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Cet article critique lirpproche victimisante au trafc des 
femmes en analysant la construction spkczfque de cesfemmes 
comme un groupe (( b risque w.  Les vistimes et lesfernmes a b 
risque r sontsur Le mimepied en temzes d ?migration illkgale 
et de prostitution. 

REIW [Regional Empowerment Initiative for 
Women] . . . will help prevent trafficking in the 
countries of origin as at-risk women are vested with 
the skills, knowledge and confidence to successfully 
pursue safe and fulfilling opportunities in their home 
countries. (IREX website) 

The [moral reformers] generally portrayed women 
simultaneously as "sinnedagainst" and as a "menace to 
society." (Valverde 1 99 1 : 103) 

These two statements, one chosen from an anti-traffick- 
ing website and not dissimilar to most anti-trafficking 
discourses, and the other qualifiing nineteenth-century 
"white slaves" in Canada, seem to be not only temporally 
but equally logically incompatible. Yet, this paper will 
explore connections between the construction ofwomen 
as "at risk," as potential victims and the effects that this 
construction entails on the appraisal of risk they them- 
selves might be posing. 

Trafficking in women became part of the European 
concerns in the early nineties exclusively as a law-enforce- 
ment problem, subsumed under illegal migration or or- 
ganized crime. Women were therefore to be policed as 
illegal immigrants and rapidly deported. Victimization 
was put forth by various NGOs that felt it was the only 
way to further the human rights of women and prompt 
policy change borh at the national and international level. 
Women were thus victims to be rescued, rather than 
punished. The concept of victim was however not neces- 
sarily advantageous to women as it implies denial of 
agency and objectification of women (Doezema 1998, 
200 1; Demleitner). A debate has ensued, as the balance of 
the advantages and disadvantages of a victim approach is 
not self-evident. While thisdebate has been focused on the 
general victim (are women victims?), I propose to look at 
the specificity ofvictimization oftraficked women (which 
victims?). 

Trafficked women are represented as a group "at r i sk  
which requires special attention and particular methods of 

OSCEposter for the /hterna/cona/ conference "Europe 
Agalhst Human Traficking " Berhh, 200 1 

governing. An analysis of victimhood in the context of 
trafficking in women needs to be re-integrated within 
practices of risk-management. I will argue that implica- 
tions of being risky are tied in with the very constitution 
of trafficked women as a risk group and that the risky-ness 
ofvictims makes sense only in the context ofthe taken-for- 
granted risks that illegal migration and prostitution are 
thought to pose to Western societies. 

Victims of Trafficking 

Victims oftraficking are not a clearly defined category. 
Rather the notion of victim of trafficking has undergone 
a continuous expansion from the initial, highly exclu- 

L(. sionary, Innocent victim." Willy Bruggeman, deputy 
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director of Europol, has identified three types ofvictims: victim. According to IOM, "victims" of trafficking are . . 

exploited victims, who knew they were going to be em- 
ployed in the sex industry but would never have imagined 
the slave-like conditions they would have to work under; 
deceived victims, who have been recruited to work in the 
service or entertainment industry and have been forced 
into prostitution; and kidnapped victim, unwilling from 
the beginning, and thus "sex slaves in the truest sense."' 

Women are thus victims either because there is an 
element of force or deceit involved or because they are 
"modern slaves." In this straightforward approach, vic- 
timization is to be made physical and thus unambiguous. 
Physical suffering acts both as a difference effacer between 

- - 
generally quite young, mostly single and usually quite 
poor (IOM 2001). Moreover, besides "common condi- 
tions" as lack ofwork opportunities and discrimination of 
women, victims are shown to have often experienced 
"exposure to violence at home or in a state institution" 
(Unicef 2002). Most victims have been abandoned by 
parents, friends, husbands and many have been sexually 
abused (Centre for Prevention of Trafficking in Women 
2002). They often come from dysfunctional families (La 
Strada Poland). Women are also victims of themselves, of 
their own biographical itinerary. 

Pros and Cons of Victimhood 

The notion of victim has appealed 
to both activists and scholars in 
an attempt to distinguish trafficked 
women from illegal migrants 
andlor prostitutes. 

categories of victims and it makes victim identification 
immediate. The poster for the 2001 conference "Europe 
Against Trafficking in Persons," held under the auspices 
of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE), emphasizes this corporeal representa- 
tion oftrafficking. The trafficking experience is unequivo- 
cally inscribed on the body. The body that is pierced by the 
sale tag and smeared by the blood trace can be any other 
body, its suffering is directly visible and identifiable. 

Yet, this unifying representation ofviictims as suffering 
bodies is entwined with representations of specific 
victimhood. In the European Council Framework Deci- 
sion on combating trafficking in human beings (2002), 
women are victims ofcoercion, force or threats, including 
abduction, deceit or fraud, abuse of authority and vulner- 
ability. Despite earlier pressure by the Parliamentary 
Committee on Citizens' Freedom and Rights to define 
vulnerability as due to "poverty, lack of education and 
professional opportunities," these terms remain vague in 
their usage. The experience of victimhood is a complex 
one and different meanings of vulnerability buttress it. 
Women and children are particularly vulnerable to be- 
come victims of trafficking due to inter alia lack of 
education and professional opportunities (European Com- 
mission 2000). Women are seen as being in a particular 
vulnerable position, they find themselves in an environ- 
ment they do not know and are usually ignorant of their 
rights (Vitorino). Vulnerability however becomes the 
building block of the understanding of trafficked women 
and it needs to be assessed and identified. Victimization is 
no longer a direct relationship to the body of the victim, 
but it needs the mediation of knowledge. 

The victim of circumstances is equally a structural 

Debates on the usefulness of a victim approach have 
discussedvictimhood in general terms, without lookingat 
the actual practices of victimhood. The notion of victim 
has appealed to both activists and scholars in an attempt 
to distinguish trafficked women from illegal migrants 
andlor prostitutes. Victimhood can act as a "solidarity- 
inducing denominator" (Boutellier 68), especially as it 
resonates with concerns present in the W e ~ t . ~  Slavoj Zizek 
has talked about the "universalization of the victim" 
(214). The victim has become the predominant political 
identification in the West. From victims of crime to 
victims of discrimination at work, groups mobilize and 
claim rights through this identification rather than through 
an appeal to justice. Hans Boutellier has also pointed out 
the recent rediscovery of the victim in relation to crime. 

Being intrinsically linked to emotions, to sentiment, 
victimhood is supposed to trigger direct reactions in the 
spectator, beyond other rational calculations. Trafficked 
women have been subjected to cruelty and their undeni- 
able suffering at the hands of traffickers makes them extra- 
ordinary, beyond the ordinary identifications with illegal 
migrants and prostitutes. Where their trajectory might 
have coincided with that of a migrant or prostitute, 
suffering is redemptory. A victim approach was thus 
supposed to reinforce the human rights of trafficked 
women and foster policies that would take into account 
their needs. 

The most problematic aspect of the victim twist is that, 
as Boutellier has put it, "[tlheir only goal is to have 
someone listen to them and to have their suffering recog- 
nized and acknowledged, whether materially or other- 
wise" (50). Victims have no stories to tell about their 
motivation or the considerations that led to the crime they 
have been subjected to. "The good other," Zizek has 
pointed out, 

dwells in the anonymous passive universality of a 
victim-the moment we encounter an actuallactive 
other, there is always something with which to re- 
proach him [sic.q: beingpatriarchal, fanatical, intoler- 
ant .... (215) 
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In some cases, the morevictims talk about the event, the 
lower their status as avictim (Boutellier). Thus victims are 
doubly silenced. Hence the feminist discontent with the 
victimhood approaches. 

Victims, Jo Doezema (2001) has pointed out following 
Wendy Brown's analysis of the "injured body," do not 
covet power, but protection. The focus o n  suffering and 
pain is likely to obscure the need for an analysis ofrelations 
of domination within which trafficked women move. 
Baudrillard is thus right to  say "in order to fight whatever, 
one must start from the evil, not from the suffering." One - 
needs to tackle the causes, to challenge and envisage the 
restructuring of power relations rather than remain closed 
upon suffering and protection. It is in this context that 
feminists have started to explore trafficking in women in 
relation to global economics and exploitation (Sangera). 

Suffering renders victims of trafficking "innocent," but at the 
same time it can entail pernicious consequences for those who 
have willingly taken up prostitution. While condemning 
forced prostitution, such an approach offers nothing in 
the way of rights for the "guilty," "voluntary" prostitutes 
(Doezema 2002). It equally does not benefit those women 
who do not fit the "typical" scenario of victimization 
(Deimleiter 259). What this debate however leaves unex- 
plored is the specific construction of traficked women as 
a group "at risk." Victims of trafficking are not the 
generalized victims of crime, they are constituted by 
specific practices and representations of risk. 

Victims "At Risk"/ "Risky" 

In a Foucauldian-inspired sociological literature, risk 
has been defined as a component of diverse forms of 
calculative rationality for governing the conduct of indi- 
viduals, collectivities and populations (Dean). Risk prac- 
tices concern the qualitative assessment ofindividuals and 
groups as falling within "at-risk" categories. As Julie 
Brownlie has pointed out with respect to child victims of 
sexual abuse, their victim status is equally an indicator of 
future risk. Studies of risk practices have emphasized the 
construction ofbiographical profiles ofhuman populations 
for risk management and security provision (Ericson and 
Haggerty). Psychological accounts of individuals at risk 
become inscribed upon victimization of women.3 It is a 
relationship with the past that inscribes "becoming" upon 
"being" a victim and acts on the constitution of risk 
groups. 

Their biographies construct women as pathological, 
likely to take abnormal, "risky" actions. The distorted 
actions women are liable to undertake fall under the 
categories of prostitution, illegal migration and even 
organized crime. Women thus remain riskybeings, always 
"in danger" of being re-trafficked and therefore posing a 
continuous risk to Western societies. Rather than rights- 
bearing individuals, women are dealt with as risk-bearing 
ones, subjected to a logic of risk which is focused on how 

to limit the opportunity of the "risky" offender to offend. 
The construction ofwomen as "at r i sk  groups implic- 

itly triggers the construction of "riskyselves." Women can 
be re-trafficked given these inherent weaknesses; hence 
the concern with "disciplining" women. The European 
Commission (2000) has pointed out that helping victims 
of trafficking or smuggling is a way of preventing them to 
lapse into an illegal immigration situation. The prevalent 
concern about risky selves is that they will act in this way 
again. They are "risky beingsn by virtue of a series of 
abstract factors, which turn their past into a "fulfilling 
prophecy." 

Those judged "at risk" of being a danger to the wider 

Suffering renders victims of 
trafficking "innocent," but at the 
same time it can entail pernicious 
consequences for those who have 

willingly taken up prostitution. 

community are subject to a range of therapeutic (e.g., 
counselling, self-help groups, support groups) and disci- 
plinary (training and re-training) practices in an effort 
either to eliminate them completely from communal 
spaces (e.g. by various forms of confinement) or to lower 
the dangers posed by their risk (Dean 189). Victims are 
thus to be rehabilitated, assisted, and re-integrated in their 
countries of origin (European Council 2001; Brussels 
Declaration 2002). Rehabilitation reminds one of drug- - 
and alcohol-addiction. Moral companions or the teaching 
of daily interaction techniques (such as using public 
transportation or conforming to a daily schedule) are 
indicative of a pathology that is assumed, though not 
e~pressed.~ 

While trafficked women are involved in psychological 
therapy (together, for example, with victims of domestic 
violence and rape) and in various vocational programs of 
retraining, it is important to remember that these pto- 
grammes are seen by organisations such as the European 
Union (EU) as part of prevention strategies and to be 
supplemented in most cases by return to the country of 
  rig in.^ Victims will thus be subjected to various practices 
which are more appropriate to containment of risk and 
disciplinarization thanvictim support. The fact that in the 
articulation with risk, these techniques are ambiguous and 
do not appear as benefiting the women is apparent in their 
refusal to undertake such  program^.^ 

In Lieu of Conclusion 

This paper has looked at the articulation of risk-man- 
agement practices and constructions ofvictimhood. The 

victim of trafficking has been shown to be represented as 
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a particular category "at risk," bearing the specificity both 

of social conditions and of her past. This particular 
construction of victimhood constructs women as equally 
"risky" selves, in need of being disciplined so as not to be 
re-trafficked. Women become risky in the context of 
unquestioned assumptions of risk to Western societies 
that illegal migration and prostitution pose. To the nine- 
teenth-century vision of prostitution as a menace, the 
post-modern world has added migration. While these 
risks are in need of theoretical deconstruction, a more 
specific consequence for trafficking in women is that 
"victims" should be taken seriously; their refusal of certain 
programmes andlor their different needs should not be 
seen as part of a pathological problem. 

Claudia Aradau is a PhD. candidzte in the Department of 
Government and Politics, at the Open University, UK She 
is currently doing research on human trafficking and the 
practices of security. 

'Despite the conceptual enlargement operated, there is 
still a clear hierarchy ofvictims. Consent and prior knowl- 
edge are downplayed in the construction ofthevictim, but 
they do not disappear. On the dilemma of"voluntary" vs. 
"forced" prostitution, see Doezema (1998). 
'Victimization is often the most important concern of 
postindustrial citizens (Lianos and Douglas). 
Compare earlier accounts of trafficked women. "Women 

originating from the CEE countries tend to be young, 
below the age of 25, well-educated and in many cases 
multi-lingualw (European Parliament 1996). 
4I have chosen some of these techniques from the website 
of the Italian NGO Sewizio Mi'anti Caritas (http:/I 
www.victims-of-trafficking.orglUWindex.htm1) and the 
French Comitbde lutteconhel 'esclavage (http://www.ccem- 
antislavery.org/FR/nous-aider.htm1). The risky-ness of 
women is equally present in the transformation of traf- 
f cked women into traffickers. See IOM 2002. 
5The Unicef report notes that the majority of women to 
not take the offer for further assistance and do not contact 
the NGOs or stay in touch with IOM. 
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