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Introduction
“Women and children fi rst” is an adage we often hear 
employed when conversation turns to crisis situations. 
One can picture lifeboats loaded with wives, mothers, 
sisters, and small children being launched from a sink-
ing ship. But this saying undergoes an ironic twist when 
viewed through the lens of traffi cking for the purpose of 
sexual exploitation. Women and children are fi rst to be 
at risk, fi rst to be exploited, and fi rst to suffer from the 
effects of disease, grinding poverty, and abuse. They may 
also be fi rst to be criminalized or deported. Yet, gender 
discrimination renders them last when it comes to access 
to the power needed to transform their own lives. 

The Issue of Power
First and foremost, the explosion of human traffi cking 
for sexual exploitation is about power. There is money 
to be made from the sex trade—lots of it. The U.S. State 
Department estimates that human traffi cking is second 
only to drug traffi cking (and tied with the arms trade) in 
the amount of money to be made on an annual basis.1

With millions of dollars at stake, it’s no surprise that 
organized crime is deeply involved in sex traffi cking. 
And where organized crime operates, governments 
are likely to turn a blind eye to the exploitation taking 
place within as well as beyond their borders. Lax law 
enforcement, indifferent judiciaries, and government 
offi cials silenced by the lure of the bribe are all a part 
of how power is used to carve out a zone for crimes 
against innocent victims.

Why is there such seeming indifference to a problem 
whose scope and complexity should make it a cultural 

crisis? The answer lies in part in the unequal power rela-
tions between the genders. Most of the world’s poor are 
women and girls, who comprise around 70 percent of 
the 1.3 billion people who live on a dollar or less a day 
in extreme poverty.2 Gender discrimination means the 
denial of the basic rights of women. Men and women 
experience the worst aspects of extreme poverty differ-
ently, a fact that must be addressed if poverty is to be 
alleviated by 2015, as is the aim of the U.N. Millennium 
Development Goals.3

Unequal power between the genders manifests itself in 
poverty in complex and interrelated ways:4

• Women work two-thirds of the world’s working 
hours and produce half of the world’s food, yet they 
earn only 10 percent of the world’s income.

• Women own less than 1 percent of the world’s 
property. 

• Two-thirds of the children denied access to a pri-
mary education are girls.

• Seventy-fi ve percent of the world’s 876 million 
illiterate adults are women. Every extra year a girl 
spends in school could reduce child mortality by 10 
percent.

• More than half a million women die in pregnancy 
and childbirth every year. Of these deaths, 99 percent 
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are in developing countries. In some parts of Africa, 
maternal death rates are one in sixteen.

• Women hold only 14 percent of parliamentary seats 
worldwide. Only 8 percent of the world’s cabinet 
ministers are women. Only eleven countries have 
met the U.N. target of having 30 percent female deci-
sion makers.

• Worldwide, domestic violence is the biggest cause of 
injury and death to women. Gender-based violence 
causes more death and disability to women aged fi f-
teen to forty-four than cancer, malaria, traffi c acci-
dents, and war.

Power and Traditional 
Understandings about Gender
Nowhere is the issue of the imbalance of power more 
evident than in the consequences women and children 
bear for certain traditional cultural assumptions. One 
aspect driving the demand for younger and younger 
children in the sex trade is the belief that children are 
less susceptible to sexually transmitted diseases and 
thus somehow “purer.” In fact, children are more sus-
ceptible to such diseases. 

The understandings that constitute masculine identity 
in many cultures fuel the demand for virgins, leading in 
turn to the recruitment of very young girls from remote 
villages and regions. Even if these children are later res-
cued from the sex trade, cultural expectations about gen-
der and power are still at work against them. In many 
areas of the world and among many of the world’s reli-
gions, girls who have been a part of the sex trade are con-
sidered defi led and are outcasts from their own homes, 
even if their dilemma was not of their own making. 

Adult women experience a similar lack of access to the 
power that would enable them to control their own 
destinies. Among women involved in prostitution, 
those who have been traffi cked commonly have the 
least power in negotiating the conditions of sex. They 
are routinely denied access to medical care or access 
to social services. This is consistent with one dynamic 
contributing to the spread of HIV/AIDS in developing 
countries: the inability of many powerless women to 
determine when and with whom they will have sex. For 
years married women in Africa have, through no fault 

of their own, contributed to the spread of AIDS when 
their husbands returned infected with HIV from remote 
cities where they had gone to seek employment.

Traffi  cking Near to Our Doors
To some degree, the more obvious aspects of traffi cking 
for the sex trade play out at some distance from the lives 
of most Americans. But the relationship of the imbal-
ance of power between the genders and the problem of 
traffi cking for sexual purposes manifests itself in some 
very specifi c ways that are not so far removed from 
where we live. Two examples of traffi cking that touch 
our lives closer than we perhaps realize are forced mar-
riage and the plight of immigrants. Two other examples, 
sex tourism and Internet pornography, are particularly 
repugnant to most of us, but they may be much more 
a part of the lives of people we know than we would 
want to admit. These issues will be addressed in ses-
sions 3 and 4.

Forced Marriage
The phenomenon of forced marriage has its roots in the 
traditional marriage practices of many cultures. A study 
presently under way by Mega Arumugam, a doctoral 
student at the University of Leicester, is examining the 
“bride trade” and its relationship to forced marriage in 
the United Kingdom. Arumugam believes that marriage 
can be an attractive tool for the sex traffi ckers.5 The legal-
ity of the institution of marriage can lead to a false sense 
of security that there will be no coercion or exploitation.

Nongovernmental organizations are reporting an 
increase in brokered international marriages in Asia, a 
signifi cant number of which are being used as a vehi-
cle to traffi c women. Some of the highest incidences of 
these marriages are in South Korea and Taiwan. But in 
some regions in the U.S., women are brought to become 
the brides of men from their own countries of origin and 
then coerced into becoming prostitutes to support their 
husbands. Some of these women experience physical 
and emotional abuse at the hands of their spouses. Many 
are living in silent suffering in our own communities.

Exploitation of Migrants 
Some Christians would be surprised to discover that 
traffi cking occurs close to their very doorsteps. Many 
women and children are trapped in a life of sexual 
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exploitation when they unwittingly become a part of the 
rising tide of illegal immigration in this country. Many 
undocumented persons come from south of the border, 
but an increasing number come from Asian countries 
such as China and from Eastern European countries. In 
some cases, these victims enter into debt bondage with 
their traffi ckers, promising to pay back their travel costs 
in exchange for being transported to the United States. 
Once here, the traffi ckers escalate their demands for 
payment, sometimes quadrupling the cost of the travel. 
Women and children are forced into the sex trade to pay 
off a debt that will continue to spiral and will never be 
able to be paid. Other workers are forced into domestic 
labor or farm work, enduring gang rape or systematic 
sexual exploitation in addition to the labor to pay off 
the debt. 

In Kentucky, raids of brothels in the Lexington area 
revealed that the women who were being prostituted 
were undocumented immigrants forced into the trade 
by their traffi ckers.6 When raids take place, these women 
scatter to outlying communities, only to be back in six 
months. Once out, why would they return to a life of 
deprivation? The answer lies in having limited (or non-
existent) choices. In many cases traffi ckers have confi s-
cated any identity papers the women may have had, and 
all earnings have gone toward the debt they owe their 
abusers. Isolated in a foreign land where they are not 
likely to speak the language, the women endure threats 
to their own safety and to that of family members if they 
reveal their plight to law enforcement offi cials. Most do 
not speak English; therefore there are few places to go 
for help. The only place to obtain a meal and a bed may 
be the brothel in which they were imprisoned.

A recent ad campaign against human traffi cking 
launched by the U.S. government promised to res-
cue and restore victims of traffi cking with help such 
as housing, health care, food, and even citizenship. 
But what the ads don’t say is that to take advantage of 
these benefi ts, victims must fi rst agree to cooperate in 
the criminal investigations of their abusers. Those who 
cooperate face retaliation from their traffi ckers (whom 
they often know) or risk harm to their loved ones back 
home. Victims must also go through a process of prov-
ing themselves to be victims of a severe form of traffi ck-
ing, as well as demonstrating they would face extreme 
hardship if they returned to their home country. The 

defi nitions of severe traffi cking and extreme hardship 
are vague and diffi cult to pin down. Those denied the 
so-called T visas face deportation or prison because they 
are undocumented.

Other stumbling blocks exist. Identifying victims of traf-
fi cking is often the job of local law enforcement offi cials. 
These offi cials may arrest the victims because of their 
illegal status or misidentify them. Since many victims 
come from countries where corrupt law offi cials cannot 
be trusted, they may be fearful of disclosing their plight.

Children who have been traffi cked may fear law enforce-
ment offi cers even more. Though the estimates are that 
children may make up as much as one-third of traffi ck-
ing victims, only forty-fi ve had received visas or other 
help as of 2004. “Most children come alone and are too 
traumatized to be able to convince law enforcement offi -
cials that they are survivors of traffi cking,” says Mar-
garet MacDonnell, Children’s Services Specialist with 
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops Migration and 
Refugee Services.7

Because the risks are so great and the requirements so 
diffi cult to meet, few traffi cking victims actually can 
take advantage of the government help intended when 
Traffi cking Victims Protection Act was passed in 2000. 
Out of an estimated 14,500 to 17,500 persons traffi ck-
ing annually to the United States, only about 729 survi-
vors and another 645 family members of survivors had 
received T visas as of 2006.8

As Christians continue to grapple with immigration 
reform in this country, the dimension of the sexual 
exploitation of undocumented immigrant women and 
children must be a signifi cant part of the debate. The 
requirement that traffi cking victims must testify against 
their exploiters seems logical on the face of it. But closer 
examination using the lens of possible institutionalized 

One aspect driving the demand for 
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and socialized gender bias and the imbalance of power 
may reveal the same kinds of assumptions that in the 
past were a barrier to justice for rape victims, who often 
had to prove that they did not “ask for it.”

Responding to Victims 
of Traffi  cking on Our Doorsteps
As Christians, we have a mandate from Jesus Christ to 
respond to the plight of those on the margins and espe-
cially to act on behalf of those whose voices may be muf-
fl ed or silenced. When we consider how to respond to 
victims of sex traffi cking, we may be stopped short by 
our own repugnance for the kind of exploitation they are 
enduring. But women and children are living in slavery 
in our own communities, and there are things we can do 
to respond. Some possible actions include the following:

• Explore how to train church members to be more 
observant and to ask the right questions of women or 
children they encounter who seem to be in distress. 
Members of congregations who might be appropri-
ate for this type of training include doctors, nurses, 
social workers, teachers, law enforcement offi cers, 
and others who may come in contact with victims 
of traffi cking. A national resource for training is the 
Freedom Network USA, which has trained religious 
leaders, the U.S. Department of Justice, the FBI, local 
police, social service agencies, medical profession-
als, and others to recognize and become partners 
in addressing human traffi cking. Visit http://www
.freedomnetworkusa.org/. 

• One of the biggest needs for those who escape traf-
fi cking is transitional housing. Consider partnering 
with others to set aside an apartment or rooms for 
those who may need temporary housing. Contact 
your local offi ce of the U.S. Department of Labor to 
fi nd out if your area has a group working against 
traffi cking and what specifi c resources, such as hous-
ing, may be needed.

• In some communities ecumenical groups and secular 
agencies are setting up traffi cking working groups to 
address the needs of victims in a more comprehensive 
way. Find out if your community has such a group.

• Congress passed the Traffi cking in Persons Act in 
2000, reauthorized in 2003, which mandates reports 
from other nations on how they are addressing traf-

fi cking (the Traffi cking in Persons Reports) and which 
set up the T visa program. Yet little has been done 
in a systematic way to document traffi cking in the 
United States. More legislation is needed to address 
this need and to put in more stringent protection poli-
cies. Some states, such as New York, have established 
their own antitraffi cking laws to further protect vic-
tims. You can learn more about these efforts through 
the Freedom Network USA.

• Little research has yet been done on children or 
teenagers within the United States who may be vul-
nerable to traffi ckers who may force them into pros-
titution. What is suspected is that children who are 
runaways or who are forced out onto the streets are 
at particular risk. Find out what your community is 
doing to provide comprehensive services for these 
young people.

Domestic violence and rape can be considered to be 
manifestations of the misuse and abuse of power. By the 
same token, traffi cking for the purpose of sexual exploi-
tation represents a most profound and disturbing abuse 
of power. It is a crime where power is wielded against 
the most vulnerable of the vulnerable in order to reap 
great economic gain. How globalization and the global 
economy have fed this evil will be the topic of session 3. 

About the Writer
Martha Bettis-Gee is associate for child advocacy in the Presbyte-
rian Church (U.S.A.).
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on women is found at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demo
graphic/products/indwm/wwpub2000educ.htm.
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7. Pueng Vongs, Pacifi c News Service, “Gov’t Effort to Stem 
Human Traffi cking Helps Very Few,” December 16, 2004, at 
http://news.pacifi cnews.org/news/. Scroll down the page to 
Archive link, and click on December 2004 to fi nd article.

8. U.S. Department of State, “Traffi cking in Persons Report,” 
June 12, 2007. Accessed at http://www.state.gov/g/tip/rls/
tiprpt/2007/82811.htm.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads true
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12.002400
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


