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Introduction

 Sociocultural anthropologist

 Researching human trafficking 
in Canada and internationally 
for over 10 years

 Anthropology Department, 
York University

 Centre for Research & 
Education on Violence Against 
Women & Children, Western 
University

 Co-editor of Challenging 
Trafficking in Canada: Policy 
Brief



Canada: Legal Definition

 Human trafficking involves the recruitment, 

transportation, harbouring, and/or exercising 

control, direction, or influence over the 

movements of a person to exploit that person

 Anyone over the age of 18 whose labour, 

including agricultural, construction, 

domestic, sexual, etc., is exploited through 

any means of force, fraud or coercion; and

 Anyone under the age of 18 who, because 

they are legally considered unable to 

consent, engages in any form of transactional 

sex



United Nations 

Definition

The recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of 

the threat or use of force or other forms of 

coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, 

of the abuse of power or of a position of 

vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 

payments of benefits to achieve the consent of 

a person having control over another person, 

for the purpose of exploitation. 

Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the 

exploitation of the prostitution of others or 

forms of other sexual exploitation, forced 

labour or services, slavery or practices similar 

to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.



History of Anti-Trafficking Efforts

 Mythic “White Slave Trade” 

 Late 19th, early 20th century

 Fueled by and perpetuated racism

 Men of colour as morally corrupt 
criminals

 Women of colour as morally corrupt 
prostitutes

 Emphasis on the need to protect the 
purity & virtue of white women

 Anti-immigration attitudes towards non-
white settlers

 Controlling the movement of women
Ernest A. Bell’s Fighting the Traffic in Young Girls 

or War on the White Slave Trade. 1910



Simple Stories, Complex Realities

 Popular depictions of human trafficking in 
mainstream media fuel misconceptions

 Oversimplified

 International organized crime

 Kidnapping and sex trafficking

 Rescue & saviour storylines

 Worst case scenarios distort perceptions

 Often reinforce racist stereotypes

 Inaccurate statistics and estimates 
circulated by NGOs and government 
organizations

 Emphasis on increased policing

Example of common anti-trafficking imagery. 

Original image used on the cover of MPP Joy 

Smith’s “The Tipping Point”



Complex Realities
 Trafficking ≠ Sex Work

 Spectrum of Consent

 Progression from consent to non-

consent

 Consequences of: 

 Inequality

 Racism

 Discrimination

 Criminalization

 Labour exploitation outside the 

sex trades

 Migrant workers & TFWPs



Why is this important?

How we think about human trafficking 

impacts:

The solutions we imagine

The steps we take to stay safe

The services available to victims and 

survivors and how they are treated

Racism, inequality, & discrimination

Immigration, policing, & funding



What Can You Do?
Think about what consent means to you, including:

What consent looks like in different kinds of 
relationships (friendships, intimate partners, 
etc.)

Warning signs of abusive relationships

What consent looks like in the workplace 
(working conditions, pay, duties, treatment, etc.)

Warning signs of exploitation

Have conversations with friends & family about 
consent

Practice self-care, including checking in with 
yourself and setting healthy boundaries



What Can You Do?

Identify resources and supports that 

you would feel comfortable using 

Think critically about what you see on 

TV, read in the news, and share on 

social media

Support organizations that are 

survivor-led and center anti-oppressive 

harm reduction approaches



Learn More:

Global Alliance Against Trafficking in 

Women (GAATW)

Beyond Trafficking & Slavery 

(opendemocracy.net)

Canadian Council for Refugees: Trafficking

Butterfly: Asian & Migrant Sex Workers 

Network (Migrant Sex Worker Project)

SWAN Vancouver: Anti-Trafficking



Thank You!


