feet and �owered
dresses, all old men with sticks and young ones with soccer balls, all
hips held to laugh and children playing �ercely. Rhys would have
longed for it even more than she longed for it in Voyage in the Dark.

The next morning I wake up in Roseau, the sunlight pouring
through the jalousie and something else, the sound of Roseau,
nothing sweeter than children going to school, sun burning their lips
in laughter and their own schemes, nothing sweeter in the morning
than Roseau women singing in patois, “ça qa fait na?” and
answering, “Moi la!” How are you? I’m there! I’m there. I’ve lain in
rooms in cities listening before, but this Roseau is the sweetest
sounding. You can’t tell the di�erence between laughing and
quarrelling. So I’m there and I wait until the morning sound turns to
mid-morning and then the silence of noon and then it starts all over
again and then, like and unlike Calibishie, because Roseau is a city,
night’s intimacy passes over the buildings and streets and commerce
and over the water again.



Maps

Every light which falls on opaque bodies between equal angles
produces the �rst degree of brightness and that will be darker
which receives it by less equal angles, and the light and shade both
function by pyramids.

From Leonardo da Vinci’s notes
on light and shadow, circa 1492



Armour

I am always in the armour of my car in these small northern Ontario
towns. They are unremittingly the same. There is a supermarket, a
liquor store, a video store where there is also milk, bubble gum, and
Coca-Cola, and inevitably a pickup truck parked in a lot. There is
sometimes a garage with a greasy man or two and a harassed guard
dog or an old dog su�ering from hip dysplasia. The small town to
which I drive every morning and which I never become so familiar
with as not to think of my car as my armour, my town is the same
as the rest. And yes, there is also a cemetery and a church, two
churches for a population that can hardly divide into two. The
garage in this town has a mechanic who hates to talk. He keeps a
dog tied up on a �lthy mattress inside the garage. One day I see this
dog who has also been cultivated for �erceness and I want to let
him go, even if he will bite me. The mechanic who is also the gas
attendant is a middle-aged man. He has been burned by wind and
snow and gas fumes. His face is scaled red with white patches. His
mouth is a tight thin wire. His jeans have grown small, but he hasn’t
disowned them. Sometimes I am not sure if he will sell me gas.
Sometimes I am not sure if the corner store will rent me a video.
Money is not always the currency here. Nor books, which I could
o�er. There might be no way of exchanging even the things that
strangers might exchange. Here I feel that I do not share the same
consciousness. There is some other rhythm these people grew up in,
speech and gait and probably sensibility.

There are ways of constructing the world — that is, of putting it
together each morning, what it should look like piece by piece —
and I don’t feel that I share this with the people in my small town.
Each morning I think we wake up and open our eyes and set the
particles of forms together — we make solidity with our eyes and
with the matter in our brains. How a room looks, how a leg looks,
how a clock looks. How a thread, how a speck of sand. We collect



each molecule, summing them up into �esh or leaf or water or air.
Before that everything is liquid, ubiquitous and mute. We
accumulate information over our lives which bring various things
into solidity, into view. What I am afraid of is that waking up in
another room, minutes away by car, the mechanic walks up and
takes my face for a target, my arm for something to bite, my car for
a bear. He cannot see me when I come into the gas station; he sees
something else and he might say, “No gas,” or he might simply
grunt and leave me there. As if I do not exist, as if I am not at the
gas station at all. Or as if something he cannot understand has
arrived — as if something he despises has arrived. A thing he does
not recognize. Some days when I go to the gas station, I have not
put him together either. His face is a mobile mass, I cannot make
out his eyes, his hair is straw, dried grass stumbling toward me. Out
the window now behind him the scrub pine on the other side of the
road, leaves gone, or what I call leaves, the sun white against a
wash of grey sky, he is streaking toward me like a cloud. Frayed
with air. The cloud of him arrives, hovers at the window. I read his
face coming apart with something — a word I think. I ask for gas; I
cannot know what his response is. I pass money out the window. I
assume we have got the gist of each other and I drive away from the
constant uncertainty of encounters. I drive through the possibility of
losing solidity at any moment.



Maps

The early Romans drew maps based solely on itineraries, not
attesting to science or geographic study. Simply maps of where they
were going. So that a map looked like a graph of horizontal lines of
roads heading to a destination.





Hilde Domin
Birthdays
 
1
She is dead
 
today is her birthday
this is the day
on which she
in this triangle
between the legs of her mother
was pushed forth
she
who pushed me forth
between her legs
she is ashes
 
2
Always I think
on the birth of a deer
the way it sets its legs on the ground
 
3
I’ve forced no one into the light
only words
words do not turn the head
they stand up
immediately
and walk off
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