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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this thesis is to analyse the triangular dynamics of securitisation and de-

securitisation underpinning the European Union’s policies against trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation. Drawing on two main bodies of literature: critical security studies and 

feminist insights into prostitution and trafficking, it sheds light on the growing tendency of the 

European Union to conceptualise and address trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a 

security issue, and on the distinct and competing approaches that coexist within feminist 

struggles against such trend, which largely follow the opposing views that structure feminist 

debates on prostitution: an abolitionist stance that is articulated predominantly from inside the 

European Union’s institutions and a sex-work approach that is defended mainly from outside.  

The fundamental contribution this thesis makes is to show that the European Union’s 

securitising tendency and the abolitionist ideals defended therein are not antithetical but 

inextricably linked. By means of a Critical Frame Analysis of the Union’s internal security, 

gender and sexuality and anti-trafficking policies, I show that the evolution of trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation as a security issue within the Union’s Area of Freedom, Security 

and Justice, and its evolution as a form of violence against women in its gender equality and 

sexual diversity policies are inextricably linked, and that this link is central to its securitisation. 

I start from the premise that trafficking in women is securitised by ‘contagion’, that is, by being 

conceptualised and addressed as an epiphenomenon of organised crime, irregular migration and 

prostitution. The key mechanism enabling this ‘contagion’ in the European Union is spillover 

of the internal market into a project of internal security; a spillover that is itself the result of a 

process of securitisation in which terrorism, organised crime and irregular migration are linked 

and depicted as threats to the internal security of the Union. The inclusion of human trafficking 

as a form of organised crime and irregular immigration in such a continuum is, therefore, what 

allows trafficking in women for sexual exploitation to be securitised as a result.  

Its consideration as an epiphenomenon of prostitution in the Union’s gender equality and 

sexual diversity policies, however, also plays a cardinal role; that has been ignored by both 

critical security studies and feminist insights into prostitution and trafficking. In this regard, I 

show that in the mid-2000s and despite not having competences on the matter the European 

Union, and the European Parliament in particular, abandons its previously ambivalent position 

towards prostitution and begins to adopt an explicit abolitionist approach. I also show that 

feminist attempts to redefine trafficking in women in abolitionist terms have been very 



ii 
 

successful, consolidating a gender, human rights and victim-centred approach in the Union’s 

anti-trafficking policies. Crucially, however, this has not extricated the issue from the realms 

of organised crime and irregular migration, but actually reinforced its location therein, thus 

contributing to its securitisation while also radically altering it. Indeed, feminist attempts to 

render trafficked victims referent objects of security rather than threats hinge on a 

psychologised notion of vulnerability that render them a risk in themselves, as their alleged 

inability to make good decision and assume responsibility for themselves turn them into the 

antithesis of the neoliberal, entrepreneurial self, who is ultimately the subject of rights. The 

intersection of security and gender in the conceptualisation of trafficking in women thus works 

to strengthen the diagnosis and solutions offered by the former while constraining the latter 

with exclusionary effects for irregular migrants and sex workers, in the form of a compassionate 

conservatism that justifies punitive measures against the many in exchange for protecting the 

few, as well as for trafficked victims themselves, through a complex process of othering that is 

premised on the choice between exclusion or compulsory assimilation.  

The second major contribution of this thesis is to analyse the anti-trafficking struggles of 

abolitionist and sex worker organisations as ‘de-securitising’ attempts. By means of a fieldwork 

study in which I interviewed a sample of such organisations in the European Union and four 

member states: France, Sweden, the Netherlands and Spain, I show that the intersection of 

security and gender in the securitisation of trafficking in women renders its de-securitisation in 

feminist terms very complicated for both types of organisations. With regards to feminist 

abolitionist organisations I show that even though they use the security frames to a much lesser 

extent than abolitionist inside the European Union, they still largely replicate their gender 

frames, which contain within themselves the elements that enable the securitisation of 

trafficking in women and its exclusionary effects. As a result, they too are unsuccessful in their 

de-securitising attempts. With regards to sex worker organisations I show that even though their 

reformulation of human rights and European citizenship in more inclusionary terms through the 

depiction of prostitution as work has greater de-securitising potential, such potential is 

diminished by the fact that their depiction of prostitution as work is based on the same notion 

of sexual self-determination that abolitionists use to discredit it. As a result, they are unable to 

overcome the ‘indiscernibility’ of prostitution as work and effectively de-securitise trafficking 

in women. I also argue that it is in their anarchistic ‘politics of act’ where their true de-

securitisation potential lies, as it is there that they formulate ‘disobedient subjectivities’ and 

forms of resistance that subvert the in/security binary and thus security’s exclusionary logic. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: THE DYNAMICS OF SECURITISATION AND DE-

SECURITISATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION’S ANTI-TRAFFICKING POLITICS 

 

“No other concept in international relations packs the metaphysical punch nor 

commands the disciplinary power of security” (Der Derian, 1995: 24).   

 

“The women are sitting, lounging, strolling and leaning against one another. 

There are men mingled with them, a lot of men, but in their dark uniforms or 

suits, so similar to one another, they form only a kind of background. The 

women on the other hand are tropical, they are dressed in all kinds of bright 

festive gear… Is there joy in this? There could be, but have they chosen it? 

You can't tell by looking” (Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 1985). 

 

1. Object of Research. 

Over the last three decades, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation has moved from 

the margins to the mainstream of national, regional and the international political agendas. It 

has become the subject of increased media attention, intense political cooperation and vast legal 

regulation. Anti-trafficking institutions and civil society organisations have proliferated across 

the world, as have public awareness and concern. However, trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation has not emerged as a radically novel phenomenon on the political agenda. Given 

its complex and protean nature, as well as the lack of reliable data on the matter, it has been 

conceptualised and addressed as an epiphenomenon of other social and political issues to which 

it is contiguous, namely, organised crime, irregular immigration and prostitution. Issues, and 

this is crucial, that have already been identified as internal security and/or public order ‘threats’. 

Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, therefore, has emerged on the political agenda as 

part of an assemblage of ‘new security threats’, and has itself been ‘securitised’ as a result.  

While predominant, this securitising tendency is not absolute. A counter-strategy has been 

advocated and practised, primarily by feminist politicians, academics and civil society 

organisations, who strive to remove trafficking in women from the security agenda by offering 

alternative understandings of the issue. Interestingly, however, this counter-strategy is not a 

uniform one. Two distinct and conflicting approaches exist among feminist anti-trafficking 

actors which largely follow the two opposing views structuring feminist debates on prostitution: 
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abolitionism versus sex work. Feminist anti-trafficking actors are radically divided, therefore, 

arguing amongst themselves as much as against the dominant framework.  

Indeed, the issue of prostitution and, by association, trafficking in women, are among the 

most contentious issues on the feminist agenda. Three main positions can be identified in this 

regard, advanced from radical, liberal and sex work perspectives. Radical feminists understand 

women’s oppression to be fundamentally based on sex, and thus on their sexual domination. 

Prostitution is conceived as an integral part of this system of domination as a form of sexual 

exploitation, an expression of violence against women and a violation of women’s human 

rights, which cannot be consented to or tolerated. Radical feminists conceive of prostitution and 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as being inherently linked, therefore, as any form 

of assisted migration for prostitution is seen as sex trafficking regardless of the victim’s consent. 

Following this view, the state should criminalise all parties involved in the sex industry except 

for the prostitute herself, who is always a victim. Liberal feminists, instead, consider that 

women’s oppression originates in their exclusion from the social contract and the rights it 

provides, particularly equality, autonomy and property. Regarding prostitution, they distinguish 

between voluntary and forced prostitution and argue that women who freely choose to engage 

in prostitution should be allowed to do so without legal or social constraints. As a result, they 

oppose the criminalisation of voluntary prostitution and instead propose its regulation as sex 

work, which they consider to be different and separate from both forced prostitution and 

trafficking. This position has been further developed by sex workers’ rights advocates and sex 

workers themselves, who also distinguish between forced and voluntary prostitution 

(conceiving of the latter as sex work) as well as between prostitution and trafficking. However, 

they understand sex work as a form of empowerment and a means of resistance to gender, class 

and racial inequalities for those who choose it. Therefore, they strive to empower sex workers 

in the context of a patriarchal and capitalist society, by constituting them as political subjects 

and by claiming specific rights and social recognition for them.      

Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a political and policy concern, ultimately, 

is underpinned by a triangular dynamic of securitisation and de-securitisation in which the 

former is enacted by dominant policies and the latter by feminist advocates on both sides of the 

abolitionism versus sex work debate. The fundamental aim of this thesis is thus to better 

understand this dynamic, particularly as it develops in the context of the European Union. The 

European Union today has a prolific and robust anti-trafficking regime. It was not until the mid-

1990s, however, that it began to develop proactive and comprehensive policies on the matter. 
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As Birgit Locher explains (2007), the sudden and unprecedented adoption, extension and 

consolidation of anti-trafficking policies in the European Union can be explained by the 

emergence of key norms in the international domain, which helped revitalise the ‘anti-

trafficking norm’ created in the 1950s but dormant since then, together with crucial changes 

taking place in the European Union itself. First, the gradual communitarisation of justice and 

home affairs granted European institutions increased competences in matters of organised crime 

and irregular immigration, both of which gradually came to include human trafficking. Second, 

the extension of the Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity policies and the concerted 

effort of feminist politicians, experts and civil society organisations around them, contributed 

to placing trafficking in women for sexual exploitation on the Union’s agenda, thus gendering 

the debate.  

The Union’s anti-trafficking policies thus coincided with two decisive trends that greatly 

affected their development. First, with the communitarisation of justice and home affairs and 

the subsequent development of the Union as an ‘Area of Freedom, Security and Justice’. In fact, 

human trafficking is firmly entrenched in the ‘security continuum’ articulated therein, linking 

terrorism, organised crime and irregular immigration as threats to the internal security of the 

Union. Second, with the expansion of the Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity policies, 

well beyond their initial focus on formal equality in employment.  Indeed, trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation has been thoroughly addressed in this expanded policy agenda, 

particularly within the realm of violence against women, which is also where the Union’s 

abolitionist approach towards prostitution has developed, despite the latter not having 

competences on the matter. The¡ adoption of such an aapproach to prostitution has resulted in 

the division of feminist anti-trafficking actors along abolitionist and sex work lines; a division 

that is also vectored by an insider/outsider divide as abolitionist positions are increasingly 

defended from within European Union institutions while sex work approaches are largely 

defended from the outside.  

The discursive and institutional context in which the European Union’s anti-trafficking 

policies have been adopted is ultimately structured by the triangular dynamic of securitisation 

and de-securitisation highlighted above, in which trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

is securitised by dominant policies while two distinct and conflicting approaches coexist in the 

struggle against it: an abolitionist approach defended mainly within European institutions, and 

a sex-work approach defended predominantly from outside them. The central aim of this thesis 

is thus to unravel the nature and consequences of this particular dynamic. In order to do so, the 
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thesis is divided into two parts. The first part analyses the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, 

specifically in relation to trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, while the second part 

focuses on the anti-trafficking struggles of feminist civil society organisations that defend both 

abolitionist and sex work positions. Given that the regulation of prostitution falls under the 

purview of individual member states and important differences exist between them, both parts 

are structured by a comparative analysis of the European Union and four of its member states: 

Sweden, the Netherlands, France and Spain. These countries have been chosen because they 

constitute a representative sample of the different prostitution regimes that can found in the 

Union. Sweden is a pioneer in the paradigmatic policy solution offered by abolitionism: client 

criminalisation; the Netherlands epitomises the regulationist approach that treats voluntary 

prostitution as sex work; France had a prohibitionist model that criminalised prostitutes 

themselves until 2016, and Spain represents a middle ground, where prostitution is neither 

criminalised nor regulated. The specific prostitution regimes adopted in each country will be 

outlined in detail in the following chapters.    

2. Gaps in the Literature: Critical Security Studies and Feminist Insights into Prostitution and 

Trafficking in Women for Sexual Exploitation.  

In order to analyse the dynamic indicated above, I draw on two main bodies of literature: 

critical security studies and feminist insights into prostitution and trafficking. Critical security 

studies are a heterogeneous field containing multiple and even competing approaches. What 

they all have in common, however, is that they rethink the meaning of ‘security’ that traditional 

approaches advanced, widening it to include threats other than military ones and deepening it 

to include actors other than the state (Krause and Williams, 1997). Moreover, they all enact a 

shift in focus from what security ‘is’ to what security ‘does’, highlighting the role of security 

as an ordering principle for policy, politics, and the political. Security is not treated as 

something objective to be possessed, measured, and fought for, but as performative; it is not a 

thing but a process, not security but ‘securitisation’. Feminist approaches to prostitution and 

trafficking, in turn, are also an eclectic ensemble of multi-disciplinary approaches, which adopt 

a variety of ontological, epistemological and axiological positions. However, they coincide in 

their object of research and in the adoption of a feminist perspective, whatever way it is defined. 

As we will see, both literatures are essential to understanding the triangular dynamics of 

securitisation and de-securitisation underpinning the European Union’s policies against 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. From the perspective of this thesis, however, an 

important gap exists in the intersection between the two.  



5 
 

Critical security studies have focused predominantly on the construction of the European 

Union as a ‘domain of insecurity’, and on the impact that inserting trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation therein might have in terms of its securitisation. While they acknowledge 

that prostitution and gender and sexuality more generally have an impact on such securitisation, 

they rarely analyse it. Prostitution is mentioned, therefore, but never addressed, and this is true 

even of feminist variants. In addition, they focus overwhelmingly on processes of securitisation. 

Though they recognise the possibility and even the desirability of de-securitisation, therefore, 

they rarely engage with or analyse actual instances or attempts. Feminist approaches, instead, 

focus mainly on the relation between prostitution and trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation, analysing the different approaches that exist towards prostitution and how they 

interact with anti-trafficking struggles in national, regional or international domains, often 

taking a stance on the abolitionist versus sex work debate. While they acknowledge that 

prostitution and trafficking are increasingly shaped by security concerns, they have not 

addressed what the impact might be, and so feminist anti-trafficking endeavours have rarely 

been analysed through a ‘de-securitisation’ lens.   

Both literatures acknowledge the existence of one another, therfore, but rarely engage. As 

a result, the consequences of addressing trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as an 

epiphenomenon of organised crime and irregular immigration on the one hand, and of 

prostitution on the other, have been analysed separately. The relationship between organised 

crime, irregular immigration and prostitution in the securitisation and de-securitisation of 

trafficking in women has been overlooked. In the European Union, specifically, what is 

overlooked is the relation between the two trends outlined above, that is, the communitarisation 

of justice and home affairs, in which policies against organised crime and irregular migration 

are adopted, and the development of the Union’s gender equality and sexual freedom policies, 

where its approach to prostitution can be found. My main contention, instead, is that these trends 

are actually linked. The central argument I defend in this thesis is that the evolution of 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a security issue within the European Union’s 

Area of Freedom Security and Justice, and its evolution as a matter of violence against women 

in its gender equality and sexual diversity policies are inextricably linked, and such link is 

central for its securitisation. As a result, it also has a crucial bearing on the de-securitisation 

strategies of feminist civil society organisations on both sides of the abolitionist versus sex 

work debate. This is precisely what the mutual disavowal of critical security studies and 

feminist insights into prostitution and trafficking prevents both from seeing.  
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3. Main Contributions: The Intersection of Security and Gender in the Securitisation and De-

Securitisation of Trafficking in Women for Sexual Exploitation in the European Union.  

The starting point of this thesis is the idea, eminently defended by Claudia Aradau, that 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in Europe has been securitised by ‘contagion’ 

(2008a: 15). As a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon, trafficking in women has been 

analysed from different and sometimes competing perspectives. What all the perspectives have 

in common, however, is the objectivist conviction that it “can be satisfactorily defined if 

political will, clear thinking and practicality prevail” (Doezema, 2010: 5). They also share the 

idea that there is a lack of reliable data on the issue, given its underground nature and rapidly 

changing characteristics. As a result, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation has been 

‘problematised’, that is, rendered an object of thought and of government, by means of its 

insertion into various taxonomies that mobilise pre-existing knowledge; taxonomies which, as 

stated above, are already structured by concerns with security. Trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation is thus ‘vectored’ in the direction which has already been traced by such 

taxonomies and securitised as a result (Aradau, 2008a: 16). 

In the context of the European Union, as I will develop in chapter 2, the ‘securitisation by 

contagion’ of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation results from its insertion into a 

‘domain of insecurity’ that connects discrete issues as security threats, fostering the transferal 

of security connotations between them. The key mechanism underpinning such a domain is the 

‘spillover’ of the internal market into a project of internal security. A spillover that is itself the 

result of a process of securitisation, as critical security studies have convincingly argued, in 

which the institutionalisation of a ‘field of security professionals’ and the construction of a 

‘security continuum’ linking terrorism, organised crime and irregular migration as threats to the 

internal security of the Union gave way to the creation of a European domain of insecurity and 

a particular modality of government that governs freedom by managing its ‘dangerous excess’. 

As I will show, human trafficking in general and trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

in particular, while initially absent, emerged on the Union’s internal security agenda in the mid-

1990s as a cardinal priority in the fields of both organised crime and irregular immigration. The 

insertion of human trafficking into the security continuum mentioned above is thus what 

enables trafficking in women for sexual exploitation to be securitised as a result.   

What critical security studies have largely ignored, however, even their feminist variants, 

is the role played by prostitution, and thus by gender and sexuality more generally, in the 
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securitisation of trafficking in women. Focusing exclusively on its evolution within the Area of 

Freedom, Security and Justice, they have disregarded its concomitant development within the 

Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity policies, where its approach to prostitution can 

also be found. Interestingly, feminist approaches to prostitution and trafficking have also 

ignored the importance of the Union’s approach to prostitution for its problematisation of 

trafficking in women, as they tend to regard the Union as a source of funding for civil society 

organisations and a site for prostitution debates but not as an active participant within them. A 

fundamental contribution that this thesis makes, therefore, is to address this lacuna.  

Chapter 3 outlines the basic characteristics of the ‘new politics of prostitution’ and their 

development in the national domain, illustrated with reference to my four case studies, as well 

as their transferal to the European Union. I make two main arguments in this regard. First, I 

show that starting in the mid-1990s and intensifying in the mid-2000s, the European Union, and 

the European Parliament in particular, abandon their ambivalent position towards prostitution 

and begin to side with Sweden in its definition as a form of violence against women and the 

defence of client criminalistion. This, I argue, is essentially the result of the successful 

exportation of Sweden’s domestic prostitution agenda to the European Union. Such success 

was made possible, however, by the gender and sexual democratisation processes taking place 

in the Union itself, which materialised in its gender equality and sexual diversity policies. 

Second, I argue that we cannot understand the full implications of the new politics of 

prostitution in the national domain nor their transferal to the Union without explicitly attending 

to the neoliberal context in which they are embedded, the role that security plays in their 

development, and the related role of the notion of vulnerability. 

Having outlined the evolution and characteristics of the European Union’s internal security 

and gender and sexuality policies, I turn to the second major contribution of this thesis, which 

is to show that the evolution of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a security issue 

within the European Union’s Area of Freedom Security and Justice is inextricably linked to its 

evolution as a matter of violence against women in its gender equality and sexual diversity 

policies, and that this link is central to its securitisation. In chapter 4 I illustrate and analyse 

how internal security and gender and sexuality intersect in the problematisation of trafficking 

in women put forwards by the Union’s anti-trafficking policies. I show how feminist actors 

within the Union have been highly successful in their attempt to redefine trafficking in women, 

consolidating a gender, human rights and victim-centred approach in its anti-trafficking 

policies. This approach, however, has not managed to extricate the issue from the realms of 
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organised crime and irregular immigration. Instead, it has reinforced the location of trafficking 

in women therein, and thus contributed to its securitisation, though with some alterations. As I 

show, the intersection of security and gender and sexuality in the problematisation of trafficking 

in women ultimately works to strengthen and expand the diagnosis and solutions offered in the 

field of internal security while constraining those offered in the fields of gender equality and 

sexual diversity. As a result, the Union’s anti-trafficking policies have significant exclusionary 

effects, not just for irregular migrants and sex workers, but for trafficked victims themselves. 

Such exclusionary effects, however, have been reconciled with the Union’s alleged gender and 

sexual progressiveness, through a process of negative self-identification in which trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation tells the European Union what it is precisely, by telling them 

what it is not; in combination with a process of positive self-identification in which the 

intolerability that it displays towards trafficking ratifies its political and ethical identity, 

allowing it to present itself as a ‘community of value’.  

The third major contribution of this thesis is to analyse the anti-trafficking struggles of 

abolitionist and sex worker organisations as ‘de-securitising’ attempts. Through a fieldwork 

study in which I interviewed a representative sample of such organisations in the European 

Union and the four member states that constitute my case studies, I show that the intersection 

of security and gender and sexuality in the securitisation of trafficking in women renders its de-

securitisation in feminist terms very complicated for both types of organisations. After outlining 

the main strategies that critical security studies have developed regarding the ‘unmaking’ of 

security in chapter 5, I turn to the concrete strategies developed by feminist civil society 

organisations. The de-securitisation strategies of feminist abolitionist organisations are the 

object of chapter 6. As I will show, even though the latter employ security frames to a much 

lesser extent than feminist abolitionist actors inside the European Union, they replicate the 

problematisation that the latter offer in the Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity 

policies, which contain within themselves the elements enabling the securitisation of trafficking 

in women and its exclusionary effects. As a result, their de-securitising attempts are also 

unsuccessful. With regards to sex worker organisations, which are the object of chapter 7, I 

show that even though their reformulation of human rights and European citizenship in more 

inclusionary terms by reframing prostitution as sex work has greater de-securitising potential, 

such potential is diminished by the fact that their depiction of prostitution as work is based on 

the same notion of sexual self-determination that abolitionists use to discredit it. As a result, 

they cannot overcome the ‘indiscernibility’ of prostitution as work and effectively de-securitise 
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trafficking in women. I also argue, however, that it is in their anarchistic ‘politics of act’ where 

their true de-securitisation potential lies, as it is there that they formulate ‘disobedient 

subjectivities’ and forms of resistance that subvert the security/insecurity binary and thus the 

exclusionary logic of security. 

4. Methodology: Critical Frame Analysis and Carol Bacchi’s ‘What’s the Problem Represented 

to be?’ Approach. 

Analysing the dynamics of securitisation and de-securitisation that underpin the European 

Union’s anti-trafficking policies requires that we identify and analyse different understandings 

of the issue being put forward by different actors in the multi-agent and multi-level context of 

the European Union as well as their possible interactions and effects. Concretely, it requires 

first that we analyse the problematisation that prevails in the European Union’s internal security 

policies, particularly in relation to organised crime and irregular migration, and those in its 

gender equality and sexuality diversity policies, with a focus on prostitution. Second, it requires 

analysing if, how and to what extent such problematisations shape the problematisation of 

trafficking in women the Union has developed in its anti-trafficking policies, and if, when, and 

how they combine. A discursive methodology that recognises the constructed, contested and 

dynamic nature of trafficking in women as a policy concern, therefore, needs to be combined 

with a comparative approach that allows us to distinguish and simultaneously relate different 

understandings of it. Critical Frame Analysis is particularly well suited for this endeavour, as it 

is specifically designed to identify and analyse dynamic and divergent ‘policy frames’ in the 

European Union (Verloo and Lombardo, 2007). It combines a theoretical and methodological 

anchorage in poststructuralist discourse analysis, concretely, in Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the 

problem represented to be?’ approach, with a specific deployment of frame analysis that allows 

for comparison by breaking down frames into different dimensions. Critical Frame Analysis 

will thus be the principal method that I employ. 

Before delving into the details of Critical Frame Analysis and how I use it, however, it is 

crucial to outline the basic characteristics of poststructuralist discourse analysis in general, and 

of Carol Bacchi’s approach in particular. Discourse analysis is not just an analytical tool but a 

theoretical and methodological whole which cannot be used as the former without endorsing 

also the latter. It hosts a plurality of approaches, moreover, with variations between and within 

them, at the same time as the labels and boundaries used to demarcate each of them are 

themselves in dispute. Outlining the theoretical and methodological foundations of Critical 
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Frame Analysis while specifying the labels that I use and the boundaries I draw is thus crucial 

to understanding its use and justifying its suitability. Methodological innovation is not a central 

objective of this thesis. What follows is thus a basic introduction to critical discourse analysis. 

I do seek to show, however, that poststructuralist discourse analysis is not incompatible with 

methodological rigour, and thus draw on —and seek to contribute to— the efforts being made 

to “reclaim methodology back for poststructuralist discourse analysis” (Hansen, 2006: xix).   

4.1. Poststructuralist Discourse Analysis.   

An instructive way of organising the heterogeneity of discourse analysis is to distinguish 

between two basic traditions according to the understanding of discourse they articulate and 

their concomitant analytical focus. Following Carol Bacchi, we can distinguish a ‘social-

psychological’ tradition where “discourse means something very close to language” and which 

focuses on “the linguistic and rhetorical devices used in the construction of a text”; and a 

‘political theoretical’ tradition, which focuses on “institutionally supported and culturally 

influenced interpretative and conceptual meanings that produce particular understandings of 

issues and events” (2012: 22). While the former focuses on discourse as language, therefore, 

the latter focuses on discourses as broad and deep-seated systems of meaning. As I understand 

it, poststructuralist discourse analysis is primarily concerned with the latter. However, two 

caveats are in order. First, it is important to note that these traditions are not irreconcilable. A 

focus on discourses as deep-seated meaning-making systems does not preclude the analysis of 

concrete instances of language use and vice-versa, as long as both are reconciled within a 

coherent ontological and epistemological position. Critical Frame Analysis allows precisely for 

such a reconciliation, as I will specify below, which is crucial in order to analyse the dynamics 

of securitisation and de-securitisation.  

Second, whether to label the political theoretical tradition poststructuralist or constructivist 

remains contested. Some authors, like Jørgensen and Phillips, use “social constructionism as a 

broader category of which poststructuralism is a subcategory” (2011: 5). Others, like Howarth 

and Torfing, use the poststructuralist label narrowly to refer to the specific approach developed 

by Laclau and Mouffe (2005: 9). Still others, like Hansen, speak of poststructuralism in broader 

terms, referring to a theoretical and methodological orientation that draws on the work of 

Foucault and Derrida, amongst others, and stands in opposition to constructivism on the 

grounds of epistemology (2006: xviii). I will follow Hansen’s position here, as it is the one that 

prevails within critical security studies, and will thus allow me to attain a certain consistency 
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between the nomenclature of the theoretical and methodological frameworks that I draw on. 

Accordingly, I use the term poststructuralism as an umbrella category hosting a multiplicity of 

heterogeneous perspectives, which nonetheless cohere around a common ontological and 

epistemological position; one that stems from their shared disbelief in the metanarratives of the 

Enlightenment, particularly its conceptions of subjectivity and knowledge, against which 

poststructuralist approaches adopt a discursive ontology and epistemology.  

A discursive ontology understands discourse to be ontologically productive, “constitutive 

of political phenomena rather than merely about them” (Shapiro, 1981: 5). It is through 

discourse that reality is endowed with meaning, therefore, no meaning exists beyond discursive 

representation. It also understands discourse to be relationally structured, in that it generates 

meaning through the construction of relations of sameness and difference, the former by linking 

different signs and the latter by juxtaposing one ensemble to another. Both, however, are 

inherent to the process of meaning-making, rendering it highly structured and yet inherently 

unstable, they are marked by their radical open-endedness or what Derrida called their 

‘undecidability’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 128). A discursive ontology is thus anti-essentialist, 

in that it surrenders the idea of there being a “pre-given, self-determining essence capable of 

determining an ultimately fixing all other identities” (Howarth and Torfing, 2005: 13). Instead, 

poststructuralist approaches encourage us to think of structures in discursive and dialectical 

terms. They propose a dualistic conception of discursive practices, in which the macro-level of 

deep-seated systems of meaning and the micro-level of language use are simultaneously at play, 

as “it is in concrete language use that the structure is created, reproduced and changed” 

(Jørgensen and Phillips, 2011: 5). Relatedly, poststructuralism considers subjects to be neither 

“sovereign agents with a purely instrumental relation to language, nor a mere effect whose 

agency is pure complicity with the prior operations of power” (Butler, 1997: 26). In this regard, 

it is useful to distinguish between agency and subjectification, the former referring to subjects’ 

capacity for action and the latter to their constitution in discourse. The radical open-endedness 

of language, however, is mirrored in the never fully-constituted nature of subjectivity and 

identity, which are always in a state of becoming, and thus always ‘troubled’ (Butler, 1990).  

A discursive epistemology, in turn, takes ‘truth’ to be a feature of discourse and not reality. 

Nothing external to discourse, be it empirical facts, scientific criteria or methodological rules 

can objectively determine what is true, as truth is the product of discursive truth regimes that 

“specify the criteria for judging something to be true or false” (Howarth and Torfing, 2005: 14). 

Truth regimes result from the combination within in discourse of context and historically-
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specific techniques of knowledge and strategies of power, the fundamental effect of which is to 

limit what can be spoken and thought of as truthful (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 35). A 

discursive epistemology is therefore anti-foundational, in that it rejects all “appeals to a basic 

ground or foundation of knowledge in either pure experience or pure reason” (Bevir, 2009: 

117). Poststructuralism does not focus on observable facts or transcendental meanings, 

therefore, but on “the historical formation of the discursive conditions of the social” (Howarth 

and Torfing, 2005: 10). This does not mean that poststructuralist approaches are always 

descriptive and never explanatory, nor does it mean that they are incapable of exerting critique 

or of endorsing political projects of change. What an anti-foundational epistemology entails is 

a particular research agenda that seeks to “describe, understand and explain how and why 

particular discursive formations were constructed, stabilised and transformed” (Howarth and 

Torfing, 2005: 13); as well as a particular mode of explanation in which the privilege granted 

to causality as the cornerstone of knowledge production is disclosed as an ontological and 

methodological choice (Hansen, 2006: 10). Critique is also redefined, not as the judgement of 

what ‘is’ in light of a notion of what ‘should be’, but as a critical interrogation of the “closure 

invoked by ethical, normative, political, cultural, economic and other discourse” (Howarth and 

Torfing, 2005: 20).  

4.2. Poststructuralist Discourse Analysis and Public Policy Analysis.  

The use of poststructuralist discourse approaches in the field of policy analysis dates back 

to the 1990s when several authors saw the need to move beyond the positivism that was 

prevalent in the field in order to attain a more comprehensive understanding of policy and the 

policy-making process. Concretely, they sought to interrogate the role of discourse and 

knowledge in policy, as well as the role of policy in producing the subjects that we are and how 

we are governed (Gottweis, 2003). Amongst these approaches, I have drawn essentially on two, 

Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach, which she applies to gender 

equality policies and is the theoretical and methodological foundation of Critical Frame 

Analysis; and Lene Hansen’s framework as developed in ‘Security as Practice: Discourse 

Analysis and the Bosnian War’ (2006), where she gives a detailed account of how to apply 

poststructuralist discourse analysis to foreign and security policies. In addition to delivering 

comprehensive methodological guidelines for the application of poststructuralist discourse 

analysis to public policy, both offer concrete examples of issues close to trafficking in women 

and explicitly consider the intricacies of doing so from a feminist perspective.  
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4.2.1. Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach. 

Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach applies a Foucauldian-

inspired poststructuralist discourse analytic approach to the study of public policy. Outlining 

the specificities of a Foucauldian-inspired approach to poststructuralist discourse analysis is not 

easy, given that Foucault inspires all poststructuralist approaches and that he actually only 

offered a few coherent statements on methodology. Still, his work was based on meticulous 

empirical research from which methodological guidelines can be, and have been, deduced. A 

common starting point in this regard is to distinguish between his archaeological and 

genealogical phases. It is in the former that he developed the fundamental premises of his theory 

of discourse. For Foucault, discourse is not synonymous to language, but “a practice with its 

own form of sequence and succession” (2002: 187). A practice which displays a regularity 

regarding the formation of objects, subjects, concepts, and theories (2002: 131). As the 

condition of possibility of what can be said, discourses are “practices that systematically form 

the objects of which they speak” (2002: 54). As the condition of possibility of what is accepted 

as ‘truth’, moreover, they make a field of knowledge possible. Yet Foucault does not take 

discourse to be all-encompassing. Instead, he retains the notion of the non-discursive as a 

component and an effect of discourse while affirming the inseparability of the two. ‘Things’ 

can be non-discursive in their materiality, but do not exist in a “non-discursive vacuum” 

(Kendall and Wickham, 2003: 39). This is why his analytical focus is precisely on ‘what is 

said’, and not the ‘deeper’ domain of subjective intentions or ‘reality’ (Foucault, 2002: 84).  

In his archaeological work, such focus was directed towards identifying and describing the 

discursive practices that govern the production of disciplinary knowledge such as medicine or 

psychiatry. This focus changed, however, in his genealogical work, where he retained the 

discursive analytical tools of the former but applied them to his novel concern with ‘power’. 

Instead of describing the ‘truth’ of a particular time, therefore, Foucault began to analyse 

contemporary ‘truths’ in terms of power. First, in terms of the power struggles that such truths 

conceal. The purpose of genealogy as a method is precisely that of recuperating the struggles 

behind contemporary truths in order to reveal the contingency of that which is taken-for-granted 

(Foucault, 1998: 450). Second, in terms of the power effects that they produce. For Foucault, 

power is not the attribute or possession of a subject or a site. Neither does it operate solely 

through prohibition and repression. Power, instead, is better conceived as “a productive network 

which runs through the whole social body” (Foucault, 1980: 119). He speaks of the ‘micro-

physics of power’ to refer to the way the mechanisms and effects of power respond to 
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“dispositions, manoeuvres, tactics, techniques” which form “a network of relations, constantly 

in tension, in activity” (1977: 26). Crucially, power is always bound up with discourse and 

knowledge. It cannot operate without them and always presupposes them. The analytic focus 

of genealogy is thus to identify and describe the power relations that made possible specific 

“extortions of truth”  (Foucault, 1990: 97), and the power relations they themselves facilitate. 

This is precisely the focus of Carol Bacchi’s approach.   

Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach starts from the basic 

premise that “any policy proposal necessarily contains a diagnosis of the ‘problem’ to be 

addressed” (1999: 199). Problem representations, to use Bacchi’s terminology, are not images 

of the problem, as in opinions or impressions about it, but are constitutive of the problem itself. 

Problems “do not exist ‘out there’, waiting to be addressed and ‘solved’, but are created by the 

policy community” (1999: 199). Understanding policy problems as constructed does not mean 

questioning their reality, there are “objectionable conditions”, just that “any attempt to deal 

with these conditions necessarily imposes a shape upon them” (1999: 199). What matters, 

therefore, is how “the ‘problem’ is made to be a particular kind of problem within a specific 

policy” (2016: 17). As a result, diagnosis and prognosis are inseparable. They are not causally 

related but, as Hansen stresses, co-constitutive: policy proposals depend on particular 

representations of that which they seek to address, while such representations are in turn 

(re)produced by policy proposals (2006: 6). The fundamental objective of policy-makers is thus 

to create a stable link between the two, through a “process of combinability” that gives way to 

particular “identity-policy constellations” (2006: 28). However, the highly structured and yet 

inherently unstable nature of meaning means that no such constellation will ever reach absolute 

fixity. Their relative stability depends on their internal consistency as well as on the degree to 

which such consistency is supported or criticised by other discourses (2006: 28).  

For Bacchi, the effects of problem representations go beyond the particular policy response 

that is proposed. Though this is important, problem representations have deeper political 

implications as “alongside and through the production of ‘problems’ they also contribute to the 

production of ‘subjects’, ‘objects’ and ‘places’” (2016: 17). Crucially, in fixing the meaning of 

particular issues they limit what can be said about them (1999: 20). Bacchi’s preoccupation 

with the effects of discourse reflects her understanding of the latter in Foucauldian terms, as 

practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak. Her insistence on the 

possibility of evaluating problem representations in light of such effects, moreover, locates her 

approach within a variant of poststructuralism called ‘social’ or ‘affirmative’, which stands in 
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opposition to more deconstructive versions that “reduce everything to text” (1999: 63). Bacchi 

stresses that a focus on problem representations does not leave us “trapped in language”, 

therefore, if we understand them as “interventions with concrete material effects” (1999: 39). 

The concept that enables such understanding is again derived from Foucault, and it is the 

concept of ‘problematisation’, as the “ensemble of discursive and non-discursive practices that 

make something enter into the play of true and false, and constitute it as an object of thought” 

(Rabinow, 2003: 18). Foucault contends that problematisations are central for the exercise of 

government as they provide the regime of intelligibility that it requires. Problematisations thus 

construct not only objects of thought but also objects of government, which are amenable to 

particular governmental interventions.  

The critical task of the ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach, ultimately, is that 

of addressing governmental problematisations genealogically to make the politics that they 

entail and sustain become visible. This is achieved through a series of ‘sensitising questions’ 

that structure the proposed mode of interrogation. Of the six questions proposed, it is the first 

and the last two that are most relevant.1 The first question asks ‘what’s the problem represented 

to be?’ The aim is to identify problem representations; to discern the concern and the cause, as 

well as the proposed goals and strategies. It is to detect identity-policy constellations, 

ultimately, bearing in mind that policy texts may contain more than one and that they can be 

nested. The second question asks ‘what assumptions and presuppositions underlie such problem 

representations?’ Here, the aim is to understand how the problem has been rendered as an object 

of thought and government, identifying the truths that need to be in place in order for it to be 

represented in such way. This includes understanding the concepts and categories on which it 

relies, as well as possible patterns that indicate the existence of a particular governmental 

rationality at play (2016: 21). Question five asks for the effects of problem representations, that 

is, for the objects, subjects and places they articulate, as well as their closure effects, that is, 

“how the terms of reference established by a particular problem representation set limits on 

what can be thought and said” (2016: 23). The last question aims at identifying contestation by 

asking how and where problem representations are produced, disseminated and defended. 

Bacchi, ultimately, ‘works backwards’ from a policy proposal to a problem representation in 

order to “examine the ‘unexamined ways of thinking’ on which they rely, to put in question 

                                                           
1 The third and fourth questions are the most explicitly genealogical, asking ‘how has this representation of the 

‘problem’ come about?’ and ‘what unproblematic issues are left in this problem representation? Where are the 

silences? Can the ‘problem be conceptualised differently?’ (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 22). 
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their underlying premises, to show that they have a history, and to insist on questioning their 

implications” (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 16). 

Mirroring Foucault, Bacchi focuses on ‘what is said’ in policy. She is not concerned with 

the intentions or strategies of policy-makers, with how certain problematisations become 

dominant or with their discursive and institutional context, though she does acknowledge all 

these elements that this is important (1999: 39). While Bacchi endorses a dualistic 

understanding of discursive practices, where discourse is neither “the direct product of 

intentional manipulation” nor “trans-historical structures operating outside of human 

intervention” (1999: 43), her focus is primarily on its constitutive role, and hence on broad 

patterns of meaning that underpin policy problems and their effects. It is important to note, 

however, that her approach is not incompatible with a focus on concrete instances of language 

use. As stated above, the two are not incompatible as long as they are reconciled within a 

coherent ontological and epistemological position. In this case, such coherence depends on not 

treating discourse as something outside of the subject, but as something which retains its 

constitutive dimension and its closure effects. Actors as language users have agency, but only 

within the limits set by discourse. In order to keep this balance in mind Bacchi proposes the 

adoption of a ‘dual-focus’ research agenda which attends, first, to “discourses as meaning-

making systems within which we and others operate”, and second, to the “deliberate 

deployment of concepts and categories by those with both greater and lesser institutional power 

to advance specific political goals” (2012: 27). Bacchi uses the term ‘reflexive framing’ to refer 

to the latter, so as to highlight the discursive and conceptual logics that may be adopted 

unintentionally in concrete instances of language use. She retains the concept of ‘discourse’ for 

the macro-level of meaning-making systems and their closure effects and introduces a 

poststructuralist-adapted concept of ‘frame’ to refer to concrete problematisations (2012: 32). 

It is here, in the interaction between discourses as the ‘unexamined ways of thinking’ behind 

‘governmental problematisations’,in turn understood as ‘reflexive frames’ that Critical Frame 

Analysis emerged.  

4.2.2. Critical Frame Analysis. 

Critical Frame Analysis was developed to study the different meanings ascribed to gender 

equality in policies across Europe. The authors responsible for developing the method identified 

serious shortcomings in the implementation of the European Union’s gender mainstreaming 

policies and hypothesised that such shortcomings could be ascribed to divergent understandings 



17 
 

of gender equality at both national and European Union levels (Verloo, 2005: 13). Therefore, a 

method was needed that could generate comparable descriptions of various definitions of 

gender equality and Critical Frame Analysis was designed as a response, drawing on Bacchi’s 

‘what’s the problem represented to be’ approach to address the dynamic and contested nature 

of gender equality as a policy problem, and on frame analysis as developed by social movement 

theory to deconstruct different problematisations into various comparable dimensions (Verloo, 

2005: 18). Even though frame analysis is a standard methodology for qualitative comparative 

analysis of policies in political science literature, it is not intrinsically compatible with Bacchi’s 

approach. As a result, Critical Frame Analysis uses frame analysis somewhat differently than 

social movement theory. First, it applies it to policies and not social movements. The definition 

of a frame as an interpretative scheme is thus adapted, giving way to the notion of a ‘policy 

frame’ as “an organising principle that transforms fragmentary and incidental information into 

a structured and meaningful policy problem in which a solution is implicitly or explicitly 

enclosed” (Verloo, 2005: 20). Second, while social movement theory conceives of frames as 

being ‘cognitive’, in Critical Frame Analysis they are always also ‘normative’, in that “they 

include normative assumptions, of which actors are often unconscious”, (Lombardo et al., 2012: 

11). As a result, Critical Frame Analysis focuses on both intentional and unintentional framings, 

whereas social movement literature is just concerned with the former.  

Halfway between Bacchi’s approach and frame mapping, Critical Frame Analysis renders 

a nuanced analysis of different problematisations, which is compatible with their comparisons 

across actors and levels as well as over time (Verloo, 2005: 27). This is achieved by conducting 

“an in-depth analysis of the different ‘dimensions’ within a specific frame” (Verloo and 

Lombardo, 2007: 37). In order to deconstruct policy frames in this way, Critical Frame Analysis 

adapts the categories of ‘diagnosis’, ‘solution’ and ‘responsibility’ of social movement theory 

to the genre of policy documents. It assumes that every policy proposal implicitly or explicitly 

contains references to a problem, its cause (including who suffers it and who is responsible for 

it), and solution, (including the goals that are sought, the means that are to be employed and 

who is responsible for enacting them). The resonance with Bacchi’s approach is clear. To this 

diagnosis-prognosis scheme, however, Critical Frame Analysis adds three elements. ‘Voice’, 

which includes giving attention to speakers and references and thus to questions of power and 

intertextuality, ‘balance’, which focuses on the proportionality between diagnosis and 

prognosis, and a focus on ‘gender and intersectionality’ in all former dimensions (Lombardo et 
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al., 2012: 10). What results is a coding template in which “statements in documents are coded 

as structured sets of simpler codes following a pre-given structure” (Krizsan et al., 2012: 10).  

In analysing problem representations as policy frames and deconstructing them into 

different dimensions, Critical Frame Analysis facilitates their identification and analysis 

through Bacchi’s ‘sensitising questions’. Though it more directly relates to Bacchi’s first 

question, Critical Frame Analysis also helps to answer the others by providing a more 

comprehensive and structured insight into problem representations. A focus on frame 

dimensions, moreover, allows us to refrain from imposing an a priori definition of the policy 

problem by understanding it precisely as being dynamic and contested and letting policies 

‘speak’ for themselves. It also avoids the need for determining codes a priori, granting “more 

freedom and flexibility for interpreting the specific variations of a text”, and thus greater 

chances of capturing “unexpected and inconsistent elements” (Verloo and Lombardo, 2007: 

38). Focusing on dimensions, lastly, “allows for the occurrence and systematic description of 

multiple, and potentially contradictory frames, and hence can detect shifts and distortions at the 

level of elements of frames too” (Verloo, 2005: 21). This is what makes Critical Frame Analysis 

so suitable for this thesis.  

4. 3. Critiques and Solutions: Recuperating Relationality and Introducing Context and Agency. 

Bacchi’s approach and Critical Frame Analysis have two important shortcomings from the 

perspective of this thesis that need to be addressed. First, though both are concerned with 

discourses as meaning-making systems, they tend to ignore their processual dimension, and 

thus their relational operation and structure. I believe it is analytically useful to recuperate this 

dimension, that is, the idea that discourse generates meaning through the construction of 

relations of sameness and difference, especially when answering Bacchi’s fifth question 

regarding the ‘objects’, ‘subjects’ and ‘places’ articulated in problem representations. Indeed, 

the construction of relations of sameness and difference is central in the construction of identity-

policy constellation. Problem representations require that knowledgeable truths be established 

in relation to the subjects of government, conferring specific identities to subject positions and 

determining their regulation accordingly. Processes of identity formation are thus a 

fundamental part of problematisations. As a result, I combine Bacchi’s approach and Critical 

Frame Analysis with Hansen’s analytical framework when studying identity formation. Hansen 

offers an example of the processes of linking and differentiation that are used in the process of 

identity formation with reference to the category of ‘women’. A Woman, she states, “is defined 
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through a positive process of linking emotional, motherly, reliant and simple, but this female 

series of links is at the same time juxtaposed to the male series of links through a negative 

process of differentiation” (2006: 19). She represents these interrelated processes as reflected 

in Figure 1 below. Accordingly, Hansen argues that the construction of identity should be 

analysed through a “careful investigation of which signs are articulated by a particular discourse 

or text, how they are coupled to achieve discursive stability, where instabilities and slips 

between these constructions might occur, and how competing discourses construct the same 

signs to different effects” (2006: 43).  

 

 

    

   

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

The second shortcoming of both Bacchi’s approach and Critical Frame Analysis is a lack 

of attention to context and agency. This is the result of a methodological choice, prompted by 

their analytical focus on ‘what is said’. It is problematic, nonetheless, for fully understanding 

the dynamics of securitisation and de-securitisation that underpin the European Union’s anti-

trafficking policies. First, attention to context and agency is central in explaining how and why 

certain problem representations emerge, become dominant, change or disappear; something 

Motherly 

Intellectual 

 

Figure 1. Linking and differentiation (Hansen, 2006: 20). 
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which both Bacchi and Critical Frame Analysis explicitly acknowledge but dismiss as being 

beyond their concern. In the case of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, this has 

already been masterfully addressed by Birgit Locher in her analysis of its emergence and 

evolution on the European Union’s agenda (Locher, 2007). Secondly, context and agency are 

also important to understand the form and content of problem representations, which are shaped 

by “location, institution, and history-specific factors” (Bacchi, 1999: 7). Moreover, they are 

fundamental in revealing and understanding the dynamics of contestation that take place in 

relation to policy frames. As argued by Jef Huysmans, “emphasising that the power of 

representation does not reside primarily with an intentional agent but with the structuring 

properties of language and culture does not solve the problem that not everyone speaking or 

writing security has an equal chance of producing a securitising effect” (Huysmans, 2006a: 8). 

It is the second concern, therefore, that affects us more directly, as the policy frames that 

can be found in the Union’s anti-trafficking policies and the dynamics of contestation that 

underpin them are strongly shaped by the policy-making context of the Union itself. Various 

actors participate with different competences and resources and engage in competing and 

contradictory discourses, which also change and evolve over time. As a result, it is important 

that we go beyond textual analysis and attend to the discursive and institutional power structures 

that underpin the Union’s policy-making process. This does not require that we revert back to 

the notion of an intentional subject. Instead, it requires a sociological account of agency, as it 

is embedded in particular institutional and regulatory contexts that condition the capacity of 

contending actors, including the criteria by which their acts are judged as legitimate. In this 

regard, I follow Lise Rolandsen’s strategy to supplement Critical Frame Analysis and Bacchi’s 

approach with a focus on institutions and collective agents. Rolandsen’s main contention is that 

“we cannot analyse ideas stemming from policy documents as detached from the institutional 

context (discourses, structures, power, resources) in which they are produced, and the actors 

who produce or oppose them in the course of the policy-making process” (2013: 18). As a 

result, she combines Critical Frame Analysis with a focus on the institutional set up of the 

European Union and its policies as institutional and discursive opportunity structures, as well 

as how these interact with collective actors both inside and outside the European Union.   

5. Method: Applying These Methodological Guidelines. 

To analyse the dynamics of securitisation and de-securitisation underpinning the European 

Union’s anti-trafficking politics, I have divided this thesis into two parts, the first focusing on 
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the securitisation enacted by the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, particularly in relation to 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, and the second on the anti-trafficking struggles of 

feminist civil society organisations on both sides of the abolitionist versus sex work debate. 

With regards to the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, I use Critical Frame Analysis to identify 

and analyse the main problematisations that can be found therein, in the form of policy frames, 

and Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach to trace the assumptions and 

conceptual constructions underpinning each frame, supplementing both with a focus on the 

discursive and institutional context in which such policies have developed and the main actors 

behind them. In this regard, I followed a series of consecutive steps. 

First, I compiled a chronological list of all the Union’s policy documents that addressed 

human trafficking between 1985 and 2014. Out of all the policy fields in which the Union 

addresses the issue, I have chosen to focus on six, which are the most significant for my 

argument: the Union’s internal security policies, first regarding the communitarisation of justice 

and home affairs and then the development of the Union as an Area of Freedom, Security and 

Justice; those addressing transnational organised crime and irregular migration; the Union’s 

policies on gender equality, particularly regarding violence against women; its sexual diversity 

policies, and lastly, the Union’s anti-trafficking policies proper. Among the many actors that 

contribute to shaping these policies, I focus on the European Council, the European 

Commission and the European Parliament, for these are the most active and relevant in the 

European Union’s policy-making process. From this list, I then selected the documents that I 

would analyse, depending on whether or not they addressed trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation explicitly, and categorised them according to the policy domain in which they were 

found, the time in which they were adopted, and the institution that develops them. Lastly, I 

contextualised each document using secondary literature, situating each in the general evolution 

of its policy field. Annex 1 contains a list of all the documents I have analysed and how I have 

organised them.  

After having selected and contextualised the documents that I wanted to analyse, I began 

by coding each using the coding template provided by Critical Frame Analysis, which, as stated 

above, breaks each frame down into different dimensions. Annex 2 contains the coding template 

I have used. After coding each document, I identified patterns of relation between different 

dimensions, which I used to mark the difference between frames. In this regard, I focused 

mainly on the dimensions of diagnosis and solution, the former pertaining to how the problem 

is represented, why it is considered a problem and what is said to cause it, and the latter to the 
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concrete solutions that are proposed. If the rest of the dimensions included in the coding 

template coincided, I took it as a policy frame. Once all the policy frames had been identified, 

I analysed each using Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ approach. Annex 

3 contains a summary of all the frames I identified. I then mapped all the frames back onto the 

documents that I had extracted them from, to see which frames could be found in each, and thus 

trace when and where each frame appears. This allowed me to break down each policy domain 

into distinct phases according to the predominance of different frames. Following the structure 

of my chapters, I started with the Union’s internal security policy documents, including those 

addressing organised crime and irregular immigration. Subsequently, I addressed its gender 

equality and sexual diversity policy documents, and lastly, those of its anti-trafficking policies 

proper. This allowed me to see if the frames found in the fields of internal security and gender 

and sexuality could also be found in its anti-trafficking policies, as my main hypothesis 

contends. The results of each step are contained in chapters two, three and four, respectively. 

When analysing the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, I followed Hansen’s analytical 

framework regarding identity formation processes in relation to the identity of trafficked 

victims. The results of this analysis are contained in chapter four.  

Turning to the second objective of my thesis, in order to analyse the de-securitisation 

strategies of feminist civil society organisations on both sides of the prostitution debate, I 

interviewed a representative sample of such organisations in the European Union and the four 

member states that constitute my case studies: France, Sweden, the Netherlands and Spain. In 

order to choose the organisations that I would interview, I used my previous knowledge of the 

civil society anti-trafficking field as well as my knowledge of other national experts to identify 

at least one of the most important organisations on each side of the prostitution debate for each 

country as well as for the European Union. I then asked them if they could tell me of other 

organisations that I should interview, and continued this process until no new organisations 

were mentioned. Once identified, I contacted all the organisations via email, explaining the 

object of my thesis and asking them if they would be willing to be interviewed. The vast 

majority of the organisations I contacted agreed. Annex four contains a list of all the 

organisations I Interviewed. Most of the interviews were conducted in person, with a few being 

done through video-conference, on the phone or by email, and most of them were tape-recorded, 

only in a minority did I just take notes.  

Interviews were semi-structured, as this allowed me to cover all the dimensions of the 

problematisation of trafficking in women while refraining from defining a priori the concrete 



23 
 

content of such problematisation. All interviews contained questions regarding the origin, 

functioning and main strategies of each organisation, of their understanding of prostitution and 

trafficking in women and the main solutions that they proposed, as well as their relation to the 

European Union. In order to analyse the interviews, I first transcribed them and then analysed 

them following the same procedure as with the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies. In 

other words, I coded them using the same coding template, following that I identified the main 

frames, where possible, and then mapped them back onto the interviews to see when and where 

each frame appeared. I then selected a list of key documents produced by each organisation and 

repeated the process, in order to compare the consistency of the position that they articulated 

during the interview alongside the position that they defended in their written documentation. 

With regards to their history, functioning and strategies, I also analysed secondary literature 

when available.   

All interviews were undertaken following the ethical code of the European University 

Institute, which guarantees the presence of informed consent, confidentiality and the protection 

of personal data. Additional ethical considerations were taken into account. For example, I 

abstained from interviewing trafficked victims themselves given their clear status as a 

vulnerable population and did not ask whether my interviewee was or was not herself a sex 

worker. In addition, all interviewees were anonymised and referred to only as representatives 

of their organisations. Disclosing my personal position on the abolitionist versus sex work 

debate to my interviewee was a particularly complex ethical issue that I had to deal with. While 

I believe that both positions have virtues and shortcomings theoretically as well as politically, 

I ultimately stand on the sex work side of the debate for two main reasons. First, because I 

disagree with the radical feminist diagnosis of women’s oppression that underpins abolitionist 

arguments, and second because I believe that sex worker approaches are more empowering. 

Indeed, if it was not because I stand on the sex work side of the debate, this thesis would not be 

what it is, as it would not engage critically with abolitionist arguments or recognise sex workers 

as political actors. 

In this regard, I thought that it was ethically important to be clear on the bearing that my 

personal position on prostitution could have on the content of my research. The disclosure of 

my position, however, could have had detrimental effects on the successful development of the 

interviews I conducted, particularly with abolitionist organisations, given the antagonistic 

nature of the debate. To overcome this ethical conundrum I adopted four main strategies. The 

first was to clearly state the aims and content of my research, while not revealing my own 
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personal position on the issue of prostitution. The line I tried not to cross in this regard was 

lying, that is, if asked directly, I would either state that I would rather not answer, or disclose 

my view. I never pretended to hold a position that I did not have just to get close to my 

interviewee. The second strategy was to use the same language that my interviewee used when 

asking the questions, for example, referring to the issue as prostitution or sex work. The third 

was to ask both abolitionist and sex worker organisations about their impressions on the 

discourses and strategies employed by their opponents, and at the same time to respond to the 

main arguments raised against their views. This allowed me to ask these questions while 

remaining neutral as to my own position. The last strategy I used was to insist that my 

interviewees should explain their approach with as much nuance as possible so as to avoid 

ending up with a simplistic description of their position.       
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THE SECURITISATION OF TRAFFICKING IN WOMEN FOR SEXUAL 

EXPLOITATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION 
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CHAPTER 2 

CRITICAL SECURITY STUDIES AND THE EUROPEAN UNION: A CRITICAL FRAME 

ANALYSIS OF THE UNION’S INTERNAL SECURITY POLICIES 

 

“European citizens rightly expect the European Union, while guaranteeing 

respect for fundamental freedoms and rights, to take a more effective, joint 

approach to cross-border problems such as illegal migration, trafficking in and 

smuggling of human beings, terrorism and organized crime, as well as the 

prevention thereof”  (Council of the European Union, 2004). 

 

“To institute an effective totalitarian system, indeed any system at all, you 

must offer some benefits and freedoms, at least to a privileged few, in return 

for those you remove” (Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 1985). 

 

1. Introduction: Critical Security Studies and the European Union: a Critical Frame Analysis 

of the Union’s Internal Security Policies.  

In this chapter I outline the main approaches within critical security studies and show how 

they apply to the European Union. This will serve as a first step in analysing the intersection of 

security and gender in the problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation that 

is contained in the Union’s anti-trafficking policies. Serving in part as a literature review, my 

aim is to be selective rather than exhaustive, so I only address the approaches that speak directly 

to my object of research. First, I summarise the basic tenets of the Copenhagen School’s 

approach, for it is through their discussion that the field has largely developed. Then I address 

the critiques of the Copenhagen School that focus on the definition of the referent objects of 

security and on the question of identity, looking in particular at the Aberystwyth School, the 

work of Lene Hansen and poststructuralist insights into the relationship between security and 

identity. Lastly, I turn to the critiques that focus on the concept of securitisation, particularly 

those of the Paris School and the poststructuralist analysis of security as a technology of 

government.  

All of these approaches have elucidated the emergence and evolution of internal security 

in the political agenda of the European Union in a way that challenges European integration 

studies. Crucially, they have forcefully rejected the idea that internal security emerged on the 

Union’s agenda as a functional ‘spillover’ of the internal market. They have explained such a 

spillover, instead, as a process of securitisation; one in which the institutionalisation of a field 
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of security professionals gave way to the creation of a security continuum linking terrorism, 

organised crime and irregular immigration and to a particular modality of government that seeks 

to govern freedom by managing its dangerous excess. To illustrate this point, the second half 

of the chapter traces the evolution of internal security as a political and policy concern in the 

European Union from the emergence of ad hoc intergovernmental cooperation in the mid-1970s 

to the current post-Lisbon scenario. I divide this time span into four phases, focusing in each 

one on the different elements that constitute the European Union’s ‘domain of insecurity’: the 

composition and authority of the field of security professionals, the security continuum that is 

articulated, the rationality and technologies of government proposed and the particular modality 

of government that emerge as a result.  

In addition, I offer a critical frame analysis of the Union’s internal security policies, with a 

special focus on organised crime and irregular immigration. The aim is to identify and analyse 

the main frames that can be found in both fields and whether they address trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation or not. This will allow me to illustrate the idea, eminently defended by 

Claudia Aradau that trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in the European Union has 

been securitised by ‘contagion’, that is, by being problematised as an epiphenomenon of 

organised crime, irregular immigration and prostitution. I take critical frame analysis further, 

however, by attending to the discursive and institutional context in which the European Union’s 

internal security policies have been developed and by using a ‘what’s the problem represented 

to be’ approach to trace the assumptions and conceptual constructions that underpins each 

frame, drawing on critical security studies in order to do so.  

2. Critical Security Studies: An Outline of the Main Approaches within the Field.  

Critical security studies is a complex and heterogeneous field of research composed of 

different and sometimes competing approaches. What these approaches all have in common, 

however, and what allows us to speak of them as a group, is that they all question the meaning 

of security that has been inherited from traditional security studies and have thus radically 

rethought the orthodoxy of the field. International security studies are generally charted through 

a temporal sequence and a spatial configuration, with traditional approaches giving way to 

critical ones at the end of the Cold War, which then diversified into various ‘schools’ named 

after their geographical origin: Copenhagen, Aberystwyth and Paris (Wæver, 2004). Traditional 

approaches were characterised by their common commitment to a state and military-centred 

agenda; a causal, empiricist and positivist epistemology and the aim of giving answers to the 
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security conundrums of nuclear bipolarity. Critical approaches have instead been developed 

around two main cleavages that separate them from the former. First, they sought to ‘widen’ 

the meaning of security to include threats beyond military ones. Second, they also sought to 

‘deepen’ the term to include security actors above, below and beside the state (Krause and 

Williams, 1997). A substantial part of the debate between critics and traditionalists, therefore, 

has been over what to include and/or exclude from the definition of security and the 

justifications for those decisions. While critics argued that a state-centred and military-focused 

agenda was reductionist and exclusionary, traditionalists alleged that widening and deepening 

the meaning of security would void the term of its specific meaning and thus threaten the 

intellectual coherence of the field (Buzan, 1997).  

More was at stake, however than the redefinition of a concept. In widening and deepening 

the meaning of security, critical approaches exposed the theoretical and conceptual boundaries 

of the field, revealing how traditional understandings of security were not objective but 

thoroughly determined by the philosophical and epistemological premises of political realism 

(Walker, 1993). As such, critical security studies postulate that security is a derivative concept 

rather than a fixed term, drawing its content from deeper political structures of meaning, or as 

Walker puts it, from a “constitutive account of the political” (1997: 69). The intersection of 

security and politics was taken further when some critics shifted their focus from the politics in 

security to the politics ‘of’ security, that is, not what security ‘is’ but what it ‘does’, as a 

rationality that has particular ordering effects upon reality, particularly on policy, politics and 

‘the political’ (Deudney, 1990; Buzan et al., 1998; Huysmans, 2006). The implications of 

critical security studies are thus complex and the challenge profound. Ontologically, security 

ceases to be something objective, which is out there to be possessed, measured, and fought for, 

nor is it a matter of subjective perceptions. Security becomes performative, drawing on a 

structure of meaning that has ordering effects upon reality. In matters of epistemology, this 

renders the traditional causal, empiricist and positivistic approach inadequate, aligning critical 

security studies with what Keohane called ‘reflectivism’ (1988). Lastly, the assertion that 

security is performative opens up the possibility of transforming it, placing change and, 

crucially, ethics, at the centre of the research agenda of critical security studies (Krause and 

Williams, 1997).  

Despite this seemingly coherent picture it is important to note that critical security studies 

are themselves divided, with different approaches quarrelling over the meaning of critique; over 

how and to what extent security should be deepened, widened or both; over the epistemology 
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and methodology that should be employed; over whether security has an inherent logic, what 

such logic might be and whether it is fixed or changeable, and over how all of this is to be 

ethically evaluated. The debate within the field is indeed complex and multifaceted, though it 

has been structured by a set of fundamental questions. Such questions refer essentially to the 

referent object of security, i.e. that which needs to be secured; to the particulars of the 

performative function of security and its ‘logic’; to whether such logic is necessarily linked to 

a dynamic of threats, dangers and urgency and to the concept of ‘the political’ that security is 

said to uphold (Buzan and Hansen, 2009). Accordingly, I will use these questions to structure 

and explain the main approaches that form part of critical security studies. I start by 

summarising the basic tenets of the Copenhagen School’s approach, to then outline the critiques 

levelled against it that have first focused primarily on the definition of the referent objects of 

security and the question of identity, and second, on the concept of securitisation and thus the 

performative function of security. As we will see, debates regarding the logic and politics of 

security transverse this division, being present in both.  

2.1. The Copenhagen School: Security as ‘Survival’, ‘Societal Security’ and ‘Securitisation’. 

The theoretical framework of the Copenhagen School results from the work of its two core 

members, Barry Buzan and Ole Waever. Together they pooled their diverse theoretical 

influences such as realism, poststructuralism, strategic studies and peace research. Despite this 

eclectic background, the Copenhagen School has produced a robust and coherent theory and 

framework of analysis based on a specific research agenda and a series of innovative concepts, 

the fundamental aim of which has been to respond to the traditionalist charge that widening the 

meaning of security would void the term of all meaning (Buzan et al., 1998). In fact, the 

extraordinary impact of the Copenhagen School has resulted from their purported formulation 

of a solution to the widening dilemma, by rendering the meaning of security dependent on its 

successful articulation within discourse following a particular rhetorical structure (Hansen, 

2000: 286). Three concepts have been crucial in this regard: the notion of security as ‘survival’, 

which speaks to the logic of security; that of ‘societal security’, which addresses the question 

of security’s referent objects and, perhaps most importantly, that of ‘securitisation’, which 

explains the performative function of security as an ordering principle of reality. I will address 

these three successively, following the chronological development of the Copenhagen School’s 

approach and outlining their basic tenets.  
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Among the theoretical origins of the Copenhagen School, Barry Buzan’s book ‘Peoples, 

States and Fear’ is of paramount importance. Its starting point is the idea that security is 

essentially about survival. International security, concretely, “is about the ability of states and 

societies to maintain their independent identity and functional integrity” (1991: 432). This 

resonates with traditional approaches, which also put state survival at the centre of security. 

Buzan’s approach is innovative, however, in that it locates the state within a levels of analysis 

approach that renders its security “highly conditioned, by the structure of the system and the 

interactions of states and by their domestic characteristics” (2008: 67). Moreover, that security 

refers to state survival does not mean that the state is threatened only in the military domain. In 

fact, it “is affected by factors in five major sectors: military, political, economic, societal and 

environmental” (2008: 38). Buzan’s main contribution, therefore, is to unpack the meaning of 

international security through a complex taxonomy of levels and sectors. The work of Ole 

Waever follows these basic tenets. For Waever, any endeavour to widen security had to take 

the connotative core of the traditional concept seriously (Waever, 1989). Like Buzan, he argues 

that international security has a particular logical structure that is no other than the logic of war: 

“developments which in a rapid or dramatic way threaten the sovereignty or independence of a 

state and will be met with the mobilisation of the maximum effort if needed” (1995: 53). That 

security has a specific logic, however, means that it can “be metaphorically replayed and 

extended to other sectors”, without voiding it of meaning (1995: 52). Hence it is not security 

that is of interest, but ‘securitisation’.   

The first collective book in which these approaches began to merge was ‘The European 

Security Order Recast’, published in 1990, in which Buzan’s framework was used to anticipate 

Europe’s security dynamics in the post-Cold War scenario (Buzan et al., 1990). In assuming 

the existence of the Soviet Union, however, the text became obsolete with the latter’s 

disintegration. Hence it is in their second book, ‘Identity, Migration and the New Security 

Agenda in Europe’, published in 1993, that their enduring approach began to take shape. Its 

central argument was that the dissolution of the Soviet Union was “likely to put an emphasis 

on society as the main focus of European security concerns” (1993: 1). Accordingly, the book 

focuses on the concept of ‘societal security’. It introduces a crucial innovation in this regard, 

however, arguing that it was no longer tenable to conceive of societal security as just a sector 

in which the state is threatened (1993: 23).  As a result, the Copenhagen School abandoned pure 

state-centrism and began to conceive of society as a referent object in itself. State security and 

societal security became two different things, “the former having sovereignty as its ultimate 
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criterion, and the latter being held together by concerns about identity” (1993: 25). For the 

Copenhagen School, then, it is identity that lies at the heart of societal security, understanding 

identity as “the sustainability within acceptable conditions for evolution of traditional patterns 

of language, culture, association, and religious and national identity and customs” (1993: 25). 

This was illustrated by several case studies, including the phenomena of immigration in Europe, 

European integration and the dissolution of Yugoslavia. 

The notion of security that permeates the book, however, oscillated rather incongruently 

between an objectivist and subjectivist ontology and the meaning and logic of security were 

largely left unaddressed. These are the precise issues that were picked up in the School’s next 

collective book: ‘Security: A New Framework for Analysis’, published in 1998. Here, the 

Copenhagen School abandons the tendency to embed its theoretical developments in the 

domain of European politics and instead advances a comprehensive framework for the analysis 

of security. The idea that international security has a specific and particularly extreme meaning 

is maintained, though with a new nomenclature, as concerning ‘existential threats’ that justify 

‘emergency measures’ (1998: 21). With regards to referent objects, the extension initiated in 

1993 is deepened and buttressed. On the one hand, the vague definition of society offered in 

the previous book is reformulated as “large, self-sustaining identity groups” (1998: 119). On 

the other hand, a more open spectrum of referent objects is recognised, as in principle anything 

can be constructed as one. In practice, however, referent objects must establish a legitimate 

claim to survival and be confronted with existential threats and emergency measures. As a 

result, the Copenhagen School continues to prioritise “the middle scale of limited collectivities” 

as the most “durable referent objects” (1998: 36). The most significant contribution of this book, 

however, is the concept of ‘securitisation’ and the sophisticated analytical framework 

developed around it.  

The Copenhagen School defines securitisation as the process in which a securitising actor, 

by declaring that something is a security issue, presenting it as an existential threat to a 

legitimate referent object, generates the acceptance of emergency measures by a relevant 

audience, outside of rules that would otherwise be binding. Securitisation is a speech-act, 

therefore, a self-referential practice based on a specific rhetorical structure that compounds 

survival with a priority of action (1998: 24). While in theory, anyone can be a securitising actor, 

“some actors are placed in positions of power by virtue of being generally accepted voices of 

security” (1998: 31). The most common securitising actors are thus “political leaders, 

bureaucracies, governments, lobbyists and pressure groups” (1998: 39). According to the 
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Copenhagen School, the cardinal effect of securitisation is that it “takes politics beyond the 

established rules of the game and frames the issue either as a special kind of politics or as above 

politics” (1998: 23). In this regard, the Copenhagen School depicts a spectrum ranging from 

non-politicisation, in the absence of state action and public debate; through politicisation, 

defined by the presence of public policy, resource allocation or other forms of normal political 

governance; to securitisation, based on existential threats and emergency measures (1998: 24). 

Securitisation theory mobilises an understanding of politics that is based on decision, exception, 

and enmity, therefore, with “deep roots in Schmitt’s understanding of the political order” 

(Williams, 2003: 515). While such a theory has been used widely and applied to a variety of 

issues, from migration and epidemics to hooliganism, its theoretical origin in realism and 

poststructuralism together with the particular ontology and epistemology that this engenders 

have been vigorously criticised from within the field of critical security studies.  

2.2. Referent Objects and the Question of ‘Identity’: The Aberystwyth School, Lene Hansen and 

Poststructuralist Insights into the Relationship between Security and Identity.    

Against the state-centred agenda that prevailed during the Cold War, the 1990s witnessed 

the proliferation of approaches that were unconvinced that security could be fully understood 

within a statist framework (Bilgin, 2003). These approaches brought forward alternative 

referent objects, with the individual and humanity as key protagonists. ‘Deepeners’, however, 

were doing more than just introducing new entities into the security debate. As Huysmans 

argues, the state in security studies “does not refer primarily to an institutional structure but to 

a ‘spectre’, i.e. a framework of imagining political practice and community” (Huysmans, 

2006b: 37). As a result, deepeners also challenged “the hegemony of the statist logic of the 

political in security studies” (Huysmans, 2006b: 37). Feminist and postcolonial approaches 

have stressed the gendered and racialised nature of such logic, especially when the community 

that is imagined is that of the nation. While the latter have insisted on the Eurocentric and 

racialised assumptions underpinning modern western states (Barkawi and Laffey, 2006); the 

former have foregrounded the paradoxical position of women as symbolic representatives of 

their “unity, honour and raison d’être” while simultaneously being “excluded from the 

collective we and retaining an object rather that a subject position” (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 47). 

As a result, feminist and postcolonial approaches have tended to be on the deepening side of 

the debate. Questions have also been raised, however, as to whether a focus on individuals 

and/or collective referent objects is enough to debunk the gendered and racialised spectre of the 

state, or whether such dichotomist representation constrains the debate itself (Hansen, 2010). 
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One of the first approaches to defending the priority of the individual as the referent object 

of security was the Aberystwyth School. In fact, its starting point is an ontological and 

normative position based on the rejection of statism as empirically flawed and normatively 

problematic. According to Ken Booth, “states are unreliable, illogical, and too diverse in their 

character to be used as the primary referent object of security” (1991: 320). It is the individual, 

therefore, as the “only trans-historical and permanent fixture in human society”, that is the 

ultimate referent of security (2005: 264). The Aberystwyth School recognises, however, that 

individuals exist in collectivities and within unequal social structures. As such, it acknowledges 

an extensive set of referent objects, from the individual to humankind, passing through gender, 

class, and even states, who are still fundamental agents of (in)security. That individuals are the 

ultimate referent of security, however, means that the definition of security cannot be 

determined by the narrow interests of states or other collectivities for that matter, but by the 

predicaments of concrete individuals, particularly the security ‘have-nots’ (Dunne and Wheeler, 

2004). Starting from the “corporeal and material existence and experiences of individual human 

beings” (Wyn Jones, 2005: 227), the Aberystwyth School defines insecurity as the situation of 

living in fear, either from “direct threats of violence or the more indirect but no less real threats 

that come from structural oppression” (Booth, 2007: 101). An insecure life is a life that is 

conditioned, not one that is existentially threatened. Security is thus instrumental to the 

pursuance of emancipation, that is, “to secure people from those oppressions that stop them 

from carrying out what they would freely choose to do” (Booth, 2007: 112). This is the 

fundamental premise of the Aberystwyth School. In Ken Booth’s seminal statement: 

“Emancipation and security are two sides of the same coin. Emancipation, not power or order, 

produces true security” (1991: 319).  

The idea of ‘security as emancipation’ situates the Aberystwyth School in direct opposition 

to the Copenhagen School. In fact, the former has been explicitly critical of securitisation 

theory, arguing that it fosters an understanding of security that cannot escape the traditional 

agenda and that works in the interests of power, by hindering the recognition of ordinary 

insecurities, which are rampant in ‘normal’ politics. It also confronts the Aberystwyth School 

with poststructuralist and postcolonial approaches, which Booth describes as being defined by 

“obscurantism, relativism, and faux radicalism” (2005: 270). Instead, the relation of the 

Aberystwyth School with feminist approaches more complex. On the one hand, its concern with 

structures of inequality has created a fruitful base for its alliance with feminist perspectives. On 

the other hand, however, its engagement with feminism has been rather selective, foregrounding 
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the approaches that dovetail with theirs while disavowing the rest. The result is an approach 

that conflates gender with women, that represents women in essentialised terms, and that 

understand the nature and experience of gender oppression in a unitary fashion (Sjoberg, 2013). 

The gendered tropes that plague the work of Ken Booth are revealing in this regard. Booth 

reifies motherhood in his notorious analogy of the state and its citizens to a mother and baby 

when he argues: “we all understand that a baby’s needs generally rule over a mother’s wants” 

(2007: 196). He puts prostitutes next to gangsters as a simile for states as generators of 

insecurity (2007: 204), and recurrently refers to female genital mutation as ‘the’ example of 

gender oppression. No reference is made to queer theory’s deconstruction of gender, however, 

to the notion of intersectionality, or to poststructuralist and postcolonialist warnings against the 

imperialist implications of declaring the emancipatory needs of others.   

Another approach that foregrounds the individual as the referent object of security is that 

of Lene Hansen. Hansen also criticises the Copenhagen School for its inability to acknowledge 

the security predicaments of individuals and sub-societal groups, but she makes her argument 

from an explicitly feminist perspective. In this light, Hansen highlights “the striking absence of 

gender” in the Copenhagen School and scrutinises its attendant inability to theorise gender-

based insecurities (2000: 286). She argues that the latter “is not simply a matter of oversight” 

(2000: 286). Instead, it is the result of defining societal referent objects as large and self-

sustaining identity groups. Citing Butler, Hansen argues that gender cannot be a self-sustaining 

group, because it “is not always consistently constituted in different historical contexts and 

because gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual and regional modalities of 

discursively constituted identities” (Butler in: Hansen, 2000: 299). Therefore, a gendered 

referent object, as defined by the Copenhagen School, cannot exist. This does not mean that 

gender itself cannot be acknowledged. As Hansen illustrates, the mass rapes in Bosnia, for 

example, placed gender squarely on the international security agenda. The problem is that 

gender-based insecurities tend to be recognised only when refracted through a nation, religion, 

or other collectivities, and, as such, when the primary referent objects are the latter. What is 

crucial for Hansen is that this silences women’s security problems, particularly when they 

conflict with those of political communities (2010: 59). It is here that the dichotomy between 

individual and collective referent objects becomes problematic. As Hansen argues, it is not a 

choice that lies between the two but a tension; one that requires addressing how security 

practices themselves construct particular threats and subjects as being either collective or 

individual (2000: 288).    
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This insight brings us to another criticism of the Copenhagen School, this time from 

poststructuralist perspectives, which focus less on the nature of referent objects than on the 

question of identity. The relation between security and identity has been central to the research 

agenda of poststructuralist approaches. In line with the discursive ontology and epistemology 

that characterise them, poststructuralist approaches reject identity as a pre-given, independent 

variable that causally explains behaviour. Instead, citing Butler, they conceive of identity as 

being performative, “constituted by the very expressions that are said to be its results” (1990: 

25). It is through reiterative and citational practices that subjects become qualified as such 

within the domain of cultural intelligibility, therefore, concurrently constituting a domain of 

unintelligible subjects: “those who fail to conform to unspoken normative requirements of the 

subject” (1990: 9). That identity is performative means that the radical instability and open-

endedness of language is reflected in the never fully-constituted nature of identity. This pits 

poststructuralist approaches against the Copenhagen School’s understanding of societal 

security in two ways. First, poststructuralist approaches understand identity as always being in 

a state of becoming, and as such, always troubled. Second, they do not see security and identity 

as causally related but as co-constitutive: security discourses draw on particular identities at the 

same time as such identities are (re)produced in security discourses (Hansen, 2006: 6). While 

poststructuralist approaches draw on their general discursive ontology and epistemology to 

explain the relationship between identity and security, it is important to note that they do not 

treat security as any other discourse. They treat security discourse as a particularly radical form 

of identity formation that entrenches an inimical logic between the self and other at the 

individual and collective level. 

At the level of the individual, poststructuralist approaches have linked security to the 

modern western subject. The latter is saturated with the heritage of a Cartesian tradition that 

assumes the subject to be universal, sovereign, rational, self-conscious, transcendental, unified 

and stable. A subject, as feminist and postcolonial theories have shown, that is also white, male, 

middle-classed, heterosexual and able-bodied. Its immersion in a plural and heterogeneous 

world that exceeds all attempts of unification and totalisation, however, renders such subject 

inherently insecure. This creates within it a “foundational requirement to secure security” 

(Dillon, 1996: 27), and thus to externalise its instability and insecurity by projecting it onto an 

‘other’. As Connolly puts it, “identity requires difference in order to be and it converts 

difference into otherness in order to secure its own self-certainty” (2002: 64). Poststructuralist 

approaches have thus understood the construction of modern subjectivity to be a differential 
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operation, an “act of violence” in which those aspects that disturb the unity of the self are erased, 

eliminated or devalued, producing the ‘self’ and its ‘other’ simultaneously (Derrida and Bass, 

2005). An ‘other’ that is not the opposite of the self, but its ‘abject’, its limit and constitutive 

outside, haunting the self “as the spectre of its own impossibility” (Butler, 1993: xi). It is by 

virtue of the very logic of subjectivity, therefore, that the subject is always already involved in 

a logic of (in)security, in which “the unknown becomes identified as evil, and evil provokes 

hostility– recycling the desire for security” (Der Derian, 1995: 34).  

This desire of the self to secure its identity by rendering difference inimical also operates 

collectively (Hansen, 2006: 39). Ontological insecurity is reproduced at the level of political 

communities, where security practices seek to expel if not to eliminate the ‘other’ as a 

threatening intruder. Poststructuralist approaches have thus also examined the constitutive 

effects of security in relation to the identity of political communities, especially that of states. 

Traditional approaches assumed the state’s identity to be self-evident, pre-given and immutable. 

The Copenhagen School partakes in this assumption, as societal security is said to be about 

‘maintaining’ the basic characteristics of an identity (Huysmans, 1995: 55). Conversely, for 

poststructuralist approaches states have “no ontological status apart from the many and varied 

practices that constitute their reality” (Campbell, 1992: 9). States too are the effect of 

performative practices, therefore, constituted through the reiterated expressions that are said to 

be its result. Among such expressions security is crucial, as it is through security that states 

enact sovereignty and statehood by purportedly protecting their subjects against threats from 

the ‘outside’ (Weber, 1998). As Connolly argues, it is states who capitalise on the ontological 

insecurity of its subjects, receiving “a fund of generalized resentment from those whose identity 

is jeopardized by the play of difference, contingency, and danger” (2002: 210). Ironically, then, 

if states were to succeed in their purported aim of exterminating threats and insecurity they 

would cease to exist (Campbell, 1992: 10). Security is not an instrument that ultimately protects 

the identity and functional integrity of political units but one that creates them, carving out a 

political unity in a plural and heterogeneous world against constitutive others (Walker, 1993). 

An important criticism of the relation between security and identity as outlined above has 

been espoused from within poststructuralism itself, though mainly from its feminist variants. 

The latter have argued that appealing to the ‘grand insecurity’ of the modern subject does not 

explain “how security problematisations function in concrete contexts” (Aradau, 2008b: 54). 

While it is important to acknowledge that different political imaginaries hold security practices 

together, it is also important to see how such imaginaries are translated in practice by means of 
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particular representations and interventions. Relatedly, while the inimical logic of self and other 

is indispensable for understanding the relationship between identity and security, 

poststructuralist approaches have tended to evade an analysis of who the others actually are, 

rendering them “faceless faces” (Aradau, 2008b). Others are not random, however, “but those 

who, in certain historical configurations, negate the imaginary of the self” (Aradau, 2008b). 

Furthermore, if the self is western, white, male, middle-classed, heterosexual and able bodied, 

then the forms of difference that negate it are many and intersectional. Processes of othering 

are ultimately more complex and ambiguous than a simple self-other duality. Others are 

articulated by means of a web “comprising complementary identities, contending identities, 

negative identities and non-identities” (Hansen, 2006: 39). Moreover, the others need not be 

dangerous enemies, they can also be presented as “an underdeveloped version of the self” 

(Buzan and Hansen, 2009: 220).    

2.3. Securitisation and the Performativity of Security: The Paris School and Poststructuralist 

Understandings of Security as a ‘Technology of Government’.  

Another set of critiques of the Copenhagen School has emerged which focus less on its 

understanding of the referent object of security and more on the particular performativity that 

it ascribes to security. As state above, the impact of the Copenhagen School can be partly 

explained by the fact that they propose a solution to the widening dilemma, rendering the 

definition of security dependent on its successful articulation within discourse and following a 

particular rhetorical structure. This is epitomised in the idea of ‘securitisation’, in which the 

performative function of security is equated with a speech-act, a self-referential practice that 

constitutes what it names. Such ontological and epistemological reliance on speech, however, 

has been deemed problematic in multiple ways. Some critiques have focused on the fact that 

securitisation presupposes the existence of situations in which speaking of security is actually 

possible. Hansen, for example, has argued that securitisation cannot come to terms with what 

she calls ‘security as silence’: “when raising something as a security problem is impossible or 

might even aggravate the threat being faced” (2000: 287). In a similar line, Booth has argued 

that the Copenhagen School has no way of acknowledging that “those outside discourse are not 

only silent, but silenced” (2007: 167). Another set of critiques have focused more on the 

implications of the speech-act theory, particularly its abstraction and formalism. These 

critiques, often referred to as ‘post-Copenhagen’ approaches, argue that securitisation theory 

has been constrained by a version of social theory that is too thin and too static to capture the 

concrete dynamics of securitisation. As a result, they have developed a sociological framework 
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of analysis, capable of disaggregating and contextualising the different elements of 

securitisation in order to offer a more nuanced understanding of the construction of security 

issues (Balzacq, 2011; McDonald, 2008; Salter, 2008; Stritzel, 2007).  

The most significant criticism of the Copenhagen School for its reliance on speech, 

however, has been levied by the Paris School. The latter combines a sociological approach 

based on Pierre Bourdieu’s notions of field and habitus with a Foucauldian-inspired 

understanding of security as a technology of government. Its central argument is that a focus 

on speech-acts, existential threats and emergency measures disregards the multidimensionality 

of processes of securitisation. While speech is central in the construction of security threats, an 

exclusive focus on the speech-acts of political leaders disavows the importance of the 

heterogeneous, technocratic and routine practices of ‘security professionals’. The Paris School 

speaks of a transnational field of security professionals, the origins of which lie in the de-

differentiation of internal and external security at the end of the Cold War. The latter blurred 

the boundaries between different security agents, giving way to a new topology of security, a 

Mobius ribbon, “where one never knows whether one is inside or outside”, which radically 

altered both the objects and the means of security (Bigo, 2001). On the one hand, institutional 

and bureaucratic struggles among security professionals fostered the proliferation and 

transnationalisation of threats. On the other hand, traditional security strategies were 

transformed by the emergence of uncertainty and risk as a distinct language and security 

technique. Indeed, security professionals became ‘managers of unease’, increasingly engaged 

in routine risk-based practices “such as population profiling, risk assessment, statistical 

calculation, category creation and proactive preparation” (Bigo, 2002: 65). 

The Paris School compounds its critique of the Copenhagen School’s reliance on speech, 

therefore, with a critique of the warlike logic it ascribes to security. For the Paris School, 

security is not a social fact with an inherent logic, but a technique of government for the 

management of unease. Accordingly, processes of securitisation are not so much the result of 

speech acts as they are a ‘field effect’; one which transcends the distinction between normalcy 

and exception and between politicisation and securitisation. In this light, security appears 

limitless, and radically “unbound” (Huysmans, 2014). In practice, however, the field effect does 

not expand indefinitely. Security professionals connect certain issues by drawing up a common 

list of threats based on “the correlation between war, crime and migration” (Bigo and Tsoukala, 

2008: 12). In this way, they articulate a ‘security continuum’ that links discrete issues fostering 

the transferal of security connotations between them, thus securitising them by ‘contagion’. As 
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we will see, this idea is central to explaining the securitisation of trafficking in women in the 

European Union. Moreover, surveillance and control do not apply to all people, only to those 

profiled as being risky. Security as a technology for the management of unease, ultimately, 

enacts a ‘ban-opticon dispositif’, which transforms structural difficulties into elements that 

allow specific groups to be blamed, the freedom of which is curtailed so as to guarantee the 

freedom of others (Bigo and Tsoukala, 2008: 22). This idea, which links security as a 

technology of government for freedom, and which the Paris School leaves under-theorised, has 

been developed further by poststructuralist approaches, particularly those engaging in the field 

from studies of ‘governmentality’. 

Poststructuralist approaches have drawn extensively on Foucault and his theory of power 

to understand security as a ‘technology of government’. Foucault used the term ‘government’ 

in a broad sense to refer to the conduct of conduct: “a form of activity aiming to shape, guide 

or affect the conduct of some person or persons” (Gordon, 1991: 11). Government depends on 

the deployment of particular rationalities and technologies. Rationalities of government are 

different modes of thinking about what governing means and how it is to be enacted, which 

Foucault links to the notion of problematisation mentioned in the introduction. As truthful 

representations of political phenomena, problematisations configure the grid of intelligibility 

that government requires. Technologies of government are the specific devices and modes of 

intervention used in their deployment. As a result, rationalities and technologies are connected 

giving way to particular forms of government. Foucault identified three main forms that 

developed in relation to the western modern state: sovereignty, discipline and governmentality. 

Sovereignty is exercised over a territory and its people through ‘thanatopolitical' techniques, 

that is, the decision, ritualisation and spectacularisation of giving death (1977: 7). It is based on 

“the right to take life or let live” (1990: 136). Discipline, instead, is anatomopolitical: it takes 

individual bodies as the object and means of its exercise with their normalisation as its primary 

aim. For Foucault, the prison, the hospital and the asylum were the paradigmatic examples of 

these disciplinary techniques, as they were based a panoptical dispositif that internalised 

surveillance in the individual thus rendering him “the principle of his own subjection” (1977: 

204). Governmentality, lastly, is linked to liberalism and is biopolitical: characterised by 

governing a population by measuring its optimal developments and fostering the conditions that 

allow for such developments to prosper. Of the three, it is governmentality that has been used 

more profusely in relation to security.  
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According to Foucault, the origin of governmentality must be traced back to the emergence 

of liberalism, which he locates in the development of political economy in the eighteenth 

century, not just as a political and economic theory but as a rationality of government concerned 

with limiting state reason. Liberalism differs from its predecessors in that it does not conceive 

of government as based on the capacity of power to impose itself on individuals, but on the 

discovery of natural processes, the immanent logic of which generates order and prosperity and 

which government must take into account, rendering them productive (Gordon, 1991: 23). For 

Foucault this finds its paramount reflection in the birth of population as a physical entity 

governed by its own natural processes: a “species body imbued with the mechanics of life and 

serving as the basis of biological processes” (1990: 139). If sovereignty is underpinned by the 

right to take life or let live, liberal governmentality seeks the opposite: to “make life and let 

die” (2007: 241). This is what makes it biopolitical: centred on the management and control of 

the life of the population. As a rationality of government, therefore, liberal governmentality 

implies “an injunction not to impede the course of things, but to ensure the play of natural and 

necessary modes of regulation, to make regulations which permit natural regulation to operate” 

(Gordon, 1991: 17). As such, it is underpinned by a constitutive paradox: the simultaneous 

requirement of intervention and non-intervention. It is in relation to this paradox that Foucault 

refers to mechanisms of security as governmental techniques which function to secure the 

development of the natural and economic processes intrinsic to the population (2007: 451). 

Security becomes a specific principle and method of government, therefore, that is both the 

result and precondition of liberal freedom.   

As a technology of government, security fosters two types of intervention. On the one hand, 

these are environmental, in that they do not address phenomena directly but their conditions of 

possibility. To cite Foucault, liberal governmentality “incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes 

easier or more difficult” (1982: 789). Liberal governmentality guides individuals and 

collectives by creating the conditions in which they can guide themselves, therefore, such that 

freedom is not just a principle or value, but a technique of government, both the reference and 

effect of the liberal security dispositif. On the other hand, however, liberal governmentality 

needs to identify and address practices and subjects that enact abusive or irresponsible forms of 

freedom, that is, freedom’s dangerous excess, which threatens freedom itself. To do so, it relies 

mainly on statistics and probability calculation, to determine “an optimal mean and a tolerable 

bandwidth of variation” (Gordon, 1991: 28). Therefore, the security dispositif does not 

distinguish between normality and abnormality in a binary fashion. Neither does it define 
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insecurity by identifying particular dangers. Instead, it constructs a continuum assigning 

different levels of normality and abnormality to the population and identifying the cases that 

have a greater predisposition to endanger the orderly conduct of agency and freedom. It is 

precisely in relation to these cases, which represent an intolerable variation in the exercise of 

agency and freedom, that the liberal security dispositif ceases to induce and thus reintroduces 

“the old armatures of law and discipline” (Bigo, 2008b: 200). Sovereignty, discipline and liberal 

governmentality do not supersede each other, instead, they form a triangle with “population as 

its main target and apparatuses of security as its essential mechanism” (Foucault, 1991: 102). 

Sovereignty and discipline are reintroduced in liberal governmentality, therefore, and 

transformed as a result.  

Foucault argued that biopolitics not only put life at the centre of government but 

transformed the right to ‘take life’ as well, rendering it “the reverse of the right of the social 

body to ensure, maintain or develop its life” (1990: 136). Questions have been raised, however, 

as to whether this sufficiently accounts for the centrality of sovereignty in governmentality. 

Giorgio Agamben is the main exponent of this critique. For Agamben biopolitics has always 

been eminently thanatopolitical, as politics is exerted most radically in the declaration of 

exception; in separating the lives that are legally protected from those reduced to bare life, to 

the figure of the homo sacer, who is banned from the community and thus susceptible to being 

killed without consequence (1998: 189). Taking life continues to be central in governmentality, 

therefore, not through law, however, but through its exception. Crucially, this does not make 

the sovereign an outlaw. As Butler argues, “governmentality denotes an operation of 

administration power that is extra-legal, even as it can and does return to law as a field of tactical 

operations” (2004: 55). The resurgence of sovereignty in governmentality becomes most 

evident in the exercise of prerogative power and is often justified not by exception, but by 

exceptional circumstances (Aradau, 2007). With regards to discipline, Foucault also argued that 

biopower involved both discipline and governmentality, individual bodies and populations. The 

redeployment of surveillance and disciplinary techniques within governmentality, where they 

are deployed beyond disciplinary institutions, changes their object of government, from 

‘dangerousness’ to ‘risk’, which operates in the management of issues, individuals and 

populations by “making future events knowable so that they can be acted upon in today’s 

decision” (Huysmans, 2014: 102). Surveillance and disciplinary techniques are thus tied to 

prevention and even pre-emption, fostering interventions in the present not just against the 
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probable, but against the possible (Aradau and Munster, 2007). Consequently, exceptionality 

and emergency are part and parcel of liberal governmentality, not opposed to it.   

3. The Emergence and Evolution of Internal Security as a Political and Policy Priority in the 

European Union: Constructing a ‘Domain of Insecurity’ and a ‘Modality of Government’.  

The European Union has proven to be an extremely fruitful case study for all the approaches 

outlined above. Their main contribution has been to challenge the central tenets of European 

integration studies regarding the emergence and evolution of internal security in the political 

agenda of the Union. The latter tend to locate the emergence of internal security as a policy 

concern for the European Union in the Schengen Agreement of 1985, explaining it as a 

functional spillover of the internal market into a project of internal security. The progressive 

completion of the internal market was said to create a security deficit, as the abolition of internal 

border controls would enhance the free movement of legitimate capital, goods and people as 

well as illegitimate one, such as terrorists, criminals, and irregular immigrants, which 

threatened not just public order and the rule of law, but also free movement and thus the internal 

market itself. Accordingly, free movement had to be coupled with compensatory security 

measures (Mitsilegas et al., 2003). Functionalist accounts explain the transnationalisation of 

police and judicial cooperation as a rational response to the emergence of objective insecurities, 

and causally connect their embryonic arrangements to current configurations (Van Munster, 

2009: 18). This narrative is logically appealing and has been viewed as common sense in many 

academic and policy circles. The idea that internal security emerged on the political agenda of 

the European Union as a functional spillover of the internal market, however, is precisely what 

critical security studies have forcefully rejected.    

First, critical security studies have argued that the link between the removal of internal 

border controls and the rise of insecurity rests on two assumption about borders: that “control 

of the illegal movement of goods, services, and persons happens primarily at the border, and 

that the free movement of persons is constituted by abolishing border controls” (Huysmans, 

2006b: 70). Second, the idea that internal security emerged as a rational response to growing 

insecurities has been undermined by the fact that police and judicial cooperation often preceded 

the security threats they supposedly sought to confront (Van Munster, 2009: 4). Indeed, the 

removal of internal border controls did not take place until 1995. Third, the narratives that 

explain contemporary configurations as evolving naturally from previous arrangements obscure 

the contradictions, discontinuities and struggles that have dominated the evolution of internal 
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security in the Union (Bigo, 1994). Lastly, critical security studies have foregrounded how 

functionalist accounts are based on the assumption that a functional and competitive 

relationship exists between freedom and security (Huysmans, 2006b: 88). This is because 

freedom needs to be secured from its dangerous excess in order to function, and security 

imposes limits on freedom. The relationship between freedom and security is thus framed as 

one requiring an optimal balance between the two. However, the precise nature of such a 

balance is not dictated by the relationship itself. It is a political decision, and, as such, one that 

functionalist accounts cannot explain (Bigo, 2006: 38).  

Rather than as a functional spillover, therefore, critical security studies have explained the 

emergence and evolution of internal security as a political and policy concern for the European 

Union as a process of securitisation; one in which the speech-acts of politicians and the 

institutionalised practices of security professionals constructed certain issues as threats to the 

internal security of the Union. Threats that were linked in a security continuum, which fostered 

the transferral of security connotations between them, giving way to the emergence of a 

European modality of government that seeks to govern freedom by managing its dangerous 

excess. It is important to note, however, that internal security does not exhaust the securitisation 

of the different issues contained in the security continuum. Each is securitised by means of a 

complex and multidimensional process that is embedded in wider societal and political debates; 

debates that bear upon the Union’s wider politics of belonging, and thus articulate a wider 

domain of insecurity. It is precisely in such a domain of insecurity that trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation is inserted as an epiphenomenon of organised crime and irregular 

immigration and is securitised as a result. In what follows, therefore, I trace the evolution of 

internal security as a political concern in the European Union and offer a critical frame analysis 

of its internal security policies, focusing on organised crime and irregular immigration and on 

whether trafficking in women for sexual exploitation is addressed or not. I take critical frame 

analysis further, however, by using a ‘what’s the problem represented to be’ approach to trace 

the assumptions and conceptual constructions that underpin each frame.  

3.1. First Phase: From Ad Hoc Intergovernmental Cooperation to the Post-Maastricht 

Scenario: The Securitisation of the Internal Market and the ‘Compensatory Measures Frame’. 

The emergence of internal security on the political agenda of the European Union is often 

traced back to the Schengen Agreement of 1985, which is said to have kick-started the spillover 

of the internal market into internal security, coupling the abolition of internal border controls 
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with compensatory security measures for the first time. A close reading of the Schengen 

Agreement, however, reveals that its main objective was more the former than the latter. In fact, 

it was not until the Schengen Convention of 1990 that the discourse of compensatory measures 

became salient. The question is what happened between 1985 and 1990 to produce such a shift. 

The answer, as argued by critical security studies, lies in the securitisation that was enacted by 

the transnational ad hoc intergovernmental groups, which since the mid-1970s, were developed 

at the European level though outside of the European Community. The most important of these 

groups were the Trevi Group created in 1975, the Schengen Group established in 1984, the ad 

hoc working group on immigration created two years later and the Coordinator’s Group two 

years after that. The first documents produced by these groups share similar traits, justifying 

internal security cooperation with reference to a hegemonic ‘compensatory measures frame’, 

which mirrors the narrative of the functionalist approaches outlined above.  

The ‘compensatory measures frame’ depicts the completion of the internal market as 

creating a security problem, as free movement would enhance the circulation of capital, goods 

and people as well as that of terrorists, criminals, and irregular immigrants. While the abolition 

of internal border controls was identified as the main cause of the ‘problem’, increased 

international travel and communication were also mentioned, anticipating the ‘globalised 

(in)security frame’ that would develop fully in the next phase. As a result, compensatory 

measures in the field of security were considered to be an essential counterpart to free 

movement, particularly external border control and transnational law enforcement cooperation. 

The need to limit security, however, was also recognised, in order to avoid imposing excessive 

restrictions on free movement and to ensure the respect of fundamental rights and the rule of 

law, which are defined as core European values. The main concerns at this stage were terrorism, 

organised crime and irregular immigration, conceived of as threats to free movement, public 

order, the rule of law, and the internal market itself, as an ‘abuse’ of the European Community’s 

desire for free movement (Trevi, 1989). The different ad hoc groups found common ground in 

the link between crime and immigration, which were connected in a security continuum that 

fostered the transferral of security connotations between them as examples of free movement’s 

dangerous excess. At this stage, human trafficking was completely absent from the agenda. 

While the ad hoc groups did pay some attention to organised irregular immigration, this referred 

exclusively to what we now call smuggling (Trevi/AHWGI, 1987).  

The ‘compensatory measures frame’ portrays internal security cooperation as a rational 

response to the negative side-effects of free movement, therefore, and thus as a spillover of the 
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internal market into internal security. Consequently, it is underpinned by the same assumptions 

and conceptual constructions that underpin functionalist accounts. The professed expertise of 

security professionals in the ad hoc working groups, however, allowed the ‘compensatory 

measures frame’ to become dominant.  Indeed, it was quickly picked up by the Council, who 

endowed it with an element of urgency in light of the 1992 deadline for the completion of the 

internal market. It was also assumed by the Coordinator’s Group, who began to institutionalise 

the cooperation proposed between law enforcement agencies, customs and border guards. The 

definitive institutionalisation of internal security came with the Maastricht treaty, however, 

which not only assumed the ‘compensatory measures frame’, depicting asylum, immigration, 

organised crime, external border control and police and judicial cooperation as matters of 

common interest in the newly created ‘third pillar’, but actually included the ad hoc groups 

within the institutional structures of the Union. While this meant that they now worked under 

the supervision of the European Commission, the latter’s lack of expertise and previous 

experiences of marginalisation led it to assume a low-profile in order to become a ‘credible 

partner’ in the field of internal security (Van Munster, 2009: 62). The ad hoc intergovernmental 

groups were thus sanctioned as the main agents behind the emergence and evolution of internal 

security in the political agenda of the European Union.   

3.1.1. Organised Crime: The Revised ‘Alien Conspiracy Frame’.  

The seemingly obvious characterisation of crime as belonging to the realm of (in)security 

explains why organised crime has rarely been addressed as an instance of securitisation. The 

mere existence of organised crime, however, does not explain why it is depicted as an existential 

threat or prioritised in political agendas (Carrapiço, 2011: 28). In the context of the European 

Union, organised crime emerged as a political priority in the 1980s, not because it did not affect 

the Union before, but because it was not until the ad hoc groups defined it as a threat to free 

movement and the internal market that it was considered as a relevant source of insecurity. This 

was taken a step further in 1992 when the assassination of two Italian anti-mafia judges in Sicily 

fostered the creation of an ad hoc group dedicated solely to organised crime. The latter 

published two reports in 1993, in which the ‘compensatory measures frame’ featured 

prominently. This is unsurprising, given that organised crime was one of the main concerns 

included therein. The ‘compensatory measures frame’ does not exhaust the problematisation of 

organised crime, however, which was also conditioned by the conception of organised crime 

forged in the United States and diffused internationally through the United Nations.  
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Attention to organised crime in the United States dates back to the 1930s. In a context of 

Prohibition, it was linked essentially to racketeering. This changed in the 1940s, however, when 

the term started to be used to refer to “foreign career criminals constituting well-structured and 

powerful criminal organisations posing a threat to the integrity of American society and 

politics” (Fijnaut and Paoli, 2004: 25). The paradigmatic example of this ‘alien conspiracy 

model’ was taken to be the Italian mafia. This represented a major shift in the problematisation 

of organised crime: from a focus on activities to a focus on groups; from a systemic conception 

linking legal and criminal structures to a view that placed criminals against society, and from 

its depiction as an economic problem to that of an existential threat to the very foundations of 

society. It was during the 1960s that the United States began to transfer its concern of organised 

crime to the United Nations, mainly through the issue of drug trafficking. This culminated in 

the first world ministerial conference on the matter held in 1994, in which the term was 

extended to cover many other issues. In addition, the United Nations emphasised its 

transnational nature, thus strengthening the ‘alien conspiracy model’, as it foregrounded the 

issues of transportation and communication, obviating the original context of organised crime, 

and thus ratifying the idea that the latter emerged outside of the societies that it threatened. The 

extrication of such a model from the particular context of the United States, however, gave way 

to a pluralist revision of the ‘alien conspiracy model’, extending it beyond the Italian mafia to 

other ethnically defined groups (Goodey, 2012: 141).  

The reception of these debates in Europe in the mid-1980s explains the presence of a strong 

‘globalised (in)security frame’ in the problematisation of organised crime offered by the ad hoc 

groups at this stage and quickly picked up by European Union institutions themselves. As we 

will see, this latter frame highlights the role of globalisation in the transnationalisation and 

proliferation of security threats. With regards to organised crime, globalisation is said to 

enhance international travel, communications and the diffusion of technology, which are in turn 

said to facilitate its growth in scope, scale and sophistication. European Union institutions 

adapted this diagnosis to the particularities of the European context, however, by linking such 

changes to the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Assumptions about the pervasiveness of black 

market economies during communism were coupled with the belief that post-communist 

transitions would create new opportunities for organised crime while simultaneously eroding 

the states’ capacity to contain it (European Parliament, 1994a). The ‘globalised (in)security 

frame’ dovetails with the revised ‘alien conspiracy frame’ to present organised crime as 

emerging outside of the Union, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe, and organised 
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criminals, as a result, as being eminently Eastern European. This ratified the solutions proposed 

by the ‘compensatory measures frame’ while adding a sense of immediacy and urgency. 

3.1.2. Irregular Immigration: the ‘Public Unease’, ‘Bogus’ and ‘Social Cohesion’ Frames.  

If organised crime has rarely been addressed within the framework of securitisation, the 

opposite is the case for irregular migration. Its securitisation, particularly in Europe, has been a 

central theme for critical security studies. Among the first attempts to unravel such process, as 

outlined above, was that of the Copenhagen School, whose concept of societal security was 

coined specifically to explain the construction of immigration as a threat to identity. The 

concept of ‘societal security’ has been criticised, however, for its conception of identity, its 

disavowal of contextual factors, its emphasis on discourse, its disregard of practices and its 

focus on existential threats, ignoring risk. Perhaps the most important criticism, however, 

because it transverses all the others, is the critique that stresses the irreducibility of the 

securitisation of irregular immigration to a single sector, society, and a single referent object, 

identity. This is particularly important in the context of the European Union, where irregular 

immigration has been securitised essentially as a result of its insertion into the security 

continuum articulated by the ad hoc intergovernmental groups in the 1980s (Bigo, 2002: 63). 

This was the result of a twofold process of criminalisation. First, the Trevi group linked 

irregular immigration to terrorism and organised crime by identifying the latter as foreigners 

who had entered the Union illegally. Second, the ad hoc group on immigration criminalised 

undocumented mobility as ‘illegal’ immigration. As a result, irregular immigration became a 

key concern within the ‘compensatory measures frame’, because the abolition of internal border 

controls was said to both hinder migration and crime control.  

This problematisation was soon taken up by European Union institutions, particularly by 

the European Commission. The ‘compensatory measures frame’ features significantly in the 

communications that it produced on the matter in the early 1990s as contributions to the 

Maastricht treaty. As was the case with organised crime, however, the ‘compensatory measures 

frame’ does not exhaust the problematisation of irregular immigration in this phase. The 

Commission also put forward a ‘globalised (in)security frame’, which here points to the novel 

migratory context facing Europe; a context allegedly defined by the growing mismatch between 

the desire to halt immigration and its endurance in the form of asylum, family reunification and 

irregular immigration. This was said to present the image of immigration as being ‘out of 

control’, which in turn gave rise to a “sense of unease” among the population (1991: 6). The 
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‘globalised insecurity frame’ translates this point into a ‘public unease frame’, therefore, in 

which the impact of immigration on the public’s subjective sense of (in)security is the main 

concern. Interestingly, the Commission also refers to the collapse of the Soviet Union as 

contributing to this scenario, as the new freedoms achieved “could lead to such a desire to 

emigrate” as to “overwhelm host countries” (1991: 7), at the same time as the revival of 

nationalities was said to affect the “collective subconscious”, “with uncertainty quickly giving 

way to fear” (1991: 7).   

Two more frames can be found in the Commission’s approach that are nested in the ‘public 

unease frame’ but extend beyond it. First, we find a ‘bogus frame’, which problematises 

irregular immigration as an abuse of asylum, invoked by economic migrants “as a parallel 

immigration route” (1991: 11). This was said to have adverse effects for ‘real’ asylum-seekers 

as well as for the Union’s humanitarian tradition, as bogus asylum-seekers overcrowded the 

asylum system and robbed it “of its special nature”, which could lead to a backlash in the 

concession of asylum (1991: 11). Second, we find a ‘social cohesion frame’ in which irregular 

immigration is said to threaten the “economic and social equilibrium” of European societies 

(1991: 4). On the one hand, it is said to have hindered migrant integration, at a time when the 

absorption capacities of host states had “reached their limit”, thus multiplying the problems 

associated with migrant’s social exclusion (1991: 2). On the other hand, it is depicted as a threat 

to identity, to the cultural homogeneity necessary for a collective ‘we’ to exist, as the 

Copenhagen School would put it, even if it is as general and vague as being European. These 

problematisations rendered compensatory measures largely insufficient. As a result, the 

Commission proposed a more comprehensive approach that was to address immigration 

pressure through aid and international cooperation; immigration flows through a common 

policy on illegal immigration, and migrant integration by fighting racism and xenophobia, 

drawing on “the public’s tradition of tolerance” (1994: 4).  

While these solutions seem coherent with the new frames outlined above, they also depend 

on assumptions and conceptual constructions. First, the ‘public unease frame’ assumes 

subjective (in)security to be a social fact rather than the result of a process of securitisation. As 

argued by the Paris School, however, securitisation is not limited to existential threats and 

emergency measures. It can also operate in more diffuse and unspectacular ways as a 

technology for managing unease, transforming “structural difficulties into elements permitting 

specific groups to be blamed” (Bigo, 2002: 81). Second, all frames but especially the ‘bogus’ 

frame depend on a set of dichotomies that are assumed to be descriptive and neutral rather than 



49 
 

constructed and normative: legal/illegal, voluntary/forced, economic/political. Considering the 

legal/illegal distinction to be an ontological fact, however, works to conceal the implication of 

the state in their production and the causal relation that exists between the two. Distinguishing 

between voluntary and forced migration, in turn, qualifies irregular immigration by specifying 

particular modalities, such as asylum, that deserve to be exempted from its restrictive and 

punitive regime. Lastly, the distinction between economic and political migration assumes them 

to be fully discernible, to the extent that an overlap between them is rendered suspect. However, 

its alleged neutrality is undermined by the recurrent use of value-laden terms such as ‘bogus’ 

and ‘genuine’. Far from being neutral and descriptive migration categories engage profusely in 

the politics of belonging, that is, in the “struggle over the cultural, racial and socio-economic 

criteria for the distribution of rights and duties in a community” (Huysmans, 2000: 753). This 

is particularly the case for the ‘social cohesion frame’, which depicts irregular immigration as 

a threat to two basic instruments of social, economic and political cohesion that underpin the 

legitimacy of the post-war European political order: cultural homogeneity and the welfare state 

(Huysmans, 2000). Disavowing that this is the result of a process of securitisation, in which the 

Union also participates, however, allows it to persist in its self-identification as a ‘community 

of value’ defined by progress, democracy and tolerance despite the exclusionary logics which 

it fosters (Anderson, 2015: 2) 

3.2. Second Phase: The Amsterdam Treaty and Inauguration of the Area of Freedom, Security 

and Justice: The ‘Globalised Insecurity’ and the ‘Union’s Shortcomings’ Frames.  

The second phase in the evolution of the Union’s internal security policies spans the second 

half of the 1990s. It is defined by the changes brought about by the Amsterdam treaty. The 

official justification for revising the internal security provisions of the Maastricht Treaty was 

the general dissatisfaction with the decision-making structures of the third pillar. The 

documents produced by the preparatory body of the Amsterdam Treaty, however, the 

Reflection Group, reveal wider concerns, which translate into two new frames. First, the 

‘globalised insecurity frame’ becomes explicit, as do concerns with globalisation and the 

consequent transnationalisation and proliferation of threats. Regional instability, ecological 

imbalance, economic globalisation, immigration, and the Union’s future eastern enlargement 

are explicitly identified in this phase as global challenges requiring the concomitant 

globalisation of security measures (1995: 3). Concern also emerged in relation to popular 

dissatisfaction with European integration. While the causes of such dissatisfaction were located 

in a plurality of factors, the Union’s shortcomings in matters of internal security were 
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foregrounded. The security concerns of European citizens, which could “no longer be met by 

member states given their transnational nature, were also “receiving no satisfactory response 

from the Union” (1995: 3). In this ‘Union’s shortcomings frame’, it is popular support that 

justifies the Europeanisation of internal security. Both frames are connected, however, as 

globalised (in)security is located at the heart of citizens’ concerns.  

Once adopted, the Amsterdam treaty radically reconfigured the field of internal security. It 

rearranged the decision-making structures of the third pillar by transferring immigration, 

asylum and external border control to the first pillar and by foreseeing the development of 

internal security’s external dimension, which would also involve the second one. In addition, it 

included the Schengen acquis into the legal framework of the Union, spreading its provisions 

across the first and third pillars. The Amsterdam Treaty, therefore, threatened the monopoly of 

the field of security professionals as professionals from the first and second pillars were given 

a stake in matters of internal security. In fact, the Steering Groups that housed Trevi and the ad 

hoc working group on immigration within the structures created by the Maastricht Treaty were 

actually eliminated. Moreover, a High-Level Working Group on Asylum and Migration was 

created in 1998, as a trans-pillar task force in charge of developing the external dimension of 

immigration policies. 

Security professionals were nonetheless able to secure key decision-making positions, as 

the resignation of the Santer Commission in 1999 enabled the creation of a new Directorate-

General on Justice and Home Affairs, which absorbed the competences and staff of the groups 

outlined above. Most importantly, the Amsterdam treaty decoupled internal security from the 

internal market rendering it an objective in itself, to be materialised in the Area of Freedom, 

Security and Justice. Together with the new frames outlined above, this radically altered the 

‘compensatory measures frame’. First, it changed the referent object of security from the 

internal market to ‘people’ as the “common denominator” of the Area of Freedom, Security and 

Justice (European Council, 1998a: 2). Second, it expanded the notion of freedom beyond free 

movement to include the “freedom to live in a law-abiding environment, in the knowledge that 

public authorities are using everything in their power to combat and contain those who seek to 

deny or abuse freedom” (European Council, 1998: 3). Despite concern about the proliferation 

of threats, those who deny or abuse freedom are still classified as organised criminals and 

irregular immigrants. The increasing interdependence of the first and third pillars, however, is 

reflected in the growing concern with two issues that lie at the intersection of the two: human 

trafficking and migrant smuggling. Both are addressed for the first time as part of the security 
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continuum articulated in the previous phase as epiphenomena of both organised crime and 

irregular immigration. 

These changes also worked to generalise the concern with people’s subjective (in)security 

from the ‘public unease frame’ to the field of internal security as a whole. The aim of the Area 

of Freedom, Security and Justice was ultimately to make people “feel safe and secure” 

(European Council, 1998: 3). As a result, European Union institutions began to employ 

orthodox notions of security and statecraft to justify the Europeanisation of internal security, 

presenting the Union as the adequate ‘protector’ of European citizens. This fosters a shift in the 

balance between freedom and security, as security is increasingly portrayed as a necessary 

condition for the exercise of freedom rather than a potential limit to it. In addition, the solutions 

that were previously proposed began to be reformulated according to a logic of threat 

anticipation and risk. The result, as Huysmans argues, is the emergence of a European modality 

of government that seeks to govern freedom by administering its ‘dangerous excess’ 

(Huysmans, 2006b: 51). It does so by means of two different but interrelated technologies of 

government. First, a territorial and juridical technique that externalises freedom’s dangerous 

excesses through European citizenship and external border control. The latter objectifies the 

distinction between an internal and an external realm of free movement and inscribes such 

distinction in a legal framework that distinguishes between legal and illegal mobility. Secondly, 

however, a biopolitical technique is employed, which internalises such excess in a population 

that is then monitored and profiled through techniques of risk. Together, these technologies of 

government constitute the territory and the population of the European Union as objects of 

government, thus making its identity as a territory and a ‘people’ a political reality (Huysmans, 

2006b: 102).  

 In this light, the European Union can be seen as an example of what Kim Rygiel identifies 

as the intersection of security and citizenship in a ‘globalising regime of government’ (2011). 

According to Rygiel, the latter responds to the growing tensions between the different modes 

of a political organisation required by neoliberalism and nation-states. It is defined by three 

crucial transformations: first, by the diffusion of security and citizenship as technologies of 

government beyond the space and actors that are traditionally associated with the state; second, 

by a shift in their object of government, from political communities to the mobility between 

and within them; and third, by the consequent transition from the primacy of territorial control 

under a logic of sovereign power to that of population control under the logic of biopolitics. 

The dispersion of political power by globalisation and the dislocation of coincidence between 



52 
 

the state, the political community and citizenship, does not render the latter obsolete. Instead, 

the state becomes an assemblage of spaces, disseminated through the diffusion of security and 

citizenship, and strengthened as a result. Political communities become detached from 

territories and nations but continue to depend on membership criteria while developing 

alternative spatial configurations. Citizenship, lastly, is also disconnected from the nation-state, 

though not with the positive effects foreseen by the advocates of post-national citizenship. The 

state, the political community and citizenship ultimately become de-territorialised, but this 

gives way to a new political spatiality that strengthens them (Nyers and Rygiel, 2012). It is 

precisely this new spatiality that the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice creates, carving out 

“a space within which identity and governing practices can develop” (Huysmans, 2006b: 51).   

3.2.1. Organised Crime: Introducing the ‘Illicit Enterprise Frame’.  

The second half of the 1990s marks the beginning of the European Union’s comprehensive 

policy against organised crime. Another assassination, this time of an Irish journalist in June 

1996, fostered this development. The first documents to focus exclusively on organised crime 

were the Council Action Plan of 1997 and the Joint Action criminalising the participation in 

criminal organisations adopted in 1998. These largely follow the revised ‘alien conspiracy 

frame’ developed by the ad hoc intergovernmental groups. The concern that the latter expressed 

with globalisation, however and the tailoring of such concern to the context of Europe were 

strengthened in light of the Union’s future enlargement. It is revealing in this regard that 

organised crime was included as a priority within the Union’s regional cooperation and 

development aid schemes, particularly for Central and Eastern Europe. The 1998 Pre-Accession 

Pact on Organised Crime was of particular importance in this case. A change in emphasis can 

be detected in the latter, which reveals a growing civilisational tone in the Union’s approach, 

as the connection between Central and Eastern Europe and organised crime has been 

increasingly based on the latter’s purported economic, political and cultural backwardness. This 

occurs to such an extent that previous assumptions about the Soviet Union begin to verge on 

essentialist accounts of Eastern Europe’s inherent criminality. As a result, the proposed solution 

increasingly became one of assimilation, focused on helping Central and Eastern Europe to 

advance towards the modern, liberal-democratic and market-based political system that the 

Union is said to represent.  

In addition, this phase witnesses the emergence of a new ‘illicit enterprise frame’, the 

origins of which are also found in the United States. In fact, this frame emerged in response to 
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the ethnicisation and lack of empirical evidence of the ‘alien conspiracy model’, focusing 

instead on the most “uncontroversial aspect of organised crime: the supply of illegal products 

and services” (Fijnaut and Paoli, 2004: 28). The ‘illicit enterprise paradigm’ defines organised 

crime as involving loose associations of individuals which mirror legal enterprises but operate 

outside legality for profit and in response to illicit demand. Unlike the ‘alien conspiracy model’, 

which entails a ‘criminology of the other’, the latter entails a ‘criminology of the self,’ 

explaining organised crime with reference to the “political-economic contexts that structure the 

motivations and opportunities for its commission” (Edwards and Gill, 2002: 260). The solution 

that it offers, accordingly, adds prevention and risk-management to law enforcement, mirroring 

the tendency of the field of internal security as a whole. It is through prevention that the ‘illicit 

enterprise frame’ enters the agenda of the Council, which adopted a resolution on the matter in 

1998. The latter continues to depict organised crime as an existential threat but for the first time, 

it locates some of its causes inside the Union, particularly in demand and in the social exclusion 

of vulnerable and marginalised groups (1998b: 2).  

While both frames seem antithetical, they can coexist and even converge. In emphasising 

that organised crime responds to the same incentives as legal enterprises, the ‘illicit enterprise 

paradigm’ actually subscribes to “a basic tenet of the ‘alien conspiracy’ model: the rise of large-

scale bureaucratic organisations to provide consumers with the illegal commodities that they 

demand” (Fijnaut and Paoli, 2004: 300). From here, all that is required to fuse both is that such 

bureaucratic organisations are depicted as well-structured and immigrant-dominated. As we 

will see, this fusion becomes crucial in relation to trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. 

It is important to highlight that the Council established a more subtle connection between both 

frames, however, which revolves around the exclusion from liberal and market-based 

democracies. Whether whole societies, as in the case of Central and Eastern Europe or 

individuals, as those belonging to marginalised groups, the Council links organised crime to 

those excluded from the liberal-democratic and market-based systems that member states 

purportedly represent, depicting them as a threat to internal security and to the values of the 

Union. As Anderson argues, the borders of the community of value are “set externally by non-

citizens but also internally by the ‘failed’ citizen” (2015: 1). Unlike the field of organised crime, 

which experiences significant changes in this phase, that of irregular immigration witnesses 

little change, as it is not until the early-2000s that the policies outlined above materialise and 

simultaneously change.   
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3.3. Third Phase: From the Tampere to the Hague Programme: the Endurance of the 

‘Globalised (In)security Frame’ and the Development of the ‘Last Step’ and ‘Humanitarian’ 

Frames.  

The third phase in the evolution of the Union’s internal security policies runs from the 

early-2000s to the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty in 2007. The field is marked by the completion 

of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice through the multiannual programmes adopted by 

the Council, which define its aims and strategies for a period of five years, and the European 

Security Strategies, which do the same for its external dimension. In this phase their content 

was largely determined by the idea that the events of 9/11 and the Union’s Eastern enlargement 

had inaugurated a new and more urgent security scenario (European Council, 2005). As a result, 

they reflect the intensification of the ‘globalised (in)security frame’. This was accompanied by 

a shift in the definition of (in)security with uncertainty becoming a growing concern, in light of 

the types of threats that the Union was said to be facing, which the Commission depicted as 

being “more diverse, less visible and less predictable” (2003: 4).  

This diagnosis was strengthened with the development of a new frame in this phase, a ‘last 

step frame’, in which the unprecedented levels of democracy, peace and prosperity brought 

about by European integration were said to have reached their apex while simultaneously 

depending on the realisation of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, which was 

consequently depicted as the last step in European integration. This enhanced the use of 

orthodox notions of security and statecraft by the Union. In fact, European citizens were now 

said to have a right to security, and thus legitimate expectations of protection on behalf of the 

Union. The depiction of subjective (in)security as the referent object of security culminates 

here, in its recognition as a legal entitlement. Such recognition limits security to the domain of 

citizenship, not ‘people’, and it collapses the difference between freedom and security, giving 

way to the idea that the former is realised in the latter, which fosters the reformulation of the 

balance between freedom and security in favour of security (Bigo, 2006).   

As a result, this phase marks the definitive shift of the solutions proposed towards threat-

anticipation and risk, essentially through a focus on intelligence-led policing and border control. 

Europol was granted important competences through a novel tool: threat assessment. This 

granted Europol a privileged position in the definition and prioritisation of internal security 

threats, as its reports now include suggestions to member states on how to collect and prioritise 

information, in addition to interpreting the data provided, determining the areas, activities and 
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populations at risk as well as setting the strategic guidelines for the Union’s policy. External 

border control was also infused with a focus on intelligence. The first and perhaps most 

important development in this regard was the creation of Frontex in 2004 as an agency for the 

management of co-operation in external border control. Frontex was entrusted with many tasks, 

from coordinating member states’ operational cooperation and the removal of irregular 

migrants, to the development of research and risk assessments. Another fundamental 

development occurred in in 2006 with the adoption of the Union’s ‘integrated border 

management strategy’. The latter included three basic elements: border checks and surveillance, 

the detection and investigation of cross-border crime, and a four-tier access model containing 

measures to be adopted in third countries, neighbouring countries, at the border and inside the 

Union itself. Integrated border management thus coupled intelligence-based policing and 

border control, rendering the European Union’s external border “first and foremost as an area 

of policing” (European Council, 2006: 3).  

Together, these measures enact what Didier Bigo calls a ‘ban-opticon dispositif’: a mode 

of governance in which certain groups are deemed unfit for the autonomous exercise of freedom 

and targeted for surveillance and control in order to foster the freedom of others (2008a). Such 

is ultimately the result of the European modality of government. Interestingly, however, such 

measures were accompanied by the emergence of a new ‘humanitarian frame’, particularly in 

relation to the security of the Union’s ‘others’. The latter developed mainly in response to the 

‘human tragedy’ taking place in the Mediterranean Sea: the recurrent loss of migrants’ lives. In 

fact, integrated border management allegedly sought to avoid “the serious consequences that 

irregular migration can have on immigrants who put their physical integrity and lives at risk” 

(European Council, 2006: 4). This reflects the transformation experienced by borders in general 

and the Union’s external border in particular as techniques and spaces of control. The 

exponential increase of the technological density of such border has resulted in its diffusion in 

time and space, as border control now operates before border-crossings take place and not just 

on the border, but inside and outside the Union as well. Border control is thus extended beyond 

the legally defined territory of the European Union, rendering its border a space of legal and 

procedural ambiguity, “neither lawless nor marked by a well-functioning rule of law” (Aas and 

Gundhus, 2015: 14). Instead, it becomes a regulated space of exception justified by the 

exceptional nature of the circumstances being addressed. It is in this context of securitisation, 

where the border becomes a risky space that confronts the vulnerability of the Union with that 

of migrants, that humanitarianism develops as a form of government, “a way of governing this 
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novel and disturbing situation” (Walters, 2010: 138). It displays all the characteristics, 

therefore, of what Fassin calls ‘humanitarian reason’, mobilising the language of compassion 

rather than rights to obscure the repressive and punitive nature of the Union’s immigration 

control, while ratifying its benevolence and belonging to a ‘wider moral community’ (2012). 

3.3.1. Organised Crime: Consolidating the ‘Illicit Enterprise Frame’ and the Victim Turn. 

The turn of the century was marked by the adoption of the United Nations convention on 

organised crime, which offered the first internationally accepted definition of the issue. Such 

definition included two innovations, reflecting the shift towards the ‘illicit enterprise frame’. 

First, it recognises profit as the driving force of organised crime and includes it in its legal 

definition. Second, it specifies that organised crime is committed by structured groups: groups 

that are not randomly formed but do not require formally defined roles, continuity of 

membership or a developed structure (2000: 1). The European Union mirrors the tendency of 

the international domain in this phase as it too reflects the consolidation of the ‘illicit enterprise 

frame’. The Council’s organised crime strategy for the millennium, adopted in 2000 for 

example, depicts organised crime as “entrepreneurial, business-like and highly flexible in 

responding to changing markets” (2000: 3). It locates its causes inside the Union, particularly 

in illegal demand and in the opportunities created by free movement and the different legal 

systems of member states. In fact, the Council explicitly states that “it is the groups that 

originate and operate throughout Europe, composed predominantly of EU nationals and 

residents, that appear to pose the significantly greater threat” (2000: 3). As a result, the solution 

that it offers is that of an ‘integrated and multidisciplinary strategy’ focused on prevention, legal 

approximation and demand reduction, alongside the traditional call for police and judicial 

cooperation, this time updated in terms of the ‘intelligence-led model’ outlined above (2000: 

3).  

That such a solution also foregrounds the external dimension of the fight against organised 

crime, which continues to focus on Central and Eastern Europe, demonstrates the resilience of 

the ‘alien conspiracy frame’ and the combination of the two forged by the Council in the 

previous phase. Interestingly, such resilience is particularly acute in relation to trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation, which is now explicitly addressed as a priority together with the 

sexual exploitation of children. The first European Security Strategy, for example, highlights 

trafficking in women as one of the main activities of organised crime, particularly of “Balkan 

criminal networks”, which are held “responsible for some 200,000 of the 700,000 women 
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victims of the sex trade world wide” (European Council, 2003: 5). While the diagnosis and the 

solutions put forward in relation to trafficking in women are limited when compared to the field 

of violence against women, nonetheless for the first time it includes references to its gender 

dimension and to victims. This reflects the unprecedented turn towards victims experienced by 

the field of organised crime as a whole, particularly after 2001 when the Council Framework 

Decision on the standing of victims in criminal proceedings was adopted. The recognition of 

victims’ rights has a crucial bearing on the problematisation of organised crime as it represents 

a shift in the Union’s self-proclaimed status as the primary victim. Such recognition, however, 

remains limited in two ways. First, it excludes irregular immigrants, addressing only citizens in 

member states “other than their own” and “legally residing” third country nationals  (European 

Commission, 1999a: 1). Second, it is still subordinate to the aim of prosecution. Indeed, all the 

measures proposed are related to victims’ participation in criminal proceedings.  

3.3.2. Irregular Immigration: ‘Opportunities and Challenges’ and ‘Follow the Migrant’ 

Frames.  

The field of irregular immigration in this phase is characterised by an unprecedented level 

of activity as the policies designed in the first phase began to materialise essentially as a result 

of the transferal of immigration from the third pillar to the first. However, significant changes 

can be identified in the problematisation that is now offered. This is particularly the case of the 

‘globalised (in)security frame’ as the migratory context allegedly fashioned by globalisation is 

defined in very different terms. According to the Commission, immigration had become a 

“more flexible process of movement between countries” (2000: 13), at the same time as the 

European Union was facing a novel socioeconomic scenario, defined by “demographic decline” 

and “skill shortages in the labour market” (2000: 13). This rendered zero immigration policies 

not just impossible but inappropriate, as orderly migration could help correct the Union’s 

socioeconomic imbalance and incidentally improve the situation of migrants and their countries 

of origin (2000: 13). Therefore a new ‘opportunities and challenges frame’ emerges, in which 

the adequate management of migration is portrayed as potentially beneficial for all. This 

explains why the solutions offered in this phase pay unprecedented attention to legal migration. 

The Commission is keen on stressing, however, that a “coordinated approach to illegal 

immigration remains essential” (2000: 12). In fact, a more complex articulation of the relation 

between legal and illegal immigration emerges in this phase, as legal immigration is not just 

connected to irregular immigration, but is actually said to depend on its control. As argued by 
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the Commission, “the credibility of a positive and open common approach to immigration very 

much depends on the ability of the Union to control illegal immigration” (2004: 10). 

The Union approach to irregular immigration also becomes more sophisticated, as it begins 

to acknowledge the latter’s multifaceted nature. As the Commission states, “illegal migration” 

includes “those who illegally enter the territory of a member state”, either “with an illegal 

border crossing or using false or forged documents”, which can happen “on an independent 

basis” or “organised by facilitators” (2001a: 7). It can also occur via those who “enter with a 

valid visa or residence permit but overstay” or “embark on unauthorised employed activities” 

(2001a: 7). As a result, a novel frame develops, based on the idea that all actions must “take 

place as close as possible to the irregular migrants concerned” (2001: 3). This ‘follow the 

migrant frame’, which mirrors the developments of the field of internal security as a whole, 

strengthens the changes experienced by external border control outlined above, as it 

foregrounds the biopolitical and intelligence-led model of migration control, multiplying the 

use of risk analysis, threat assessment and biometrics, and extending their use to “all phases of 

movement”, that is, outside the Union, at its external border, and inside (2000a: 12). Moreover, 

it also mirrors the connection established between intelligence-led policing and border control, 

as the former becomes increasingly important in relation to human smuggling and trafficking. 

In fact, the Commission depicts the latter as the worst form of irregular immigration precisely 

because they are related to organised crime. While the Commission addresses human trafficking 

as a priority within the field of irregular immigration, it also stresses the importance of 

separating the two, particularly regarding victims. Irregular immigration “can cover parts of the 

trafficking situation”, but “illegal immigrants in a wider sense are not necessarily victims of 

traffickers” (2001a: 7). Therefore, trafficked victims might be irregular immigrants but they are 

exceptional ones. According to Europol, they could be divided into three basic categories: 

‘exploited’ ones, who knew they would work in the sex industry but ignored the conditions; 

‘deceived’ ones, who believed they would work somewhere else but ended up in the sex 

industry, and ‘kidnaped’ ones, “unwilling from the start”, with “no intention of going abroad” 

and which “remain the property of their owners” (2002: 5). It is the last type that is the ‘real’ 

trafficked victims, “sex slaves in the truest sense” (2002: 5).  

3.4. Fourth Phase: The Post-Lisbon Scenario: the ‘Convergence Frame’.   

Despite ground-breaking advances in the field of internal security since the establishment 

of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, the decision-making structures of the third pillar 
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were still perceived as an obstacle in matching political goals with legislative outputs (Carrera, 

2011: 233). Reforming the legal foundation of the Area was thus a priority in the Lisbon treaty, 

which followed the rejection of the treaty establishing a constitution for Europe in the French 

and Dutch referendums of 2005. Indeed, the Lisbon treaty gave the Area of Freedom, Security 

and Justice an unprecedented importance, defining it as a central aim of the European Union 

even before the internal market. The treaty also introduced important innovations in the field, 

abolishing the pillar structure, thus communitarising the field as a whole, and including the 

charter of fundamental rights in its legal framework. However, these innovations were 

subjected to numerous exceptions. The treaty allowed member states to continue to cooperate 

among themselves in matters of internal security, thus favouring the endurance of 

intergovernmentalism. It maintained the shared right of initiative for the Commission in the 

field of criminal justice and subjected the approximation of criminal law to an ‘emergency 

break’. Lastly, it included opt-out clauses in relation to police cooperation and, most 

importantly, the charter of fundamental rights. As a result, the Lisbon treaty subjected the Area 

of Freedom, Security and Justice to a “complex matrix of speeds” (Carrera and Geyer, 2007: 

7–8). In strengthening the position of all European Union institutions, moreover, it fostered the 

emergence of a plurality of competing agendas (Carrera and Guild, 2014).   

This was clearly reflected in the Council Guidelines for the Area adopted in 2014, in which 

the latter’s desire to limit the influence of the interinstitutional decision-making structure set up 

by the Lisbon Treaty is evident. Significant differences can be appreciated in the priorities 

established by the Council, the Commission and the Parliament in the preparatory phase of the 

Guidelines. Most importantly, the Council, unlike the latter, relegated the rule of law and the 

protection of fundamental rights to a marginal position. In fact, the Guidelines ignore the legally 

binding nature of the Charter, side-lining fundamental rights as a guiding principle of the Area 

of Freedom, Security and Justice. They also disregard previous reference to victims and to the 

Union’s humanitarian responsibilities, and contain no reference to the ‘Copenhagen Dilemma’, 

that is, the fact that the Union lacks instruments to evaluate whether or not its own member 

states respect the rule of law, which was a priority for both the Commission and the Parliament. 

Paradoxically therefore, just as the Lisbon Treaty entered into force, extending the internal 

security competences of all supranational institutions and imposing on them the obligation not 

just to protect fundamental rights but to actively promote them, the Union produced the multi-

annual program for the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice with the weakest provisions on 

fundamental rights, shifting the balance between freedom and security more towards the latter. 
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These changes notwithstanding, the problematisation of internal security in this phase is 

largely characterised by continuity, with the endurance of the ‘globalised (in)security’ and ‘last 

step’ frames though with slight alterations. The former is linked to the redefinition of security 

proposed by critical security studies, that is, through its widening and deepening. As stated by 

the Council, “the concept of internal security must be understood as a wide and comprehensive 

concept which straddles multiple sectors in order to address major threats which have a direct 

impact on the lives, safety and well-being of citizens” (2010: 3). The ‘last step frame’, in turn, 

continues to stress the importance of internal security for European integration, though more 

concretely for the development of the European Union as a ‘community of value’, as freedom, 

security and justice are increasingly depicted as “an integral part of the European model of 

society” (European Commission, 2009: 2). In addition, a new frame emerges in relation to the 

solutions proposed which highlights the need for greater coherence and convergence in the 

Union’s approach to internal security (European Council, 2010b). While in theory this 

‘convergence frame’ offers nothing new, as it integrates existing strategies and approaches, the 

fact that ‘citizens’ have been placed at the centre gives way to the increasing dichotomisation 

between citizens and non-citizens as referent objects of security, the former addressed in the 

language of rights and the latter in that of diversity and vulnerability, which, interestingly, 

becomes increasingly gendered (European Commission, 2009). As a result, this phase witnesses 

the consolidation of European citizens’ ‘right to security’ and the increasing delimitation of the 

humanitarian frame to extreme cases.  

3.4.1. Organised Crime: Developing the ‘Policy Cycle’ and Forgetting Victims.  

In this phase organised crime continues to be a priority under the sustained prevalence of 

the ‘alien conspiracy’ and ‘illicit enterprise’ frames. However, an important difference can be 

found in the solutions proposed, which are strongly influenced by the ‘convergence frame’. As 

argued by the Council, the Union had to “develop a coherent and integrated approach to increase 

the consistency, efficiency, transparency and accountability of the fight against organised 

crime” (2010a: 2). To achieve this aim, the multi-annual policy cycle for organised crime was 

adopted, which would provide all member states with a shared diagnosis of the situation and 

with shared solutions on the basis of a common intelligence model produced by Europol 

(European Council, 2010a). The endurance of the ‘alien conspiracy frame’ is also evident in 

these reports, which addresses organised crime in terms of geographical ‘hubs’ (Europol, 2011). 

Another important difference in this phase is that the field of organised crime displays the 

weakest ever attention to victims. This can be explained by the fact that the area of justice 
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became increasingly detached from that of security to the point of being treated separately. It is 

nonetheless surprising, given that the Union adopted a new Directive establishing minimum 

standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime in 2012, which was to address 

the limitations of the 2001 Framework Decision. Partly, it does. The Directive includes a set of 

binding rights for victims beyond criminal proceedings. It also includes a non-discrimination 

clause which obliges member states to ensure that victims’ rights “are not made conditional 

upon the victim’s residence status, citizenship or nationality” (2012: 2). The Directive adds, 

however, that “reporting a crime or participating in criminal proceedings does not create rights 

of residency” (2012: 2). As a result, victim protection is underpinned by the contraction 

between, “on the one hand, demonising ‘outsiders’ whilst, on the other, seeking to protect them” 

(Goodey, 2012: 147).   

3.4.2. Irregular Immigration: Labour Market Integration and the ‘Humanitarian Frame’.  

Irregular immigration is also characterised by the endurance and partial modification of the 

frames developed in the previous phase. The ‘opportunities and challenges frame’ continues to 

present orderly migration as potentially benefiting all, but it renders such outcome as being 

increasingly dependent on migrant’s labour market integration. As argued by the Commission, 

“the positive potential of immigration can only be realised if integration into host societies is 

successful”, and “access to the labour market is a key path to integration” (2008: 4). The 

Commission recuperates the ‘social cohesion frame’, therefore, which problematised irregular 

immigration as a threat to the economic and social equilibrium of European societies. Given 

the opportunities that immigration was said to present, however, the solutions offered are 

different. First, it is to attract the right kind of immigrants, those that will “enhance the 

knowledge-based economy of Europe”, “advance economic growth” and meet the “labour 

market requirements” of member states (2008: 6). This was to be attained by means of the 

Global Approach to Migration and Mobility adopted in 2011, which introduced a series of 

instruments designed to enhance legal immigration in partnership with countries of origin, such 

as the mobility partnerships and circular migration schemes. Such instruments are highly 

selective, however, and only temporary. While their declared aim was to make “migration to 

Europe a choice rather than a necessity” (European Council, 2012: 7), the effective possibility 

of choosing was limited and given only to a few. 

The second solution proposed was to render the mobility of legal immigrants easier, faster 

and more flexible while still guaranteeing security, fundamentally through the diffusion of 
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intelligence-led migration control, which in this phase is reinforced through the ‘smart borders 

package’ proposed in 2013. The latter was presented by the Commission in 2008 and included 

an entry-exit system, a registered traveller programme, an automated border control system and 

a common European border surveillance system. While member states were initially doubtful 

of the necessity and added-value of such measures, the exponential growth of migration 

triggered by the Arab Spring and the war in Syria created a more fruitful scenario for their 

acceptance. The legislative proposal was tabled in February 2013 (Carrera et al., 2013: 19). 

Fighting illegal immigration and the criminal activities associated with it continued to be a 

priority, though they were increasingly linked to the ‘humanitarian frame’ outlined above. On 

the one hand, the fight against trafficking and smuggling was said to address the security of 

“our societies” and that of “immigrants themselves” concurrently (2008: 3). On the other, the 

security of the Union and that of irregular immigrants were conceived of as antithetical. As 

argued by the Commission, the adequate management of irregular migration required “striking 

the right balance between individual integrity and collective security concerns” (2008: 3). 

While victims are treated as vulnerable subjects in need of the Union’s protection, ultimately, 

irregular immigrants, traffickers and smugglers are presented as a threat to both.  

4. Conclusion: The Securitisation by ‘Contagion’ of Trafficking in Women for Sexual 

Exploitation in the European Union.  

It becomes clear, in conclusion, that human trafficking in general and trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation, in particular, have been securitised in the European Union by 

‘contagion’. That is, they have been conceptualised as an epiphenomenon of organised crime 

and irregular immigration, inserted into the security continuum that links them as threats to the 

internal security of the Union, and securitised as a result. While initially absent, human 

trafficking emerged on the internal security agenda of the Union in the second phase, as a result 

of the growing interdependence established between the first and third pillars by the Amsterdam 

Treaty. In being problematised as a form of organised crime, trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation is conceptualised as an existential threat, one that emerges outside of the Union, 

mainly in Central and Eastern Europe, and which threatens not just free movement and the 

internal market, but the very foundation of European societies and the fundamental values of 

the Union. As a form of irregular immigration, it is depicted as a threat to free movement, to 

people’s subjective feeling of security, to the effective realisation of the Area of Freedom, 

Security and Justice, and to social integration and economic stability. Trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation is thus inserted into the wider domain of insecurity forged by the 



63 
 

combination of the security speech-acts of political actors and the risk-management practices 

of security professionals, and subjected to the European modality of government articulated 

therein. In fact, in the last two phases fighting trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

becomes a central justification for strengthening law enforcement cooperation and external 

border control.  

Crucially, however, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation is defined as forced 

migration and linked to organised crime, which renders trafficked victims a humanitarian 

exception to the latter’s repressive and punitive regime. That is, while trafficking is considered 

a threat to the internal security of the Union, the threatening nature of trafficked victims is 

deactivated by their victim status, unlike organised criminals and irregular immigrants who are 

considered threats in themselves. This becomes evident from the second phase onwards, as the 

problematisation of trafficking in women becomes gendered, fostering the adoption of a victim-

centred approach. As we will see in the following chapter, the problematisation of trafficking 

in women for sexual exploitation as an epiphenomenon of prostitution, and thus as a form of 

violence against women, plays a crucial role in this regard. Critical security studies, however, 

even their feminist variants, have ignored the role played by prostitution, and thus gender and 

sexuality more generally, in the securitisation of trafficking in women. They have focused 

exclusively on its evolution within the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, disregarding its 

attendant development within the Union’s gender and sexuality policies, where its approach to 

prostitution is articulated. Interestingly, feminist approaches to prostitution and trafficking have 

also ignored the importance of the Union’s approach to prostitution for its problematisation of 

trafficking in women, given their tendency to regard it as a source of funding and a site for 

prostitution debates but not as an active participant. In order to address the main argument I 

defend in this thesis that the evolution of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a 

security issue within the Union’s Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, and its evolution as a 

matter of violence against women within its gender equality and sexual freedom policies are 

inextricably linked and such a link is central in its securitisation. It is necessary that we turn to 

the European Union’s gender and sexuality policies and the problematisation of prostitution 

and trafficking that emerge therein. This is what the next chapter does. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE EUROPEAN UNION AND THE NEW POLITICS OF PROSTITUTION: 

NEOLIBERALISM, SECURITY AND VULNERABILITY 

 

“A word contains its opposite in itself. If you have a word like ‘good’, what 

need is there for a word like ‘bad’? ‘Ungood’ will do just as well  if not better, 

because it is an exact opposite” (George Orwell, 1984, 1949).   

 

“There is more than one kind of freedom, said Aunt Lydia. Freedom to and 

freedom from. In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you are being 

given freedom from. Don’t underrate it” (Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s 

Tale, 1985).  

  

1. Introduction: the European Union and the New Politics of Prostitution: Neoliberalism, 

Security and Vulnerability.  

In this chapter, I trace the evolution of prostitution as a political and policy concern in the 

European Union. Two main arguments will be made. First, that contemporary politics of 

prostitution have unfolded nationally as well as transnationally in the European Union. The new 

politics of prostitution, which began to materialise in Europe in the mid-1990s, are characterised 

by the emergence of prostitution policy debates and reforms in many member states, structured 

around the growing polarisation of two policy solutions: the legalisation of prostitution as sex 

work, epitomised by the Netherlands, and its abolition as a form of violence against women 

through client criminalisation, as epitomised by Sweden. This was accompanied by the gradual 

transferal of prostitution policy debates to the European Union, however, and the increasing 

involvement of the Union itself, despite not having competences on the matter. Starting in the 

mid-1990s and intensifying in the mid-2000s, the European Union and particularly the 

European Parliament, abandoned its previously ambivalent position towards prostitution and 

began to side with Sweden in its definition as a form of violence against women and in the 

defence of client criminalisation. This, I argue, was the result of the successful exportation of 

Sweden’s domestic prostitution agenda to the European Union. Such success was made 

possible, however, by the gender and sexual democratisation processes already taking place in 

the context of the European Union, which materialised in its gender equality and sexual 

diversity policies.   
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The second argument I make is that we cannot understand the full implications of the new 

politics of prostitution nationally nor their transferal to the European Union without explicitly 

attending to the neoliberal context in which they are embedded, the role that security plays in 

their development and the related role of the notion of vulnerability. Only by attending to the 

complex relationship between the three can we understand the coexistence of protection and 

control in prostitution policy, the elements of risk-management present in both, and sex 

workers’ simultaneous inclusion under state protection and exclusion as right-bearing subjects. 

Moreover, only by looking at such relations within the Union’s gender equality and sexual 

diversity policies can we understand the latter’s involvement in contemporary prostitution 

debates and its adoption of a strong abolitionist approach. As I will show, the notions of gender 

equality, women’s human rights, female vulnerability and sexual self-determination that are 

developed in the Union’s gender equality policies, particularly in its violence against women 

policies which is where prostitution is most thoroughly addressed, justify its intervention in 

prostitution and explain its adoption of an abolitionist approach. The concepts of sexual 

diversity, sexual freedom and LGTB human rights developed in its sexual diversity policies, in 

turn, also favour the adoption of an abolitionist approach. They do so by omission, however, 

by articulating an understanding of the sexual rights-bearing subject, sexual rights and 

legitimate sexuality that excludes sex work. As a result, the European Union mirrors the 

national domain in offering sex workers protection while excluding them as right-bearing 

subjects. To substantiate these claims, I offer a critical frame analysis of the Unions’ violence 

against women and sexual diversity policies. Though the exclusionary effects of gender and 

sexual democratisation also operate in the national domain, such analysis extends beyond the 

scope of this thesis. I thus limit myself to the European Union in this regard.   

2. The New Politics of Prostitution in the European Union. 

The regulation of prostitution in Europe has a long history. The first steps towards European 

integration were taken at a moment when the regional tendency was veering towards 

deregulation, coupled with the criminalisation of third party involvement. This situation was 

novel, however, as a particularly stringent system of regulation was elaborated at the beginning 

of the nineteenth century which survived well into the twentieth century. Such regulation was 

based on an understanding of prostitution as a ‘necessary evil’, an indispensable outlet for 

extramarital sexuality that enabled the reproduction of the population and the accumulation of 

capital within the emerging bourgeois family, while still protecting the social body from 

disease, especially syphilis, and socio-sexual disorder, particularly masturbation and 
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homosexuality (Corbin, 1990: 4). If left uncontrolled, however, prostitution could subvert its 

social role and become a danger, hence its regulation became of paramount importance. The 

state-run brothel personified the regulationist ideal, as a way of concealing prostitution from 

society while rendering it transparent to those in charge of its supervision (Harsin, 1985). As a 

result, diverse forms of it were profusely implanted all over Europe. By the end of the nineteenth 

century, however, regulation was collapsing internally as well as being criticised from the 

outside, due to the inefficiency of medical supervision, the arbitrariness of police surveillance 

and the gendered and illiberal treatment received by the prostitutes themselves. The latter, in 

fact, became the central critique of the emerging abolitionist movement, which would triumph 

all over Europe after the 1950s. Despite abolition, however, surveillance continued through 

measures of coercive care and public order well into the twenty-first century.   

2.1. The New Politics of Prostitution ‘Defined’: Cultural Politics against European Anxieties. 

Prostitution re-emerged in national, regional and international political agendas in the 

1980s as a result of sexual liberalisation, increasing international tourism and migration, the 

AIDS epidemic and the changing nature of the sex industry itself (Outshoorn, 2005: 142). Such 

a re-emergence took place in a novel form, however, marking the beginning of what Greggor 

Mattson calls the ‘new politics of prostitution’. For Mattson, three characteristics distinguish 

this renewed interest in prostitution. First, it is women and not men who are at the forefront of 

prostitution policy debates (2016: 5). We could add, in fact, that it is not just women, but 

feminists, whose positions and proposals regarding prostitution have become more diversified 

and complex, as summarised in the introduction. Second, the new politics of prostitution, are 

characterised by the development of a dense network of government agencies and civil society 

organisations around the issue; a network that extends horizontally, involving a wide range of 

state and non-state entities, as well as vertically, given the transnational ties that exist between 

them (2016: 4). Third, the post-war consensus on deregulation and third-party criminalisation 

has been superseded by the increasing polarisation of two distinct policy solutions: the 

legalisation of prostitution as sex work and its abolition as a form of violence against women 

through client criminalisation (2016: 5). In this light, it is not surprising that Mattson locates 

the crystallisation of the new politics of prostitution in Europe at the turn of the century, as it is 

there and then, in 1999, when both policy solutions materialised in two concrete examples: the 

Dutch legalisation of prostitution as sex work and the Swedish law against the purchase of 

sexual services. Policies that were followed by prostitution debates in over ten of the (then) 
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fifteen member states of the European Union, all of which aligned themselves in one way or 

another to either the Swedish or Dutch model (Mattson, 2016: 8). 

Mattson’s central argument is that the transnationalisation and polarisation that 

characterises the new politics of prostitution in Europe can be explained by the fact that 

prostitution became the focus of “widespread cultural politics”, in response to pervasive 

anxieties over globalisation in general and European integration in particular (2016: 2). 

Prostitutes, he argues, “as vulnerable women caught between the market and the state, 

exemplified a general feeling of vulnerability that afflicted all national citizens” (2016: 12). 

This rendered prostitution the ideal site in which to reassert state sovereignty and national 

identity, at a time when the extension of European integration into matters of criminal justice, 

immigration and social policy was purportedly challenging them. It also contributed to a key 

novelty of contemporary prostitution policy reforms, which were premised on the protection of 

prostitutes themselves, as the epitome of vulnerable subjects, and enacted by means of their 

inclusion into the legal protection and social provisions of the welfare state. If prostitution 

reforms serve as a conduit for cultural politics it is precisely because of the role that welfare 

plays in institutionalising national values and a particular vision of the good life through “the 

protection afforded to the most vulnerable” (2016: 12). The difference around which policy 

polarisation is structured, ultimately, is the way in which prostitutes’ protection is enacted, in 

turn prescribed by the welfare system of each state. While Sweden’s social democratic welfare 

system promotes the inclusion of prostitutes as vulnerable ‘women’, thus favouring abolition, 

the Netherlands’ corporatist welfare system does so as vulnerable ‘workers’, promoting 

legalisation (2016: 13). Both, however, according to Mattson, “formulate prostitutes as full 

citizens for the first time” (2016: 15).  

This analysis is empirically plausible, as I will demonstrate in relation to my case studies, 

though it is nonetheless important to qualify it first. My central argument in this regard is 

twofold. First, I argue that Mattson ignores the role that the European Union plays in the 

transnationalisation and polarisation of the new politics of prostitution because he treats it as a 

site for prostitution debates and as a source of funding for civil society organisations but not as 

an active participant. Secondly, I contend that he overlooks the full implications of the new 

politics of prostitution because he assumes rather than explicitly attends to the neoliberal 

context in which they are embedded, the role that security plays in their development and the 

related role of the notion of vulnerability. Only by paying attention to the complex relation 

between the three can we understand the coexistence of protection and control in prostitution 
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policy, the elements of risk-management present in both and sex workers’ simultaneous 

inclusion within state protection and exclusion as right-bearing subjects. Moreover, it is the 

development of such relation within the European Union, particularly in its violence against 

women and sexual diversity policies that explain the Union’s involvement in prostitution 

debates and its adoption of an abolitionist stance. I turn first to the relation between 

neoliberalism, security and vulnerability in the national domain, and then to the Union. 

2.2. The New Politics of Prostitution ‘Qualified’: Neoliberalism, Security and Vulnerability. 

Given that Mattson places so much emphasis on welfare, it is important to attend to the 

changes that the European welfare states experienced in the late twentieth century. Concretely, 

it is important to stress that when the welfare states allegedly began to afford prostitutes legal 

protection and social services, these were being radically reconfigured by the forces of 

‘neoliberalism’. Neoliberalism has been defined in various and sometimes competing ways. 

What they all have in common, however, is the idea that it “involves extending and 

disseminating market values to all institutions and social action” (Brown, 2005: 40). It is not 

just an economic endeavour, therefore, but a form of social and political government that 

reconfigures the political, social and even personal spheres of life. Indeed, neoliberalism has 

profound implications for the very definition of the social and political ‘self’. While it partakes 

of the classic liberal definition of the self as a sovereign and rational agent, it transcends it, 

ascribing such rationality an exclusively economic character and establishing entrepreneurship 

as the basic model for all social relations (Rose, 1996: 157). As a result, neoliberalism shifts 

the responsibility for the risks of social life from society as a whole to individuals, by depicting 

such risks as inherent to self-determination. It fosters the emergence of a new type of subject, 

an ‘entrepreneurial self’, which is instigated to be prudential (Brown, 2005: 44). Neoliberalism 

involves a shift in the balance of rights and responsibilities, therefore, bringing the latter to the 

fore in terms of self-management and the reduction of risks posed to oneself and to others. This 

explains why the ‘entrepreneurial self’ has often been conceived as the protagonist of liberal 

governmentality, forcefully enticed to be free and thoroughly governed through freedom (Rose 

and Miller, 1992).  

The second qualification that needs to be made regards the role of security and in relation, 

that of vulnerability. Mattson acknowledges the importance that anxiety over European 

integration plays in instigating prostitution policy reform, as well as that of vulnerability in 

rendering such reforms an instance of cultural politics. Yet he does not interrogate the impact 
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that either might have on the prostitution policies themselves. As I explained in the previous 

chapter, security is performative. It functions as an ordering principle of policy, politics and the 

political. Moreover, securitisation is not restricted to existential threats and emergency 

measures, but, as the Paris School argues, can take the form of managing unease. The relation 

that Mattson establishes between the anxiety over globalisation and European integration on 

the one hand, and the reassertion of state sovereignty and national identity through prostitution 

policies on the other, can thus be interpreted as a process of securitisation; one that takes place 

in relation to prostitution because, as Mattson notes, the vulnerability of prostitutes epitomises 

that of the community. Again, however, Mattson does not interrogate the term. While the notion 

of vulnerability has been used by academic and political actors alike, often to promote 

progressive causes (Butler, 2004; Fineman, 2008; Kirby, 2006), its risk-centred nature renders 

it prone to neoliberal instrumentalisation. As defined by the United Nations, vulnerability 

involves “a high degree of exposure to certain risks and uncertainties, in combination with a 

reduced ability to protect or defend oneself against them and to cope with their negative 

consequences” (UN, 2003: 20). The vulnerable subject is thus the antithesis of the 

entrepreneurial self and as such not just ‘at’ risk but ‘a’ risk. This is what allows mapping 

discourses of vulnerability onto the community, and what justifies state intervention in realms 

otherwise shielded from it, like consensual sex between adults (FitzGerald, 2010).  

Neoliberalism, security and vulnerability, ultimately, combine in complex ways to 

legitimise state intervention “whilst constructing vulnerable individuals as risk-managers who 

must behave responsibly in the face of disadvantage” (Munro and Scoular, 2012: 189). That 

coercion can be used against the irresponsible, just as it can be used against freedom’s 

dangerous excess in liberal governmentality, explains why vulnerability can justify the use of 

invasive measures of discipline and control on the vulnerable to purportedly protect them as 

well as the community. While Mattson acknowledged that protection often mutates into control, 

he does not and cannot explain it. Moreover, he ignores the fact that the provision of welfare in 

contemporary prostitution policies is coupled with an equally strong focus on criminal law, 

which operates in a similar, risk-based manner, providing reassurance and reducing individual 

risks by criminalising the behaviours that generate subjective insecurity (Ramsay, 2012). 

Indicative of this is the criminalisation of anti-social behaviour in which prostitution is often 

inscribed. As an instrument for managing ‘insecurity’, therefore, criminal law provides another 

way to reassert state sovereignty and national identity. After all, it is a domain as important as 

welfare for the definition of ‘the good life’. Before turning to the third qualification that I wish 
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to make regarding the European Union, it is important to illustrate what has been argued above 

with reference to my case studies.  

2.3. The New Politics of Prostitution ‘Illustrated’: Sweden, the Netherlands, France and Spain.  

The onset of Sweden’s current prostitution regime dates back to the 1970s, when 

prostitution re-emerged in public and policy debates as a political priority, despite its relative 

low level of incidence (Ekberg, 2004: 1193). During the 1980s the first commission to 

investigate sexual offences was established, which framed prostitution quite broadly as a matter 

of human dignity. This understanding was radically transformed in the second commission held 

between 1993 and 1995, as women in parliament successfully gendered the debate, presenting 

sexual domination as the main cause of prostitution and thus linking it to gender equality and 

violence against women (Svanström, 2004: 234). The wide resonance of such frames with the 

media and the general public, together with the successful lobbying of feminists politicians, led 

to the adoption in 1999 of the law prohibiting the purchase of sexual services, as part of a 

legislative pack addressing violence against women. In criminalising only the client, Sweden 

became a pioneer. Prostitutes’ alleged economic and social vulnerability rendered them the 

weaker party in an already unequal power relation defined by gender, which justified their 

exemption from criminalisation and promoted their protection and rehabilitation instead. 

Conversely, the client being the direct perpetrator of violence, was liable to the punitive 

intervention of the state. Interestingly, such violence did not create an obligation of 

compensation to the prostitutes themselves but amounted to a criminal offence, thus turning the 

Swedish state into a sort of guarantor, to be accounted to for the harm caused to prostitutes 

(Kulick, 2003: 203).  

State protection was not limited to prostitutes, however, but extended to all women. The 

impact of prostitution on the image of women in society and their right to a peaceful coexistence 

were central justifications for the law, as was the community’s right to a peaceful coexistence, 

thus extending state protection to society as a whole (Mattson, 2016: 84). As a result, the law 

is underpinned by strong elements of risk management designed to protect the community from 

the harms caused by prostitution. The attempt to purchase sexual services, for example, is as 

liable as the purchase itself, which reflects the use of criminal law to manage subjective 

insecurity. The protection offered to prostitutes in addition, is oriented towards assisting their 

exit from prostitution, not facilitating those who wish to continue pursuing it (Holm, 2005), 

while prostitutes under twenty could be placed with guardians, those with HIV/AIDS can be 
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sentenced to internment and those with a drug addiction to forced therapy. State intervention is 

destined to control and correct individual behaviour that is conducive to self, as well as social 

harm, therefore, so as to prevent both. This is in line with Sweden’s approach to other issues 

such as alcohol (Kurzer, 2001: 5).  

Debates around Sweden’s prostitution policy reform coincided with those on its accession 

to the European Union. Gender equality in general and prostitution, in particular, emerged as 

central themes in the latter, essentially as reasons for staying out. Feminist politicians argued 

that the Union’s democratic deficit and the pressure for convergence would threaten “the social 

and economic rights that Swedish women had achieved” (Hellgren and Hobson, 2008: 218). 

That Sweden’s accession also coincided with welfare cuts and a rise in unemployment, much 

of which was ascribed to the Union’s accession requirements, contributed to depicting the 

European Union as a threat (Gould, 1999). Interestingly, the adoption of the sex purchase ban 

coincided with the Union’s infringement procedure against Sweden for its maternity leave 

policies, which was perceived as an attack on its sovereignty in matters of gender equality 

(Sunnus, 2003: 236). Regarding prostitution, the fear was that Sweden’s accession would attract 

prostitutes from Central and Eastern Europe and expose Sweden to ‘Brothel Europe’, i.e., the 

Dutch model; ideas that circulated widely among the general public through newspapers and 

pamphlets (Kulick, 2003: 206). Debates around prostitution had an important subtext, for 

Sweden’s relationship with the Union, the former often depicted as a feminised victim and the 

latter as a masculine aggressor. Unsurprisingly, prostitution reform was framed in nationalistic 

terms, with common references to Sweden’s exceptionalism in gender equality, welfare 

protection and moral righteousness (Kulick, 2003: 207).  

The Netherland’s current prostitution regime also dates back to the 1970s, when the 

changes experienced by the sex industry rendered its restriction to small red-light districts 

impractical. Neighbourhood protests forced local authorities to react, but they kept running up 

against the brothel ban that had been in place since 1911. Repealing it became an imperative 

for the adequate management of prostitution, an objective that was championed by the Dutch 

association of municipalities (Outshoorn, 2005: 167). The latter framed prostitution largely as 

a matter of public order. The intervention of the feminist movement in the 1980s, however, 

gendered the debate. Dutch feminists initially regarded prostitution as a form of sexual violence 

and domination. This changed in 1982, however, during a high-level conference on prostitution 

held in The Hague, in which such an understanding was increasingly confronted with the 

distinction between forced and voluntary prostitution, the latter conceptualised as sex work 
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(Outshoorn, 2001: 477). By the end of the 1980s, none of the strong feminist or women’s groups 

identified with the sex domination discourse (Outshoorn, 2005: 168). In 1985 a first attempt 

was made to repeal the brothel ban, based largely on such feminist frames. It sought to 

normalise prostitution as sex work, delegating its regulation to local authorities. Due to 

opposition from the Christian Democrats, however, the bill did not pass, and it was not until the 

latter’s exclusion from government in the mid-1990s that a new bill was presented and debated. 

By then, however, the liberal spirit that had guided criminal law in the preceding decades had 

receded, anticipating the populist turn that Dutch politics would experience in the early 2000s. 

As a result, feminist frames did not survive. The notion of sex work was maintained, but the 

aim was no longer to improve the position of sex workers but to protect them by controlling the 

industry (Outshoorn, 2001: 483).  

Interestingly, a reverse shift took place in relation to migrant sex workers. While in the 

1980s the concern was focused on their economic and social vulnerability, especially regarding 

human trafficking, in the 1990s they were increasingly depicted as illegal migrants and workers, 

“to be prevented from coming to the Netherlands in the first place” (Outshoorn, 2001: 483). 

Just as this shift was taking place, the European Court of Justice was judging a case concerning 

six Polish and Czech women who were denied residence permits in the Netherlands as self-

employed sex workers. Everything indicated that the Court was going to decide in favour of the 

claimants, as its previous jurisprudence on the matter held that if a Member State allowed 

prostitution for its nationals it could not deny the free movement of other European Union 

nationals on such grounds. Indeed, in 2001 the Court repeated this argument, based on the 

Association Agreements between the Union and the (then) candidate countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe, and ruled in favour of the claimants (Askola, 2007: 54). It was in the midst of 

this process, therefore, in October 1999, that Social Democrats, Liberals and Social Liberals 

passed a new bill lifting the brothels ban and leaving the concrete regulation of sex work to 

local authorities. References to Dutch values were employed to justify and laud the reform, 

particularly pragmatism, compromise and tolerance. It is important to note, however, that 

tolerance did not mean laissez-faire. The limit to toleration was, in fact, public order. As a result, 

sex workers had to follow strict regulations imposed by the local authorities, such as undergoing 

regular medical checks and to register themselves. This is exceptional if we consider that 

compulsory identification is not tolerated in the Netherlands as it is seen as an invasion of 

privacy (Outshoorn, 2005: 172).  
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Since the 1960s in France, the official policy on prostitution has been that of militant 

abolitionism, though abolitionism is stronger in rhetoric than it is in practice (St. Denny, 2013). 

Prostitution re-emerged on the French political agenda in the mid-1970s when a nationwide 

campaign against police corruption and prostitution was confronted with a strong sex worker 

mobilisation in Lyon. Despite the high level of media and political attention generated by the 

event, the government only responded symbolically with a report that partially including sex 

worker demands (Mazur, 2004: 128). In the early 1990s, the debate was taken up again when 

Barzach, the then Minister of Health, argued in favour of reopening state brothels to reduce the 

public health risk caused by prostitution in the midst of an unprecedented social upheaval 

regarding the AIDS epidemic. This generated a strong response from civil society, femocrats 

and the women’s movement, who opposed the proposal from an explicitly gendered position: 

prostitution was a form of sexual slavery and a clear example of women’s oppression. Though 

no concrete policy was adopted, the debate served to align the women’s movement with 

feminist politicians under abolitionism and decisively blocked further consideration of 

regulation (Mazur, 2004: 133). While some voices did oppose abolitionism, they were unable 

to prevent France from presenting itself as an abolitionist nation, “at the forefront of what it 

portrays as the Dutch-led drive towards decriminalisation” (Allwood, 2004: 147).  

Criminalising prostitutes themselves had never been on the political agenda until Sarkozy’s 

Domestic Security Bill of 2003. The latter addressed multiple issues, from prostitution to 

squatting, as matters of public order and internal security. Regarding prostitution, it introduced 

strict anti-soliciting measures, including passive soliciting, which meant that one could be 

found guilty of such offence in any number of ways, from dress to posture. While recognised 

as exceptional, the measure was justified in terms of an equally exceptional situation, in which 

the prospect of European enlargement would lead to an important influx of migrant sex workers, 

and the increasing public visibility of prostitution was said to be causing widespread concern 

among neighbours. A causal link was thus established between prostitution, security and 

nuisance that rendered neighbours the primary victims of prostitution, not prostitutes. To be 

made compatible with abolitionism, however, their criminalisation was framed as protection 

and pimps were singled out as the real targets of the reform. The deportation of migrant sex 

workers, in turn, was justified as humanitarian (St. Denny, 2013: 9).  

When compared to the rest of my case studies, Spain’s contemporary prostitution regime 

is relatively young. Its origins date back to the mid-1990s when the socialist reform of the penal 

code decriminalised non-coercive pimping and third-party involvement except in relation to 
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minors. In 1997, the penalties for the latter were increased at the request of the conservative 

party, while the re-criminalisation of promoting adult prostitution was forcefully rejected 

(Valiente, 2004: 216). The Spanish Penal Code implicitly recognises the voluntary/forced 

distinction, therefore, restricting state intervention to the latter, though unlike the Netherlands, 

it does not regulate the former (Carrasco and Alvariño, 2012: 14). Interestingly, these reforms 

generated no public debate and no reaction from the women’s movement nor the women’s 

policy machinery (Valiente, 2004: 212). It was not until the early-2000s that prostitution 

became the subject of parliamentary debate, though even this was in relation to human 

trafficking and the sexual exploitation of children. These debates culminated in the 2003 reform 

of the Penal Code which introduced trafficking as an offence and criminalised the promotion 

of adult prostitution. These measures, which coincided with the Union’s Eastern enlargement, 

were justified in terms of the special situation of foreign women whose vulnerability was said 

to be exploited by pimps (Rodríguez, 2010: 23).  

In summary, in all my case studies the European Union featured prominently in the debates 

leading to prostitution policy reform as an external menace, particularly in relation to migration, 

though also in relation to broader public anxieties over welfare, unemployment and criminality. 

The prostitutes’ vulnerability also played a central role in each case as a rhetorical justification 

for reform, though their vulnerability as women was predominant. In some cases, especially 

that of Sweden, the prostitutes’ vulnerability worked as a metonym for the vulnerability of the 

community, and in all cases, though less so in Spain, prostitution reform was framed in 

explicitly nationalistic terms. Prostitution policy thus worked as a cultural marker while also 

allowing the state to extend its sovereignty over subjects and activities that had been previously 

uncontrolled. Without attending to the complex relation between neoliberalism, security and 

vulnerability, however, we cannot understand the mutation of prostitution policy from 

protection in rhetoric to policing in practice, particularly in France. Neither can we understand 

the elements of risk-management that underpin service provisions, especially in Sweden, which 

offers protection only to those who responsibly leave prostitution, rendering the problem one 

of recalcitrant individuals who disavow the help that is generously offered to them (Munro and 

Scoular, 2012: 199). While Mattson rightly asserts that the new politics of prostitution includes 

prostitutes in state protection, his interpretation that such an inclusion denotes a recognition of 

full citizenship rights is mistaken. In fact, sex workers rights are severely curtailed, their 

mobility and public presence restricted and their actions policed in the name of their own 

protection and that of the community, which locates them outside of it as either a nuisance or a 
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threat. That such a precarious inclusion is accompanied by the total exclusion of migrant sex 

workers, however, reveals the extent to which citizenship continues to grant certain privileges. 

3. The European Union in the New Politics of Prostitution.  

As stated above, a central qualification that needs to be made to the new politics of 

prostitution concerns the role of the European Union. In Mattson’s analysis, the latter features 

as a site for contemporary prostitution debates and a source of funding for civil society 

organisations (2016: 34). While he recognises the transferal of prostitution policy debates to 

the European Union, he ignores the Union’s own participation within them. Starting in the mid-

1990s and intensifying in the mid-2000s, the Union, and particularly the European Parliament, 

abandoned its previously ambivalent position towards prostitution and began to side with 

Sweden in its definition as a form of violence against women and in the defence of client 

criminalisation. This shift was the result of the successful exportation of Sweden’s domestic 

prostitution agenda to the European Union. In fact, another way in which anxieties over 

European integration were addressed were precisely through the Union, using it as a venue in 

which to export national understandings of prostitution and its regulation. Once Sweden’s 

accession to the Union became a fact, Swedish femocrats became particularly active in the 

European arena. By 2001, when Sweden held the presidency of the Union, the idea that its 

gender equality policies had to be exported to the Union became an official policy, and this 

included prostitution (Hellgren and Hobson, 2008: 219). The question is why was Sweden 

successful in engaging the European Union in a matter so far outside of its competences, and 

in outweighing alternative understandings of the issue that were also present therein. The 

answer, I argue, lies again in the relation between neoliberalism, security and vulnerability, this 

time within the Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity policies.  

As I will show, the particular notions of gender equality, women’s human rights, female 

vulnerability and sexual self-determination developed in the Union’s gender equality policies, 

particularly in its policies on violence against women, which is where prostitution is most 

thoroughly addressed, justifying the Union’s intervention in prostitution debates and favouring 

the adoption of an abolitionist approach. The concepts of sexual diversity, sexual freedom and 

LGBT human rights developed in its sexual diversity policies also favour the adoption of an 

abolitionist approach. They do so by omission, however, articulating an understanding of the 

sexual rights-bearing subject, sexual rights and legitimate sexuality that excludes sex work. The 

Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity policies thus mirror the national domain by 
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protecting prostitutes but excluding them as right-bearing subjects. In what follows, I offer a 

critical frame analysis of the European Union’s violence against women and sexual diversity 

policies in order to substantiate my claims. I analyse their evolution from the mid-1980s until 

2014, dividing this time span into four different phases in the case of the former, and three in 

the latter, which largely coincides with those of the Union’s internal security policies. I again 

take the critical frame analysis further, by attending to the discursive and institutional context 

in which the Union’s policies have developed and by using a ‘what’s the problem represented 

to be’ approach to trace the assumptions and conceptual constructions underpinning each frame.   

3.1. Gender Equality, Violence against Women and Prostitution in the European Union.  

The first steps in the development of the European Union’s gender equality policies were 

taken in the late 1970s, in response to feminist litigation in the European Court of Justice on 

the basis of Art. 119 of the Treaty of Rome, which included the provision on equal pay for equal 

work. Such litigation was successful, and formal equality in employment was enshrined in the 

European Union’s law through the adoption of three directives on the matter between 1975 and 

1979 (Masselot, 2007). The 1980s witnessed a shift away from this focus on formal equality in 

employment as soft law instruments began to recognise the specificity of women as workers 

and considered issues other than employment (Woodward, 2012: 92). The definitive deepening 

and broadening of the Union’s gender equality policies came in the mid-1990s as the 

Amsterdam Treaty strengthened the Union’s non-discrimination competences and added 

affirmative action and gender mainstreaming, the latter of which extended the Union’s gender 

equality competences to all its policy areas (Mazey, 2001). As a result, the Union enacts a 

hybrid model of gender equality that bridges the public-private divide and accommodates two 

different approaches to equality: a liberal non-discrimination approach that focuses on 

individual formal equality and is based on a notion of equality as ‘sameness’, applied mainly 

to market-related issues; and a socio-democratic approach focusing on women as a group and 

substantive equality, based on a notion of equality as ‘difference’, used in relation to issues 

beyond employment (Ferree, 2008). Among such issues, violence against women has become 

particularly important. It is precisely in its violence against women policies that the European 

Union deals most thoroughly and explicitly with prostitution.  
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3.1.1. First phase: The European Parliament’s Incipient Response and the Incorporation of the 

‘Women’s Human Rights’ and the ‘Gender (In)equality’ Frames.  

This first phase runs from the mid-1970s to mid-1990s. Violence against women was 

addressed as a political priority for the first time in the 1976 International Tribunal on Crimes 

against Women held in Brussels, where it was depicted as a universal phenomenon transcending 

differences among women and thus as a common cause (Montoya, 2013: 80). The issue did not 

enter the official agenda of the United Nations, however, and was excluded from the otherwise 

comprehensive Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

of 1979. It was not until the third world conference on women held in Nairobi in 1985 that 

violence against women was officially addressed and included in the final conference 

document, as an “obstacle in the achievement of equality, development and peace” (Montoya, 

2013: 81). Renowned abolitionists such as Charlotte Bunch and Kathleen Barry were at the 

forefront of the efforts of feminist transnational advocacy networks in this regard and would 

remain so in the following decades. This explains why the 1980s mark the return of prostitution 

and sex trafficking to the international agenda, often merged together under the rubric of 

‘female sexual slavery’ (Locher, 2007: 139). While no official document at this stage explicitly 

linked violence against women to prostitution, doing so to trafficking in women instead, and 

still only sporadically, the abolitionist origins of the international definition of violence against 

women cannot be denied.    

The European Union was slow to react to the advancements taking place in the international 

domain. Only the European Parliament addressed the issue in this phase and only in three 

resolutions. These reflect the incipient incorporation of the frames being developed in the 

international domain: the ‘women’s human rights’ and ‘gender (in)equality’ frames. Of the two 

it is the latter that prevails as such resolutions were produced before the women’s human rights 

campaign had reached its apogee. Still, an embryonic ‘women’s human rights frame’ can be 

found in which violence against women is defined as a violation of human rights affecting 

women and girls specifically and infringing upon their freedom, dignity, and self-

determination. This frame offers an extensive definition of the issue with many examples in 

order to reflect its widespread and universal nature, though it is not explicitly articulated in such 

terms. The ‘gender (in)equality frame’ also offers an extensive definition, problematising 

violence against women as a structural phenomenon resulting from “the weak economic 

position and the concomitant dependence of women which leads to an unequal division of 

power” (European Parliament, 1986: 2). As a result, the solutions proposed focus on 
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criminalisation, on protection and on the adoption of structural measures, from equal 

opportunity legislation to urban planning, housing and education. All with the aim of widening 

the choices available to women so as to enhance their labour-market participation and thus their 

economic independence (European Parliament, 1986: 2).  

This problematisation reflects the dominant approach to gender equality at the time, 

focusing on women’s economic independence. Yet it leaves key issues ‘unproblematised’. 

Essentially, it ignores those women who have had access to the labour market and not been 

emancipated as a result (Bacchi, 1999: 68). It assumes an equation between labour and freedom, 

which is deeply entrenched in liberal ideals of autonomy that tends to bypass questions of 

gender, class and race. Liberalism’s association of freedom with autonomy and of autonomy 

with rational self-determination is central to its conception of the self and the political. This is 

epitomised in social contract theory, which ties legitimate political authority to the consent of 

equal and rational individuals (Brace, 2007). The importance of consent extends to other aspects 

of social life, however, particularly that of labour, where self-determination is coupled with 

self-ownership. The idea that everyone has a property in their own person is central to the 

commodification of labour and the depiction of wage labour as ‘free’. Liberalism connects 

political and economic freedom through the notion of self-determination, therefore, placing 

both within a narrative of progress. As O’Connell Davidson rightly notes, however, such a 

narrative can only be sustained by ignoring Marxists critiques of wage labour, the gendered, 

racialised and class-based exclusions that liberal understandings of autonomy gave rise to and 

Liberalism’s development alongside colonialism and transatlantic slavery, not against them 

(2015: 14).  

The pretence of universality that underpins both frames, moreover, is undermined by the 

ambivalent use of two incipient frames that focus on women’s diversity. First, we find an 

‘intersectional frame’ which addresses women in different social positions such as lesbians and 

migrant women. While the recognition of positionality and intersectionality is to be welcomed, 

it is also crucial to acknowledge that this can assume both inclusionary and exclusionary forms. 

As Montoya and Rolandsen argue, inclusionary approaches to intersectionality stress “the 

interplay between different inequalities” to “further equality while addressing and respecting 

diverse experiences” (2013: 537). Exclusionary ones, instead, emphasise difference along one 

particular axis, creating a stark dichotomy between “a majority us and a minority them that is 

victimised or patronised” (2013: 538). Exclusionary forms of intersectionality risk reifying 

marginalised identities, and thus contribute to their marginalisation. Instances of this can be 
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traced in the second frame addressing women’s diversity in this phase, the ‘cultural frame’, 

which depicts certain forms of violence against women as originating in particular cultures. 

This frame does not develop fully, however, until the third phase. 

A crucial difference between the Parliament’s approach and that of the international domain 

in this phase is that the former deals directly with prostitution. It does so in an ambivalent 

manner, however, employing both ‘abolitionist’ and ‘sex work’ frames. This can be explained 

by the fact that Hedy D’Ancona, a Dutch parliamentarian that was engaged in the redefinition 

of prostitution as sex work in the national domain was responsible for drafting the European 

Parliament’s report on prostitution. In the ‘abolitionist frame’, prostitution is defined as sexual 

exploitation and a form of violence against women, which derives from women’s economic 

dependency and lack of labour market participation. Third parties, especially pimps, are 

rendered responsible. This forecloses the possibility of prostitution being considered a form of 

labour generative of economic independence. As a result, the policy solutions offered a focus 

on criminalising sexual exploitation, preventing prostitution, and reinserting prostitutes into the 

labour market. The ‘sex work frame’ instead, defines prostitution as a profession, proposing its 

decriminalisation and the safeguarding of sex workers’ citizenship and labour rights (European 

Parliament, 1986). While the distinction between forced and voluntary prostitution seems to 

hold these frames together, it is not explicitly articulated as such. Interestingly, the European 

Court of Justice also upholds such an implicit distinction in this phase, particularly in its 1981 

ruling on the Adoui and Cornuaille v. Belgium case (case 115 and 116/81). The latter concerned 

two French women who were denied residence permits in Belgium for allegedly working as 

prostitutes. The Court concluded that if a member state allowed its own nationals to engage in 

prostitution, which Belgium did at the time, it could not deny the free movement for prostitution 

of other European Union nationals. Therefore, it recognised the right of prostitutes to move 

freely as labour migrants but only to those member states that recognised prostitution as sex 

work.  

3.1.2. Second phase: The Consolidation of European Union Action: The Sophistication of 

Previous Frames and the Introduction of the ‘Costs’, the ‘Health’ and the ‘Female 

Vulnerability’ Frames.  

The second phase in the evolution of the Union’s violence against women policies spanned 

the second half of the 1990s and was preceded by two decisive events in the international 

domain. The first was the 1993 world conference on human rights held in Vienna. Nothing in 
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the preparatory documents indicated that the conference would adopt a gender perspective. This 

changed, however, as feminist organisations became actively involved (Keck and Sikkink, 

1998: 183). Bunch and Barry were again at the forefront of these endeavours, during the 

preparatory meetings and the conference itself, with a high degree of success. The Vienna 

declaration explicitly recognised women’s rights as human rights and urged governments to 

provide effective remedies against their violation (Joachim, 1999). Two years later, the 

connection between women’s human rights and violence against women was resumed as part 

of a wider debate on body politics, the fourth world women conference was held in Beijing 

(Keck and Sikkink, 1998: 195). Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation became a 

particularly prominent issue and the final conference document identified its suppression as a 

pressing international concern. Its negotiation was contentious, however, as Beijing witnessed 

the first official participation of organised sex workers in the world women’s conferences. Their 

aim was to mainstream the distinction between forced and voluntary prostitution in the United 

Nations, hence they advocated against the equation of trafficking with consensual prostitution, 

which they defined as sex work (Murray, 2003).  

In the context of the European Union, the mid-1990s marked the consolidation of violence 

against women in its gender equality agenda. Central in this regard was the fact that the Union’s 

gender equality policies had moved beyond formal equality in employment and the Maastricht 

Treaty had recognised the Union’s commitment to human rights. Equally important, however, 

was Sweden’s accession to the Union in 1995, which placed Swedish femocrats in central 

positions of power. Such was the case of Anita Gradin, a feminist politician with a long history 

in anti-trafficking activism who was appointed as Commissioner of Justice and Home Affairs. 

Gradin’s efforts to put trafficking in women on the agenda were aided by an exogenous political 

event: the Dutroux scandal (Locher, 2007: 231). In June 1996, Marc Dutroux, a Belgian man 

was found to have abducted, tortured, and sexually abused seven girls. The case generated 

intense public outcry all over Europe, which Gradin used to push trafficking and violence 

against women onto the European Union’s agenda, by linking it to sexual violence and violence 

against children. In fact, all the initiatives adopted under Gradin’s mandate conflated 

trafficking, sexual exploitation and violence against women and children. Of particular 

importance in this regard is the multi-annual Daphne Programme, which was adopted in 1997, 

the zero-tolerance campaign launched by the Parliament that same year and the Commission’s 

1998 communication on ‘Violence against children, young persons and women’.  
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These measures reveal the sophistication of previous frames and the development of three 

new ones. The ‘women’s human rights frame’ is strengthened and infused with a universalistic 

approach that explicitly depicts violence against women as being widespread and universal. As 

stated by the Commission, it is “present in all societies and at all levels, regardless of levels of 

development, political stability, culture or religion” (1998: 5). The blame and responsibility for 

it are also explicitly attributed, to men and the state respectively. Violence against women is 

said to affect all women but also to be perpetrated by all types of men, giving way to a strong 

and gendered victim/criminal dichotomy. Its identification as a human rights violation, 

moreover, directed the responsibility more clearly towards member states, whose inaction was 

qualified as an infringement of their human rights obligations. Similar changes can be identified 

in the ‘gender (in)equality frame’, though here they foster two new frames that stress the 

consequences of violence against women for society as a whole. First, we find a ‘costs frame’, 

which highlights the social and economic costs of violence against women as a barrier for 

gender equality, an obstacle for democracy, and a strain on public funds. Second, we find a 

‘health frame’ which materialised in the interinstitutional debate over the legal base of the 

Daphne Programme. While the Commission had favoured Art. 235 of the Treaty of the 

European Community related to human rights, the Council pushed for Art. 129 on public health. 

The latter was ultimately successful, and violence against women was redefined as “a major 

health scourge” (European Parliament, 1997a: 6). The Parliament used its co-decision powers 

to reinsert its concern over human rights and gender equality, however, by drawing on the 

World Health Organisation’s holistic definition of health as “a state of complete physical, 

mental and social wellbeing” (1997: 7).  

Still, the most important change experienced by the ‘gender (in)equality frame’ in this 

phase is that economic subordination was replaced with sexual subordination as the main cause 

of gender inequality and violence against women, which rendered sexual self-determination a 

central concept. As argued by the Commission, “the human rights of women and girl children 

include their rights to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on matters related to 

their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, discrimination and 

violence” (1998: 4). The notion of sexual self-determination employed by the Commission 

draws significantly on the liberal notions of self-determination and self-ownership as outlined 

above. This explains why sexual commodification is regularly identified as the opposite of 

sexual self-determination and as the cause of gender inequality and violence against women. 

As argued this time by the European Parliament, it is the “attitudes and behaviour which tend 
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to regard women’s bodies as commodities that inevitably lead to violence” (1997: 5). Two 

elements of this definition are worth highlighting. First, women’s sexual freedom is defined in 

negative terms as the absence of coercion and violence, in turn, is guaranteed by the presence 

of control and free choice. Second, the Commission speaks of deciding freely and ‘responsibly’ 

on matters of one’s sexuality, which reflects the neoliberal conception of the ‘entrepreneurial 

self’ for whom risks are inherent to self-determination and is thus instigated to be prudential.  

When combined, these frames reflect the radical feminist perspective that characterised 

second-wave feminism in the west, which explained women’s subordination through an 

analogy of class. As summarised by Catherine MacKinnon, just “as the organised expropriation 

of the work of some for the benefit of others defines a class: workers, the organised 

expropriation of the sexuality of some for the use of others defines the sex: women” (1989: 3). 

Therefore, the objectification of women’s sexuality by men, and the imposition of male 

sexuality on women, often quite literally in the form of forced sex, is rendered constitutive of 

gender. Sexuality is understood ultimately as the erotisation of male dominance and women as 

those who “get fucked” (Cornell, 1991: 2252). This identification of sex and gender de-

essentialises the latter, rendering it “fully a production of power” (Brown, 1995: 84). It also 

universalises it, however, as every manifestation of women’s subordination is understood to be 

an expression of their sexual subordination, the worst of all being sexual violence itself. This 

perspective has been praised for its political achievements as much as criticised for its 

assumptions and counterproductive effects. I will focus on three lines of criticism here, 

espoused mainly from postmodern and postcolonial feminist perspectives.  

First, radical feminism has been criticised for its gender essentialism, for overemphasising 

the common origin and experience of women’s oppression to the point of fixing certain 

attributes of their identity and social reality. It assumes that a single social relation produces 

gender: sexuality, which in turn only produces gender (Brown, 1995: 83). The result is a limited 

conception of gender oppression that fails to acknowledge the differences among women. 

Diversity is either ignored or seen as aggravating gender oppression, but it never displaces the 

primacy of gender (Kapur, 2005: 105). Revealing in this regard is the fact that the 

‘intersectional’ and ‘cultural’ frames used by the Parliament in the previous phase are absent 

here, and that the Commission deploys a new ‘female vulnerability frame’ that treats difference 

as an aggravating factor. It depicts poverty, family breakdown and other ‘life crises’ as factors 

that increase women’s vulnerability as women; and migrant women and women working in the 

sex industry, amongst others, as ‘vulnerable groups’ within the already vulnerable group that 
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are women (1998: 5). Crucially, however, the Commission adopts and unprecedented language 

of risk in relation to vulnerability, which is said to place women and children ‘at’ risk of being 

abused, at the same time as such violence is said to pose ‘a’ risk for society, not least because 

victims of violence “risk becoming abusers themselves in the future” (1998: 5). The 

Commission reproduces the portrayal of vulnerable subjects as the antithesis of the 

entrepreneurial self, and thus as being not just ‘at’ risk but also ‘a’ risk for the political 

community.  

The depiction of gender as being fixed and sexuality as being generally opprobrious 

explains why radical feminism has easily coexisted, indeed become, a conservative project, 

especially in relation to sexuality. Another criticism often espoused against it, therefore, is the 

problematic understanding of sexuality that it assumes, which does not displace the dominant 

sexual ideology that constructs it in negative and moralistic terms (Kapur, 2005: 41). Through 

considering the dichotomisation of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ sex in line with the understanding of sexual 

self-determination outlined above, radical feminism contributes to the construction of an 

exclusionary sexual topology that follows the main tenets of compulsory heterosexuality: 

private, reproductive, non-commercial, in coupledom and for love, stigmatising the rest, 

whether sadomasochism, pornography, polyamory or sex work in the name of protecting 

women. This is particularly the case regarding women themselves, whose victimised sexuality 

is said to be constitutive of their very subjectivity, such that any sexual agency deployed on 

their part becomes suspect, at least, as false consciousness. Foreclosing the possibility of there 

being any form of female sexuality beyond victimisation, radical feminism constructs women 

who are thoroughly disempowered and seeks their legal protection rather than emancipation. 

Women, ultimately, become right-bearing subjects essentially on the basis of their common 

(sexual) victimisation. It is here that a third criticism becomes relevant, which highlights radical 

feminism’s investment in a ‘politics of ressentiment’.  

In her seminal book ‘States of Injury’, Wendy Brown offers a genealogy of identity politics. 

She argues that politicised identities emerged as a reaction to the exclusion of certain groups 

from the promises of liberalism, particularly that of freedom and equality. Their transformative 

potential is limited, however, because they are invested in a “history of suffering” that is located 

at the centre of an identity that they seek to eliminate: exclusion (1995: 55). As a result, they 

seek recognition and protection rather than freedom or power and do so in moral rather than 

political terms. It is this tendency that Brown depicts as ‘ressentiment’. An expression she 

borrows from Nietzsche to refer to a “politics of reproach, rancour, moralism and guilt” (1995: 
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26). Her concern is that a “righteous critique of power from the perspective of the injured” only 

serves to further entrench victimised identities and to delimit a site of blame, without 

questioning the structures of domination that led to exclusion in the first place (1995: 27). In 

the case of radical feminism, it is the ‘injury’ of sex that seeks redress through legal protection. 

While the latter actively denounces the androcentric nature of law and the state, as well as the 

exclusionary potential of liberalism, it endorses the liberal fiction of a sovereign and unified 

self and that of liberal universalism by seeking inclusion within it. It legitimises law and the 

state as ‘protectors’ and fully endorses liberalism’s narrative of progress based on the 

progressive inclusion of everyone into the realm of freedom, equality and rights.    

In this light, it is not surprising that this phase witnesses the strengthening of the 

‘abolitionist frame’ in relation to prostitution, and its increasing connection and confusion with 

trafficking. The Parliament, for example, locates the causes of prostitution in its lucrativeness 

for third parties, always men, and in the commodification and vulnerability of women. The 

predicament of ‘prostituted women’ remains the main concern, though the effects of 

prostitution on society as a whole are increasingly stressed, as prostitution is said to confirm 

“the prejudice that sexuality is a male preserve and, hence, the unequal balance of power 

between the sexes” (1997b: 12). The solutions proposed continue to focus on criminalisation, 

prevention and protection, though these are increasingly geared towards exiting as the 

‘responsible’ thing to do. While some elements of the forced/voluntary distinction can still be 

found, the Parliament explicitly rejects the ‘sex work frame’ in this phase, arguing that women 

are forced into prostitution and controlled therein by structural and individual forces “beyond 

their individual’s power to influence” (1997b: 12). As a result, prostitution is depicted as the 

opposite of free choice and bodily control, and consequently of sexual self-determination.  

In fact, the purported absence of free choice and bodily control in prostitution triggers a 

“metonymic chain that conflates sexual labour and identity, displacing the commercial uses of 

the body onto the property status of the body itself as a matter of identity” (Sabsay, 2015: 186). 

As a result, selling sexual services is equated with selling one’s body, if not oneself, which 

renders it not just the opposite of sexual self-determination, but also of free labour. This is a 

clear example of the exclusionary effects of liberal notions of autonomy in general and sexual 

self-determination in particular. An exclusion that operates by means of what Leticia Sabsay 

calls a ‘logic of denial’: “defining wrong choices as those that do not express the autonomy of 

the person who chooses, and therefore as non-choices” (2016: 19). Freedom of choice is 

ultimately denied in its own name and such negation justifies intervention. These contradictions 
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are disavowed through the notion of vulnerability and the figure of the pimp, however, which 

displaces “the question of choice onto a ‘bad other’ that allegedly precludes women’s right to 

choose” (2016: 19).  

3.1.3. Third Phase: the ‘Othering’ and ‘Securitisation’ of Violence against Women. 

International and regional actions addressing violence against women continued in the new 

millennium. In the context of the European Union, Anita Gradin’s exit from the Commission, 

its turn towards a right-wing leadership since then, and the extension of co-decision rendered 

the Parliament the main actor advocating for its prioritisation. Despite continued advances, 

however, a global shift in the conceptualisation of violence against women has been identified, 

towards ‘culturalised’ frames that link it to cultural difference and ‘security’ frames that use it 

to advance law enforcement and border control (Montoya, 2013: 97). This shift tends to be 

ascribed to the impact of 9/11 and the global economic crisis. It is crucial to note, however, that 

these tendencies were already present, especially in the European Union, as explained in the 

previous chapter. It is not until the early 2000s, however, that they start to affect the issue of 

violence against women, shifting its problematisation towards a focus on ‘customary or 

traditional harmful practices’ affecting ‘third world women’, thus consolidating the ‘cultural 

frame’. As a result, of the list of forms of violence regularly mentioned in the 1990s, only 

trafficking in women endures and is framed in a way that stresses its foreignness. Cultural forms 

of violence are often explained with reference to structural factors, like the feminisation of 

poverty and migration (European Parliament, 2004b). Such a structural diagnosis is frequently 

undermined, however, by the use of the ‘female vulnerability frame’, which in this case locates 

the cause of violence in the vulnerability of ‘third world women’, often stereotypically depicted 

as being “ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic and victimised” (Mohanty, 

1991: 56). This is a good example of how recognising diversity only as an aggravating factor 

produces exclusionary forms of intersectionality that divide women along first world/third 

world lines, often in collusion with gendered forms of cultural essentialism.  

Cultural essentialism operates by explaining phenomena with reference solely to culture, 

or including other explanations that nonetheless ratify cultural difference. It becomes gendered 

when cultures are defined primarily by the way that they ‘treat women’. The intersection of 

gender and cultural essentialism thus works to constructs cultural others as backwards, if not 

barbarous and uncivilised, often in opposition to the west and its liberal rights discourse (Kapur, 

2005: 105). This explains why identifying the European Union as being progressive in gender 
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terms becomes increasingly explicit in this phase. The urgency and severity attributed to what 

are depicted as cultural forms of violence against women normalise the forms experienced by 

women in Europe, establishing the ‘emancipated European woman’ as a model of emancipation 

for all (Roggeband and Verloo, 2007: 268). Her fabled nature, however, allows the celebration 

of the Union’s gender progressiveness to coexist with the acknowledgement that certain forms 

of violence against women ‘still’ exists in Europe, as “remnants of a historical legacy that live 

on” (European Parliament, 2005: 12). This is the case of prostitution. In this regard it is 

particularly pertinent to point out that Sabsay explicitly considers the ‘logic of denial’, outlined 

above, to be an ‘orientalising’ move, part and parcel of the orientalist logic of citizenship which 

constructs the ideal citizen “against a constitutive cultural other” (2016: 19). Prostitution as a 

historical remnant does not question the Union’s gender progressiveness, instead, it strengthens 

it.  

The intersection of gender and cultural essentialism also works to divide cultural others 

into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ones, in this case into the victims and conduits of an oppressive culture 

(Kapur, 2005: 105). This, in turn, grants the European Union a ‘neutral’ role and a privileged 

position in eradicating violence against women worldwide. The main arguments put forward in 

this regard were that violence against women violates human rights, that its feeble persecution 

in comparison to the violence experienced by men is discriminatory, and that it is an 

infringement of the rule of law, all of which are central values of the European Union (European 

Parliament, 2005). Interestingly, the Parliament employs orthodox notions of security in 

relation to the last point, when it states that “one of the most important tasks under the rule of 

law is precisely to protect citizens’ lives and health against violence” (2005: 11). Therefore, it 

appeals to the Union’s role as a ‘protector’ as in the field of internal security, though here in 

gendered terms. In fact, the call for the increased involvement of the Union in matters of 

violence against women is paralleled by the call to include it within the Area of Freedom, 

Security and Justice. The same logic of ‘ressentiment’ outlined above is behind the conflation 

of the fields of internal security and violence against women, with the crucial difference that 

here it is the injury of other women that is of concern. It works in combination with a 

humanitarian ethos, therefore, that presents the Union and the women therein as advanced and 

thus morally responsible for procuring the advancement of all. 

With regards to prostitution, this phase witnesses the polarisation of abolitionist and sex 

work positions along an insider/outsider divide, as the former is increasingly defended from 

within European Union institutions and the latter from outside. A turning point in this regard 
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was the Parliament’s 2004 report on ‘the consequences of the sex industry’, drafted by the 

Swedish parliamentarian, Marianne Eriksson which is a clear example of Sweden’s success in 

outweighing alternative conceptualisations of prostitution. The report was preceded by a 

hearing in which both abolitionist and sex work positions were defended. Marian Wijers, 

president of the Commission’s experts group on trafficking in human beings, and Veronica 

Munk, coordinator of the transnational AIDS/STD prevention among migrant prostitutes in 

Europe project (TAMPEP), defended the sex work approach, recognising the marginalisation 

and vulnerability of sex workers as workers, and stressed the importance of guaranteeing their 

human and labour rights. They criticised the deleterious effects that client criminalisation had 

on sex workers and defended the need to distinguish between trafficking and sex work, defined 

as “a labour activity carried out deliberately” (Munk, 2004: 2).  

The report adopted by the European Parliament largely ignored their positions, however, 

and adopted a strong abolitionist stance instead. It defines prostitution as being based on the 

“exploitation of the human body” and the commodification of “the most vulnerable women” 

(2004a: 7). It argues that the sex industry “normalises sexual violence and undermines all the 

efforts which the European Union and its member states have made to give women and men 

fundamental human rights” (2004a: 7). It concludes that “prostitution can never be reduced to 

a choice of profession” (2004a: 14), and suggested the need to focus on the ‘the active side’ of 

prostitution, particularly the sex industry (2004a: 14). In emphasising the role of the sex 

industry, the Parliament was able to invalidate all dissenting actors as ‘accomplices’. It did so 

in relation to member states who had regulated prostitution, accusing them of becoming 

“another profiteer on the market” (2004a: 7); as well as civil society organisations, particularly 

TAMPEP, stating that the Commission was possibly “being advised by representatives of 

criminal organisations!” (2004a: 18). Interestingly, a year after the Parliament’s report, in 

October 2005, the Union witnessed the largest sex worker mobilisation to the date: the 

European conference on sex work, human rights, labour and migration, which was accompanied 

by a declaration, a manifesto and a demonstration in the streets of Brussels. While the latter 

sought to engage the Union, it received little attention, and those that did pay attention reacted 

very strongly against it (Andrijasevic et al., 2012). 
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3.1.4. Fourth Phase: The Definitive Shift Towards ‘Othering’ through ‘Sexual Self-

Determination’ and Towards ‘Abolitionism’ through ‘Client Criminalisation’.  

The Union’s violence against women policies in the second half of the 2000s reflect the 

culmination of the shift towards ‘othering’, which was eventually articulated around the notion 

of sexual self-determination. As argued by the Parliament, according to “the fundamental 

principle of European legal tradition”, “all individuals have the right to exercise their individual 

freedom of action”, making it “reasonable to require consent for any form of sexual intercourse” 

(2011: 16). Sexual intercourse in the absence of consent is sexual violence, therefore, and as 

such violates women’s “right to sexual integrity and personal freedom of choice” (2011: 16). 

The Parliament immediately specifies, however, that some forms of violence “are of such nature 

that they must be regarded as falling outside the right to individual self-determination through 

consent” (2011: 16). What they are referring to here are the forms of violence that are defined 

as customary and traditional harmful practices. In such cases, women’s consent is not 

considered a legitimate expression of sexual self-determination, of free choice and autonomy, 

but the result of “a social context in which strong cultural pressure is exerted” (2011: 16). They 

are to be protected against sexual violence, therefore, rather than supported in the right to sexual 

self-determination. The orientalising nature of the logic of denial becomes explicit, and as a 

result, the solutions offered focus unprecedentedly on the Union’s external domain. This is 

particularly evident in the Union’s 2008 Guidelines on violence against women and in the 

context of accession, both of which set higher standards for countries outside of the Union than 

for member states ratifying the depiction of violence against women as a foreign problem and 

the enforcement of Union’s gender-progressiveness against its sexist and violent ‘others’.  

In relation to prostitution this phase witnesses the Parliament’s final shift towards 

abolitionism through client criminalisation. The position that the Parliament adopted in the 

Eriksson report of 2004 is taken further through a series of resolutions. The first was the 2006 

resolution on ‘the current situation in combating violence against women’, which was drafted 

by a Swedish parliamentarian, Maria Carlshamre. It links prostitution to violence against 

women by depicting the latter as a cause of the former, stating that “65-90% of prostituted 

women had already been subjected to sexual abuse as children or later” (2005: 2). Moreover, it 

frames prostitution as a concern for the Union by depicting sexual violence as “an obstacle to 

women’s participation in society and the labour market which can lead to marginalisation and 

poverty”, which in turn was identified as the “basic causes” of prostitution (2005: 2). The 

second document to develop the Eriksson report was adopted in 2009, again in the form of a 
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resolution on violence against women, and again drafted by a Swedish parliamentarian, Eva-

Britt Svensson. Here, the legalisation of prostitution, framed as the “tolerance of prostitution” 

is explicitly linked to “the increase of sex tourism and trafficking in women” (2009: 2), which 

in turn is said to justify the Union’s involvement in the matter. Two years later prostitution was 

addressed in a resolution on violence against women, again drafted by Svensson, which 

declared the existence of “a serious problem of prostitution in Europe”, including it among the 

forms of abuse that “leave deep psychological scars, damage the general health of women and 

girls, including their reproductive and sexual health, and in some instances results in death” 

(2011b: 2).  

The last step in the consolidation of the Parliament’s abolitionist position was taken in 

2014, with the adoption of a report on ‘prostitution and its impact on gender equality’. The 

latter continues to present prostitution as a form of violence against women and a violation of 

human rights with negative consequences for gender equality and women’s health. It takes 

previous reports further, however, in two essential respects. First, it refers unprecedentedly to 

prostitutes’ vulnerability, stating that “prostituted persons are particularly vulnerable socially, 

economically, physically, psychologically, emotionally and in family terms, and are more at 

risk of violence and harm than persons engaged in any other activity” (2014: 10). Second, it 

pays unprecedented attention to the role of demand and, significantly, to that of the client. The 

Eriksson report had focused less on the client and more on the sex industry. This report, instead, 

stresses that “buyers of sex play a key role as they maintain the demand in this market” (2014: 

7). It employs a strong anti-social approach to clients, depicting them as sexist and misogynistic, 

stating that “men who buy sex have a degrading image of women” (2014: 10). Moreover, it 

uses clients to link prostitution and trafficking, stating that “the demand for women in 

prostitution, whether trafficked or not, is the same” (2014: 10). As a result, the report establishes 

that a reduction in demand should be a central priority, and explicitly advocates for “legislation 

that shifts the criminal burden onto those who purchase sexual services” (2014: 10), thus fully 

endorsing Sweden’s model.  

In summary, it becomes clear that the notions of gender equality, women’s human rights, 

female vulnerability and sexual self-determination developed within the European Union’s 

violence against women policies, work to justify the Union’s intervention into prostitution and 

its adoption of a strong abolitionist approach. Women’s human rights and gender equality are 

said to depend on their economic independence and sexual self-determination, which in turn 

depends on (neo)liberal notions of self-determination and self-ownership as matters of bodily 
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control and free choice. This position allows for the exclusion of prostitution from all the above 

by presenting it as a non-choice, in connection with the metonymic displacement of selling 

sexual services with selling one’s body, even oneself. As a result, prostitution can only figure 

as a form of sexual violence against women. Vulnerability plays a crucial role in this regard, as 

does the fact that it is prostitutes’ vulnerability ‘as women’ that is recognised. As a signifier for 

women’s lack of autonomy and victimised status, vulnerability helps to frame wrong choices 

as non-choices and to displace the question of choice onto ‘bad others’. In addition, it allows 

mapping the vulnerability of prostitutes onto that of the political community, by portraying 

prostitution as a cause of gender inequality, violence against women and trafficking. When 

combined with orthodox notions of security that depict the Union as a protector, therefore, it 

justifies its intervention in prostitution as a matter of protection. As a result, neoliberalism, 

security and vulnerability combine to include prostitutes in the realm of protection while 

excluding them as right-bearing subjects.  

3.2. Sexual (and Gender) Diversity and Prostitution in the European Union. 

All the above is reinforced by the Union’s sexual diversity policies. These have followed a 

similar path to gender equality. They too enact a hybrid model of equality that combines a 

liberal non-discrimination approach focusing on individual formal equality and based on a 

notion of equality as sameness, in this case between the heterosexual and cisgender majority 

and gender and sexual minorities; with a socio-democratic approach that focuses on the latter 

as a group under the LGBT label and on substantive equality based on a notion of difference, 

granting them recognition and rights on the basis of their non-conforming status (Beger, 2004: 

2). Significant differences exist between the Union’s gender equality and sexual diversity 

policies, however, mainly because the latter developed much later, essentially after Art. 13 of 

the Amsterdam Treaty extended the grounds of inequality in matters of non-discrimination to 

sexual orientation, and remain limited to employment. Still, three phases can be identified in 

their development that shares some of the characteristics of the Union’s violence against women 

policies. My main contention in this regard is that the concepts of sexual diversity, sexual 

freedom and LGBT human rights they develop also favour the adoption of an abolitionist 

approach to prostitution. They do so by omission though, fostering an understanding of the 

sexual rights-bearing subject, sexual rights and legitimate sexuality that excludes sex work. In 

fact, sex work is only addressed in the Union’s sexuality agenda in relation to AIDS, 

reproducing the stereotypical and stigmatising association of prostitution with venereal disease.   
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3.2.1. First Phase: The ‘Sex Discrimination’ and ‘Privacy’ Frames of the European Courts and 

the Limits of the Heterosexual Family.  

Before the adoption of the Amsterdam Treaty, the rights of LGBT persons were fought for 

and recognised mainly in the European Court of Human Rights and the European Court of 

Justice. Of the two it is the former that has been most active in the advancement of LGBT rights. 

In fact, the European Court of Justice has been accused of conservatism with regards to gender 

and sexual minorities, contradicting its tendency towards judicial activism in other fields (Mos, 

2013: 86). In this phase, the latter issued two rulings on the matter, addressing cases that sought 

to extend sex discrimination provisions to gender identity and sexual orientation. The first case, 

P v. S and Cornwall County Council (13/94 1996), concerned a male-to-female transsexual who 

was fired after informing her employer that she was going to undergo gender reassignment 

surgery. The Court decided in favour of the claimant, arguing that cases of gender reassignment 

could be included under sex discrimination as they entail unfavourable treatment in comparison 

to the sex to which one previously belonged. In the second case, Grant v. South West Trains 

Ltd (249/96 1998), a woman was denied travel concessions amounting to a significant pay 

bonus for her female partner. She argued that if she were a man her partner would have access 

to such travel concessions. The Court ruled against the claimant, however, arguing that there 

was no sex discrimination because a gay man would receive the same treatment and because 

heterosexual and homosexual couples were not comparable, so differential treatment was not 

discriminatory.  

What explains the success of the former case and the failure of the latter in this ‘sex 

discrimination frame’ is the logic of sexual difference and the attendant gender binary that 

underpins sex discrimination, which requires a comparison with the ‘opposite sex’ in order to 

work and thus clear and dichotomous woman/man categories. P was successful because she 

was discriminated against as a woman (not a transsexual) and thus recognisable as part of one 

of the two sexes and its concomitant gender identity. The Court assumed the distinction between 

anatomical sex and constructed gender, therefore, but also their coherent and binary 

articulation. This is precisely the sex/gender divide that queer theory has criticised as 

exchanging fact for effect, however, understanding that it is the social construct of gender that 

renders sexual difference intelligible and not the other way around (Butler, 1990). Grant, 

instead, was discriminated against as a lesbian, and as such not at all because homosexual and 

heterosexual couples were said to be incomparable. Interestingly, the Court recognises sexual 

orientation as a marker of difference but negates its relation to the sex/gender divide. The 
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disclosure of such a relation is another basic tenet of queer theory, however, which understands 

the sex/gender divide and compulsive heterosexuality to be mutually constitutive. It is the 

causal relationship that is assumed to exist between sex, gender and desire, which is in turn 

dependent on two clear and discernible sex/genders, that establishes heterosexuality as the 

norm. Such is the basic operation of what Judith Butler calls the ‘heterosexual matrix’ (1990: 

194), and which the ‘sex discrimination frame’ leaves unproblematised.  

The European Court of Human Rights articulates a different frame in this phase, essentially 

because its status as a human rights court allowed it to address gender and sexual minorities 

beyond the limited scope of sex discrimination. Between the 1980s and the 1990s, it ruled 

mainly on sexual orientation, and homosexual sexual acts, in particular, most of them on the 

basis of the right to respect for a private life. The first of such cases to reach the Court was the 

1981 Dudgeon v. United Kingdom case in which the criminalisation of sex between consenting 

adult men was challenged as contravening the right to privacy. The court ruled in favour of the 

claimant, arguing that particularly serious reasons were needed to justify public intervention in 

such an intimate sphere of life, which were not met in this case as there was no risk of harm to 

vulnerable sectors of society and no negative effects for the public. Two elements of this 

‘privacy frame’ are worth highlighting. First, the right to engage in (homosexual) sex does not 

entail a right to exercise free choice over one’s sexual activity. Therefore, it does not exclude 

the possibility of legally prohibiting sexual acts between consenting adults tout court 

(Richardson, 2000: 109). Second, substantiating the right to engage in (homosexual) sex on the 

grounds of privacy implies that the public/private dichotomy continues to determine the 

parameters of legitimate (homo)sexuality. Homosexuals are granted the right to engage in sex 

as long as it remains private, therefore, and intervention in the private sphere can be justified in 

the name of protecting the public. In this case, the court specified that the risk of harm to 

vulnerable sectors of society and the public, in general, were legitimate grounds for 

intervention; exactly the same terms in which abolitionists justify intervention in matters of 

prostitution. In later rulings, the Court extended such grounds to migration control and, 

significantly, to the protection of the heterosexual family (See: Z.B v. United Kingdom, 1990).   

Indeed, the heterosexual family proves to be an insurmountable limit to the rights of LGBT 

persons in this phase. Representative in this regard is the interinstitutional struggle that emerged 

in the European Union over the inclusion of sexual orientation in two gender equality directives 

adopted in the mid-1990s addressing the reconciliation of work and family life (the Parental 

Leave Directive and the Part-Time Workers Directive). While the Commission was keen on 
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including sexual orientation, the Council finally succeeded in its removal. This reveals the 

paradoxical tension that underpins the privatisation of homosexuality outlined above. As Diane 

Richardson notes, while “lesbians and gay men are banished from the public to the private 

realm, they are, in many senses, simultaneously excluded from the private where this is 

conflated with the family” (1998: 90). The heterosexist public/private dichotomy not only 

determines the ‘where’ and ‘by whom’ of legitimate sexuality, therefore, but also the ‘how’ and 

‘for what’, stipulating coupledom and reproduction as essential elements. Only the European 

Parliament surpassed the limit of the heterosexual family in this phase, particularly in its path-

breaking resolution of 1994 on the ‘Equal rights for homosexuals and lesbians in the European 

Community’, in which it called amongst other things for the recognition of same-sex 

relationships and equal adoption rights as a matter of non-discrimination and human rights  

(European Parliament, 1994b). While the latter remained an isolated attempt, spurring no policy 

response, it did influence the treaty negotiations taking place at the time and anticipated the 

frames that would become dominant in the following phases.  

3.2.2. Second Phase: The ‘Non-Discrimination Frame’ and the Limits of Homonormativity. 

It was not until the early-2000s that the European Union’s policies on sexual and gender 

diversity largely materialised. This was undoubtedly the result of Art. 13 of the Amsterdam 

Treaty, which extended the grounds of discrimination from sex to racial or ethnic origin, 

religion or belief, disability, age and sexual orientation. The Amsterdam Treaty was followed 

by a broad debate between the Commission, transnational civil society organisations and the 

Union’s social partners on how to implement Art. 13, which resulted in the Commission’s non-

discrimination package of November 1999. The latter contained three main elements, all of 

which were swiftly adopted by the Council: a proposal for a Directive on equal treatment in 

employment covering all grounds of discrimination; a proposal for a Directive on equal 

treatment irrespective of racial or ethnic origin in employment, social protection, education and 

goods and services, as well as a proposal for a Decision establishing a Community Action 

Programme against discrimination. That all forms of discrimination except gender, race and 

ethnicity are limited to employment, and all except gender confined to non-discrimination, 

reflects the ‘hierarchy of inequality’ that exists in the Union, in which gender and then race are 

privileged (Lombardo and Verloo, 2009). Among the rest of the issues, however, it is sexual 

orientation that has received the most attention. Non-discrimination on the grounds of sexual 

orientation has been enshrined in the Union’s Employment Equality Directive of 2000, the 
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Charter of Fundamental Rights, further rulings from both European Courts and numerous soft 

law instruments.  

Within this ‘non-discrimination frame’, the problem is defined as one of unequal treatment 

in the field of employment, which can take the form of direct and indirect discrimination as 

well as harassment (European Council, 2000a: 2). The cause of unequal treatment is located 

fundamentally in individual prejudice. As stated by the Parliament, “outlawing discrimination 

means not allowing one person to treat another differently on the basis of a characteristic or 

feature which the former attributes to the latter” (2000: 51). Therefore, the concern and that 

which is protected, is the public expression of a ‘personal characteristic or feature’, in this case, 

one’s sexual orientation, by prohibiting differential treatment on such grounds. This epitomises 

the liberal approach to equality highlighted above, based on individual formal equality and a 

notion of equality as sameness: homosexuals are to be treated like heterosexuals and same-sex 

sexualities are to be accepted or at least tolerated as a different albeit equally valid ‘sexual 

object of choice’. The promise of non-discrimination is therefore meant to extend the field of 

sexual freedom and the acceptance of sexual diversity. In this regard, non-discrimination 

legislation has been essential in advancing LGBT rights beyond the private realm. The extent 

to which it has actually challenged heteronormativity and its exclusionary effects, however, has 

been questioned. I will focus on three lines of criticism here espoused from queer perspectives. 

Interestingly, these critiques mirror many of the critiques espoused against radical feminism.  

First, the use of non-discrimination legislation in defence of LGBT rights has been 

criticised for essentialising non-normative sexual and gender identities. Using sexual 

orientation and gender identity as the grounds on which LGBT persons can fight discrimination 

privileges identity as the main avenue for inclusion and protection. This was recognised 

explicitly by the Commission in the draft version of its proposal for the Employment Equality 

Directive, in which it is stated that “a clear dividing line should be drawn between sexual 

orientation, which is covered by this proposal, and sexual behaviour which is not” (1999b: 8). 

Indeed, non-discrimination legislation assumes such identity to be the cause of discrimination, 

and thus to precede it (Beger, 2004: 115). Accordingly, it fully endorses, indeed requires the 

liberal fiction of a sovereign and unified self. That non-discrimination requires a comparison in 

order to work, moreover, entails that non-normative sexual and gender identities are recognised 

as a minority, defined as right-bearing subjects on the basis of a common exclusion, and thus 

partake in all the characteristics of ‘ressentiment’ outlined above (Beger, 2004: 117). The 

recognition of sexual and gender diversity allows for the pluralisation of those identity 
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categories who are entitled to rights, therefore, but these remain fixed, self-enclosed and 

discrete. Moreover, they remain defined by sexuality as a stable and ontological fact over which 

autonomy is exercised, and as such, also depend on the liberal conception of autonomy as 

rational self-determination and self-ownership (Sabsay, 2016a: 47). It is not by coincidence that 

sexual orientation is defined in terms of sexual objects of ‘choice’. This is why queer studies 

argue that contemporary sexual politics do not deactivate the operation of sexuality as a 

technology of government, or as Foucault called it, a ‘dispositif’ (1990).  

According to Foucault sexuality emerged in the nineteenth century as a key mechanism of 

disciplinary normalisation and biopolitical regulation. It functioned, essentially, as a technology 

of subjectification, based on the conversion of sexual practices into sexual identities, according 

to a set of biological and scientific discourses that rendered sexuality the central site in which 

the subject was to discover its ultimate truth. As such, the emergence of sexuality as a dispositif 

was inherently related to the emergence of the liberal self, to the notions of self-determination 

and self-ownership that purportedly characterised it, and to compulsive heterosexuality (1990). 

That the conversion of sexual practices into sexual identities based on the subject’s self-

determination and self-ownership remains at the centre of non-discrimination legislation, 

therefore, has led queer approaches to argue that it strengthens heteronormativity rather than 

challenges it. Indeed, the notions of sexual orientation and gender identity reproduce rather than 

contest the ‘heterosexual matrix’, because the boundaries that delimit them as fixed and discrete 

identities continue to depend on the existence of a causal relationship between sex, gender and 

desire, and thus on two clear and discernible sex/genders (Waites, 2009). Not only does non-

discrimination exclude sexual rights claims that are not articulated around identity, but they 

also exclude those espoused from positions that trouble the fixity and stability of the 

heterocentric sexual taxonomy. Indicative in this regard is the frequent oblivion of transgender 

and bisexual individuals in contemporary sexual politics. In the context of the European Union, 

the former are largely ignored, as its gender diversity policies only address transsexuals and 

only when gender reassignment has been completed, leaving “a large number of people with a 

non-conforming gender identity in legal limbo” (Castagnoli, 2010: 5). Bisexuals are also rarely 

addressed because sexual orientation defines homosexuality and heterosexuality as a question 

of either/or.  

Thirdly, and relatedly, it is frequently argued that the right to dissent from hegemonic 

sexual and gender norms that non-discrimination concedes does not mean that sexual and 

gender norms cease to operate in the distribution of rights and belonging. Indeed, non-
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discrimination does not recognise an unconditional right to equal treatment. As Nico Beger 

suggests, non-discrimination rests on an “agreed-upon common sense about which 

differentiations should be acceptable and which should not” (2004: 111). Both European 

Courts, for example, refer to the existence or non-existence of a ‘common European consensus’ 

in order to justify the recognition or lack thereof of specific LGBT rights. Gender and sexual 

norms have certainly changed, therefore, and become more inclusive, but they continue to 

discern between un/acceptable forms of sexual and gender nonconformity and thus redefine 

rather than eliminate socio-sexual hierarchies. As a result, non-discrimination on the grounds 

of sexual orientation and gender identity creates a new sexual respectability, a 

‘homonormativity’ to cite Lisa Duggan (2002), that premises inclusion on normalisation and 

on the creation of new gender and sexual ‘others’. A pertinent example in this regard is the 

extension of family rights to LGBT persons. In the European Union, the latter was debated 

profusely in relation to the 2004 Directive on free movement and its definition of ‘family’. After 

significant lobbying by the transnational LGBT organisation and the European Parliament, the 

latter included the “partner with whom the Union citizen has contracted a registered partnership 

(if the host Member State treats registered partnerships as equivalent to marriage)”, and “the 

partner with whom the Union citizen has a durable relationship, duly attested” as family 

members entitled to free movement rights (2004: 13). The heterosexuality of marriage was thus 

clearly contested. Marriage itself, however, and thus coupledom, monogamy and even 

reproduction, continue to define the forms of sexuality that merit public recognition and legal 

protection (Sabsay, 2016b: 62).  

3.2.3. Third Phase: The ‘Human Rights’ and ‘Vulnerability’ Frames and the Shift towards the 

‘Othering’ and ‘Securitisation’ of LGBT Rights.  

The second half of the 2000s witnessed the intensification of LGBT rights struggles in the 

international domain and the attendant development of a strong ‘human rights frame’, mainly 

as a result of the increased transnationalisation of LGBT advocacy networks and their 

intersection with mainstream human rights organisations. 2006 was an important year in this 

regard, with the adoption of two declarations that mark the definitive entry of sexual orientation 

and gender identity into the international human rights agenda: the Montreal Declaration and 

the Yogyakarta Principles. The former was the result of the international conference on LGBT 

human rights held in Montreal in July 2006. It summarises the demands of the international 

LBGT movement, stressing the commonality of such demands with those of the women’s 

movement, both of which were said to be based on the “right to control our bodies and choose 
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how we live our lives” (2006: 4). The latter was produced in an expert meeting held in 

Yogyakarta in November 2006 and outlines the applicability of pre-existing international 

human rights instruments to sexual orientation and gender identity. That both define LGBT 

human rights solely in relation to sexual orientation and gender identity and clearly depend on 

liberal notions of the self and autonomy, entails that they can be subjected to the same criticism 

as non-discrimination (Waites, 2009). The notion of LGBT human rights is said to present an 

additional problem, however, in that it portrays historically and culturally specific terms as 

being as universal. As a result, it has been questioned as being western-centric, exportable only 

as a form of cultural imperialism that silences alternative understanding of gender and sexuality 

(Binnie, 2004; Massad, 2008).    

In the European Union, the mid-2000s are also characterised by the emergence of a strong 

‘human rights frame’ alongside the ‘non-discrimination frame’ outlined above, essentially as a 

result of the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty. The latter brought in to force the Union’s charter of 

fundamental rights, which explicitly recognises the right to non-discrimination on the grounds 

of sexual orientation, as well as the consolidated version of the Treaty on the Functioning of 

the European Union, which obliges it to mainstream equality in all its work and activities 

(Swiebel, 2009). As a result, the Union’s institutional set-up in matters of equality was 

transformed. The Amsterdam Treaty had already fostered the creation of several institutions 

dealing with grounds of inequality beyond gender, such as the European monitoring centre on 

racism and xenophobia and the Commission’s unit on the integration of people with disabilities. 

However, these were subsumed in the Union’s Fundamental Rights Agency created in 2007, 

which covers all grounds of discrimination, except gender, which is instead addressed by the 

European Institute for Gender Equality, which was also created in 2007. The Fundamental 

Rights Agency has been central to the advancement of LGBT rights. With the European 

Parliament, it has contributed significantly to extend the Union’s agenda beyond discrimination 

to address more structural factors such as homophobia and non-employment issues such as 

marriage, health, freedom of assembly and asylum (FRA, 2009, 2012).  

Two aspects of this expanded sexual diversity agenda are worth highlighting. First, a 

novelty in this phase is the unprecedented attention that European Union institutions pay to hate 

speech and crimes and homophobia. Since 2006, the Parliament and the Fundamental Rights 

Agency have published multiple reports addressing these issues, the Commission has funded 

several studies on the matter and the Council explicitly includes sexual orientation and gender 

identity in its approach to victims of crime. Interestingly, these measures have developed an 
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incipient ‘vulnerability frame’ that mirrors the one articulated in the field of violence against 

women, in that it presents diversity as an aggravating factor in relation to violence. Of particular 

importance is the 2012 Directive establishing minimum standards on the rights, support and 

protection of victims of crime. The latter includes gender and sexual diversity as ‘vulnerability 

factors’ and LGBT persons as a ‘vulnerable group’, for being “particularly at risk of secondary 

and repeat victimisation, of intimidation and of retaliation” (2012: 7). As was also the case with 

violence against women, moreover, vulnerability is tied to orthodox notions of security, which 

appeal to the European Union as a protector. The Fundamental Rights Agency frequently 

justifies the Union’s intervention in matters of homophobia in terms of the need to provide 

LGBT persons with equal levels of protection, both individually, in light of the different levels 

of protection offered by member states, and collectively, in comparison to the protection that 

the Union itself grants in relation to racism and xenophobia (FRA, 2009).   

The second characteristic worth mentioning, which also mirrors the field of violence 

against women, is the shift experienced by the Union’s sexual diversity policies towards the 

‘othering’ of LGBT rights. Both aspects are actually connected, as it is in relation to 

homophobia that the latter becomes explicit. European Union institutions tend to explain 

homophobia as originating in historical, cultural and/or religious prejudice, which they set in 

direct opposition to the “culture of freedom, tolerance and equality” of the Union (European 

Parliament, 2006: 2). They also regularly locate instances of homophobia either in Central and 

Eastern Europe or outside Europe. Two issues within the expanded sexual diversity agenda 

have become particularly important in this regard. First, the Union has expressed a growing 

concern with the banning and restriction of gay pride parades, particularly in Eastern Europe, 

as a discriminatory infringement of the right to freedom of expression and association 

(European Parliament, 2007). Interestingly, the banning of gay pride parades in Eastern Europe 

has also been addressed by the European Court of Human Rights (See: Baczkowski v. Poland 

and Alekseyev v. Russia). Gay pride parades have become a sort of litmus test for LGBT rights 

in Europe, therefore, and a symbolic marker of democracy (Ammaturo, 2016: 59). The second 

issue is asylum. In 2011 the Union’s Recast Qualification Directive introduced sexual 

orientation and gender identity as factors that may render an individual eligible for asylum on 

the grounds of belonging to a particular social group. The directive states that persecution on 

such grounds “may be related to certain legal traditions and customs” (2011: 11). It also states 

that the latter depends “on the circumstances in the country of origin”, however, and that it 

excludes those “acts considered to be criminal in accordance with national law of the Member 
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States” (2011: 18). The level of homophobia and transphobia in countries of origin, therefore, 

has to be quantified and judged as ‘intolerable’.   

As a result, the ‘othering’ of LGBT rights works similarly to the deployment of gendered 

forms of cultural essentialism. It establishes LGBT rights in general and the Union’s identity-

based model of sexual diversity in particular as a democratic benchmark, and thus links their 

violation to cultural difference. It portrays cultural others as homophobic and transphobic, and 

thus backwards and undemocratic in opposition to the Union, which is portrayed as progressive 

not just in gender terms, but in sexual terms too. Drawing on Puar’s notion of 

‘homonationalism’ ( 2007) Francesca Ammaturo speaks of the emergence of a ‘European 

sexual nationalism’. Homonationalism refers to the inclusion of certain gender and sexual 

dissidents in the imaginary of the nation in exchange for the exclusion of other dissidents, 

marked as sexual-racial others. Europe’s sexual nationalism, in turn, is a form of supranational 

nationalism that “promotes the production of specific gendered and sexualised identities 

throughout the continent and well beyond it, with the intention of strengthening the symbolic 

and material connotation of Europe as a moral hegemon” (2016: 8). Just as the emancipated 

European woman was established as a model of emancipation, therefore, so too does the 

respectable and integrated sexual subject of rights become the yardstick according to which all 

other sexual subjects are understood and ‘good’ or ‘bad’ sexual others discerned (Sabsay, 

2012). As a result, the socio-sexual hierarchy that continues to discriminate between acceptable 

and unacceptable forms of sexual and gender nonconformity is predicated not just on gender 

and sexual norms, but also on racial and cultural norms.  

In summary, the understanding of sexual diversity, sexual freedom and LGBT human rights 

developed in the Union’s sexual diversity policies, also favour the adoption of an abolitionist 

approach to prostitution. They do so by omission, however, articulating a conception of the 

sexual rights-bearing subject, sexual rights and legitimate sexuality that exclude sex work. In 

this regard, it is interesting to note that sex worker organisations in the European Union have 

sought to push the main transnational LGBT actors in the European Union to include sex 

workers’ rights in the agenda, with little success. The privilege that sexual diversity grants to 

identity as the basis from which sexual rights can be claimed, together with the restriction of 

claims based on sexual practices to the private realm, precludes sex workers from being 

considered sexual subjects of rights in either domain, given the non-identitarian and public 

nature of the sex they engage in. The conceptualisation of sexual freedom exclusively in relation 

to non-discrimination, moreover, as a right to equal treatment in the public sphere because of 
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who one ‘is’ rather than what one ‘does’, strengthens this point. As does the fact that legitimate 

sexuality continues to be defined in line with the parameters of compulsory heterosexuality: 

private, reproductive, in coupledom and for love, which excludes sex work from the forms of 

sexuality that merit public recognition and legal protection. The endurance of sexuality as a 

technology of government that converts sexual practices into sexual identities based on the 

liberal notions of self-determination and self-ownership, moreover, is essential for explaining 

the metonymic displacement of sex work into selling one’s body, even oneself, enacted through 

the logics of denial. In relation to sex work, ultimately, sexual democratisation has had 

exclusionary rather than inclusionary effects. That sex work is largely absent from the Union’s 

sexual rights agenda and sex workers themselvesaddressed only superficially as a ‘risk group’ 

in relation to AIDS reflects this point. As does the fact that the Union’s extension of LGBT 

rights has coincided with its abolitionist turn in matters of prostitution.  

4. Conclusion: The New Politics of Prostitution and the European Union.  

In conclusion, it is evident that the new politics of prostitution have developed nationally 

as well as transnationally in the European Union, with the increasing involvement of the Union 

itself despite not having competences on the matter. That the Union has no competences on 

prostitution is not surprising; it has tended to avoid intervening in nationally sensitive issues, 

especially issues relating to questions of ‘morality’, given the different normative standards that 

prevail among member states and their fundamental agreement that “individuals are to regulate 

themselves and live their life in accordance with their own personal choices” (Kurzer, 2001: 

11). This principle of non-intervention, however, is not unbounded. It finds its limit in 

behaviours that are deemed harmful to others and those that allegedly contravene the Union’s 

defining values. As Paulette Kurzer has shown in relation to drugs in the Netherlands, the risks 

that private consumption was said to entail for the European Union as a whole encouraged it to 

pressure the Netherlands into de-liberalising its drug policy. This was enhanced by the fact that 

the Union had competences in matters of drug trafficking (2001: 179). Prostitution has followed 

a similar path. Sweden was successful in transferring its domestic prostitution agenda to the 

European Union because it was able to depict it as a problem affecting the Union as a whole 

and to portray alternative understandings of the issue as a threat to its values. It did so by 

defining prostitution as a form of violence against women, a violation of women’s human rights 

and a cause of gender inequality and trafficking, issues in which the Union does have 

competences and which have been included among its most important assets and defining 
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values. As a result, the European Union addresses prostitution and does so according to the 

basic tenets of contemporary abolitionism: violence against women and client criminalisation.   

As I have shown, however, this was possible because of the broad resonance of Sweden’s 

approach to prostitution with key notions developed in the Union’s violence against women 

and sexual diversity policies. Two elements are particularly important in this regard, which both 

policy domains share. First, they both ground the rights of women and sexual minorities on a 

notion of sexual self-determination that is highly indebted to (neo)liberal conceptions of the 

self and autonomy. Despite widespread criticism of liberalism’s exclusions, particularly 

because of its masculinist and heterosexist assumptions, contemporary processes of gender and 

sexual democratisation continue to depend on the liberal fiction of a sovereign and unified self 

and the concomitant equation of freedom with autonomy, autonomy with self-determination 

and self-ownership and these with self-control and free choice. As Sabsay notes, despite having 

allegedly entered into a post-essentialist and post-identitarian era after recurrent attempts at 

deconstructing and decentring the liberal self, the latter endures, in the form of a neoliberal 

subject that does not discover the truth in itself, as Foucault argued, but “constructs a truth for 

itself departing from its supposed transparency and interpreting itself, again, as the absolute 

owner of its desires”(2016b: 47). Secondly, and relatedly, both policy domains continue to 

define legitimate sexuality according to the basic tenets of compulsory heterosexuality: private, 

reproductive, in coupledom and for love. The result is a limited conception of sexual freedom 

that normalises difference as a prerequisite for inclusion and rights, creating new exclusions on 

the basis not just of gender and sexual norms, but also of racial and cultural ones. Sex workers 

are a good example of this exclusion, as they display the limit of contemporary processes of 

gender and sexual democratisation and the constitutive other of the emancipated and fully 

integrated gender and sexual subject of rights.  

The form such exclusion takes, however, is novel. It is not enacted by means of an explicit 

disparagement but through well-intentioned narratives of victimhood, based on the logic of 

denial and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself, in which the notion 

of vulnerability plays a cardinal role. The latter is central in presenting wrong choices as non-

choices, as an expression of the choosing subject’s lack of autonomy, and thus as the opposite 

of sexual self-determination and freedom, which are defined in negative terms by the absence 

of coercion and violence, and thus in positive terms by the presence of free choice and bodily 

control. Such is the case of prostitution, understood as a historical legacy. The fact that it is also 

the case of cultural forms of violence affecting ‘third world women’ reflects the orientalising 
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nature of such ‘logics of denial’. The problem, however, is that the capacity to choose and to 

take responsibility for the risks derived from one’s decisions is central to contemporary 

definitions of the self, and as such, a fundamental prerequisite for being recognised as a right-

bearing subject. The vulnerable subject is the antithesis of the entrepreneurial self, therefore, 

and as such not just ‘at’ risk but ‘a’ risk, particularly when its vulnerability is mapped onto the 

political community.  

This explains why protection and control coexist in prostitution policy in the national 

domain, as well as the elements of risk-management that can be found in both. It also explains 

why the European Union actively participates in contemporary prostitution debates and defends 

a strong abolitionist approach. The main difference between the national domain and that of the 

European Union is that in the former the intersection of vulnerability and security renders 

prostitutes a risk, while in the Union it is prostitution itself that is considered risky, as a form 

of violence against women, a cause of gender inequality and of trafficking in women. This can 

be explained by the fact that the policy solutions proposed by the Union are vague, and most 

importantly, that in the absence of implementation their aims cannot be compared to their 

results. What we can see, however, is the impact that the European Union’s approach to 

prostitution has on its problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, when 

it intersects with organised crime and irregular immigration. This is what the next chapter turns 

to.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE INTERSECTION OF SECURITY AND GENDER IN THE EUROPEAN UNION’S 

PROBLEMATISATION OF TRAFFICKING IN WOMEN FOR SEXUAL 

EXPLOITATION 

 

“We are not interested in those stupid crime that you have committed. The Party 

is not interested in the overt act: the thought is all we care about. We do not merely 

destroy our enemies, we change them”. (George Orwell, 1984, 1949).  

 

“Better? I say, in a small voice. How can he think this is better? Better never means 

better for everyone, he says. It always means worse, for some. (Margaret Atwood, 

The Handmaid’s Tale). 

  

1. Introduction: a Critical Frame Analysis and a ‘What’s the Problem Represented to be’ 

Approach of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies.  

Having analysed the nature and evolution of the European Union’s internal security and 

gender and sexuality policies in the previous chapters, we can now address the central premise 

I defend in this thesis. That is, that the evolution of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

as a security issue within the Area of Freedom Security and Justice, and its evolution as a matter 

of violence against women in its gender and sexuality policies are inextricably linked and that 

such a link is central to its securitisation. As stated in the introduction, I start from the idea that 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation has been securitised by contagion. It has been 

conceptualised and addressed as an epiphenomenon of organised crime, irregular immigration 

and prostitution and securitised as a result. Addressing the premise I defend, therefore, requires 

that we analyse the problematisations that prevail in the Union’s internal security policies, 

particularly in relation to organised crime and irregular migration, and those in its gender 

equality and sexuality diversity policies focusing on prostitution, to see how and to what extent 

they shape the problematisation of trafficking in women developed in the Union’s anti-

trafficking policies, and if, when, and how they combine. Having addressed the first part in the 

previous chapters, it is the second that is the object of this chapter. In what follows I offer a 

critical frame analysis of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies from 1985 to 2014, 

dividing this time span into four phases which largely coincide with the Union’s internal 

security and gender and sexuality policies. In each phase, I summarise the main frames found 
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in the latter and offer a detailed analysis of the frames that can be found in the Union’s anti-

trafficking policies. The aim is to see whether the frames developed in relation to organised 

crime, irregular immigration and prostitution can also be found in the problematisation of 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation and if and how they intersect.    

I take critical frame analysis further again by attending to the discursive and institutional 

context of the Union’s anti-trafficking policies and by using a ‘what’s the problem represented 

to be’ approach to trace the assumptions and conceptual constructions underpinning each frame. 

I also analyse the deeper political implications of it all, however, looking at the identity-policy 

nexus that emerges and the exclusionary logics that it creates. As I will show, the intersection 

of security and gender in the problematisation of trafficking in women works to strengthen and 

expand the diagnosis and solutions offered by the security frames while constraining those 

offered by the gender frames, particularly in relation to protection. Indeed, protection measures 

in the field of anti-trafficking are limited when compared to those proposed in the field of 

violence against women through their individualisation and foreignisation, their limitation to 

the most extreme cases, by being rendered conditional upon victims’ collaboration and the 

demonstration that they entail no risk for the European Union. As a result, the Union’s anti-

trafficking policies have significant exclusionary effects, not just for irregular immigrants and 

sex workers but for trafficked victims themselves. Exclusionary effects that are nonetheless 

reconciled with the Union’s alleged gender and sexual progressiveness.  

2. The Intersection of Security and Gender in the European Union’s Problematisation of 

Trafficking in Women for Sexual Exploitation.  

2. 1. First phase: From 1985 to the Post-Maastricht scenario: The incipient intersection of 

security and gender. 

The first phase of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies runs from the mid-1980s 

to the mid-1990s. Its onset is marked by the emergence of internal security as a political concern 

within the ad hoc intergovernmental groups operating at a European level, and the embryonic 

expansion of the European Parliament’s gender equality agenda to include violence against 

women. The field of internal security is defined by the predominance of the ‘compensatory 

measures frame’, which nonetheless coexists with an embryonic ‘globalised insecurity frame’. 

Both appear in the problematisation of organised crime and irregular immigration, though their 

specific saliency and configuration therein give way to specific frames: a revised ‘alien 

conspiracy frame’ in relation to organised crime and a ‘public unease’, a ‘bogus’ and a ‘social 
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cohesion’ frame in irregular immigration. At this stage, human trafficking is completely absent 

from the security agenda. Violence against women is characterised by the incorporation of the 

frames being developed in the international domain: the ‘women’s human rights’ and ‘gender 

(in)equality’ frames, which coexist with the ambivalent use of two other frames that address 

women’s diversity: an ‘intersectional’ and a ‘cultural’ frame. Ambivalence also characterises 

the problematisation of prostitution, with the simultaneous presence of ‘abolitionist’ and ‘sex 

work’ frames. Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, instead, is characterised by its lack 

of saliency. In the ten years that cover this first phase, only the Women’s Rights Committee of 

the Parliament addressed the issue and only twice: in its 1989 resolution on the ‘exploitation of 

prostitution and the traffic in human beings’ and in that of 1993 on the ‘trade in women’. 

Despite the fragmented distribution of security and gender across actors and policy domains at 

this stage, I contend that we can trace their incipient intersection in such resolutions.     

Both resolutions include the ‘women’s human rights frame’, which addresses trafficking in 

women as a form of violence against women and a violation of women’s human rights. This 

problematisation is sporadic, however, and rather weak. The ‘gender (in)equality frame’ is 

much stronger, as the causes of trafficking in women are located in gender inequality, 

particularly in “the economic conditions of poverty and unemployment” (1993: 1). In both 

frames, the main concern is that trafficking in women for sexual exploitation results in forced 

prostitution “for reasons of necessity or because they are forced by a third party” (1989: 1). As 

was the case in the field of violence against women, therefore, the distinction between forced 

and voluntary prostitution is assumed but not explicitly articulated. It is in relation to force, 

however, particularly that of third parties, that the Parliament introduces the first security frame, 

by associating the latter with “international crime” (1993: 1). While not specified in terms of 

the ‘alien conspiracy frame’ prevalent at the time, it does depict trafficking as a threat to the 

European Union that emerges ‘outside’, particularly in “countries of the South and of Eastern 

Europe” (1993: 2). That trafficked women are assumed to be foreign, in addition, introduces an 

‘irregular migration frame’ that presents it as a ‘humanitarian exception’ to the general regime 

of migration control. Both resolutions depict trafficked women in exclusionary terms, therefore, 

as being particularly affected by gender inequality and harmed by trafficking, such that it is 

their purported lack of agency and the extent of their abuse that justifies their exemption from 

the restrictive and punitive regime of immigration control.  

It is the European Parliament, therefore, and particularly its Women’s Rights Committee 

that links security and gender in the problematisation of trafficking in women for the first time, 
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combining the frames developed in the field of internal security with those developed in the 

field of violence against women. This combination explains the policy solutions that the 

Parliament offers. These follow the basic tenets of the ‘compensatory measures frame’, 

proposing to combat illegal migration networks by strengthening law enforcement cooperation 

and external border control. In addition, the Parliament includes trafficking in women within 

the agenda of Europol and proposes to address its root causes as the ‘irregular immigration 

frame’ proposes to address immigration pressure, through development aid and international 

cooperation. The gender frames thus ratify and strengthen the diagnosis and solutions offered 

by the security frames. They introduce a concern with victims that is absent in the latter, and 

thus also modify them, introducing victims as referent objects of security and carving out a 

space of protection for them.  In fact, the Parliament adds the policy solutions that seek to 

address violence against women to the security measures outlined above: a focus on 

criminalisation together with a range of measures directed at prevention and protection, 

including information campaigns, assistance in criminal proceedings, shelters, rehabilitation 

centres, health care and education, all with the aim of helping victims “resume their place in 

the labour market and society” (1993: 2).  

Crucially, however, security also modifies the solutions offered by the gender frames, 

particularly in matters of prevention and protection. Two important differences can be noted 

between the gender frames developed in the field of violence against women and those 

employed in the domain of trafficking in women, which result from the latter’s association with 

organised crime and irregular immigration. First, social measures are more individual than 

structural ones, and second, they are overwhelmingly directed at third countries and third-

country nationals. Prevention, for example, which in the field of violence against women 

addressed member states and included measures such as urban planning and housing, here 

includes measures against immigration pressure and information campaigns for victims, both 

to be deployed in third countries. Protection measures also focus on individual victims, assumed 

to be foreign, and not on the structural factors that allow for their victimisation in Europe. Such 

protection, for example, includes their ‘safe’ repatriation. While the gender frames strengthen 

the solutions proposed by the security frames, therefore, conversely the impact is quite the 

contrary: security frames constrain the solutions offered by the gender frames. The incipient 

intersection of security and gender articulated by the European Parliament works to strengthen 

and expand the security frames by including victims as referent objects and carving out a space 

of protection within them, while it constrains the solutions offered by the gender frames, 
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fundamentally through their individualisation and foreignisation. As we will see, this dynamic 

intensifies in the following phases.    

2.2. Second Phase: From the Post-Maastricht to the Post-Amsterdam Scenario: Furthering the 

Intersection of Security and Gender: 

The second phase in the Union’s anti-trafficking policies spans the second half of the 1990s. 

It starts with the preparation of the Amsterdam treaty and runs until the adoption of the United 

Nations Anti-Trafficking Protocol in 2000. The field of internal security is defined by the 

development of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice and is characterised by the increasing 

saliency of the ‘globalised insecurity frame’. In combination with a ‘Union’s shortcomings 

frame’, however, the latter radically alters the ‘compensatory measures frame’, by changing the 

referent object of security and extending the meaning of freedom. These changes explain why 

the security continuum articulated in the previous phase was strengthened and extended to 

include human trafficking and smuggling, which are addressed as priorities in relation to both 

organised crime and irregular immigration. Interestingly, however, when trafficking is 

addressed as a form of organised crime it is accompanied by an unprecedented reference to its 

gendered nature and to its victims. The field of organised crime in this phase is characterised 

by the continued relevance of the ‘alien conspiracy frame’ and the introduction of a new ‘illicit 

paradigm frame’. While these are purportedly antithetical, they actually combine under the 

Council’s approach. Irregular immigration, instead, witnesses little change, as it is not until the 

early-2000s that the policies developed in the previous phase materialise and simultaneously 

change.  

The field of violence against women, in turn, reflects the sophistication of previous frames, 

with the inclusion of a strong universalist approach in the ‘women’s human rights frame’ and 

the sexualisation of the ‘gender (in)equality frame’. In addition, three new frames emerge: a 

‘costs’, a ‘health’ and a ‘female vulnerability’ frame. Together these frames reflect the radical 

feminist approach that characterised western second-wave feminism. This explains why the 

‘abolitionist frame’ is strengthened in relation to prostitution. In terms of violence against 

women, this phase witnesses its consolidation as a priority in the international domain, though 

in an increasingly controversial manner as it starts to become entangled with prostitution 

debates. In the European Union, the mid-1990s also mark the definitive entry of trafficking in 

women in its political agenda. All institutions address the issue in this phase, though under the 

strong leadership of the European Commission and particularly of Anita Gradin. The former 
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adopts two communications on the matter, one in 1996 and another in 1998, which advances 

the intersection of security and gender forged in the previous phase though in a more intricate 

manner. The Parliament also adopts two resolutions, one in 1996 and another in 1997. An 

important shift can be identified between them which reflects the influence of the Commission. 

The Council, finally, adopted a Joint Action on the matter in 1997, which reflects the selective 

use of the gender perspective promoted by the Commission and the Parliament in order to 

strengthen its own security-centred approach.     

The first document to solely and explicitly address the issue was the Commission’s 1996 

communication on ‘trafficking in women for the purpose of sexual exploitation’. The latter 

contains a strong ‘organised crime frame’ which fully reflects the fusion of the ‘alien 

conspiracy’ and the ‘illicit enterprise’ frames articulated by the Council in the previous phase. 

It defines the issue as an “international organised crime generating high profits with relatively 

low forms of risk” (1996: 2); a crime in which “large enterprises and international networks”, 

identified as Eastern European, respond to the “increase in demand for ‘exotic’ prostitutes”, 

both by stimulating it themselves and by “luring potential victims into the trade” (1996: 5). The 

communication also contains a strong ‘irregular immigration frame’, as it identifies the root 

causes of trafficking in women with those of irregular immigration. As a result, migration issues 

are said to “play an important role within the general pattern of trafficking” (1996: 11). While 

the Commission concedes that trafficking in women can take place legally, it nonetheless 

assumes that it tends to follow the flow of irregular immigration from ‘developing’ countries 

to the west. Moreover, it mirrors the ‘bogus asylum frame’ by stating that legal migration 

channels can be used as “a cover for prostitution” (1996: 4).  

Both frames, however, are deeply intertwined with the frames developed in the field of 

violence against women. As a form of organised crime, trafficking in women is said to violate 

women’s basic human rights (1996: 2). The ‘organised crime frame’ is underpinned by a strong 

gendered victim/criminal dichotomy, therefore, and a focus on sexual violence as the worst 

form of gender oppression. Interestingly, the Commission refers to ‘sexual self-determination’ 

here, stating that “the human rights of women include the right to have control over and to 

decide freely, on matters relating to their sexuality” (1996: 3). Trafficking in women is thus 

explicitly included among the forms of violence that infringe upon women’s sexual self-

determination. The ‘irregular immigration frame’ is also gendered, as the identification of the 

causes of trafficking with those of irregular immigration works to gender both. It is women’s 

poverty, unemployment, lack of education and general marginalisation that are highlighted. 
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This structural diagnosis is increasingly individualised, however, by the ‘female vulnerability 

frame’, which here works to locate the causes of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

in the special vulnerability of “women from third countries” (1996: 3).  

Trafficking in women is subjected to the same ‘othering’ logic as ‘customary traditional 

harmful practices’ were in the field of violence against women, which promotes exclusionary 

forms of intersectionality that divide women along first/third world lines, as well as gendered 

forms of cultural essentialism that construct cultural ‘others’ as backwards and uncivilised in 

opposition to the liberal west. In fact, through trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, the 

Commission adds gender to the economic, political and cultural backwardness already ascribed 

to Central and Eastern Europe in the field of organised crime. It also works to divide cultural 

others into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ones, into the victims and conduits of an oppressive culture, in this 

case, into trafficked victims and traffickers. The depiction of trafficked women as irregular 

immigrants lacking in agency and radically abused is thus qualified here through their 

stereotypical depiction as “ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic and 

victimised” (Mohanty, 1991: 56). This contributes significantly to the orientalising ‘logics of 

denial’ that renders their choices as non-choices, that is, as expressions of their lack of 

autonomy. This explains why the European Union is increasingly called upon in this phase as 

having a specific duty to act against trafficking, as a community of shared norms and values 

(Locher, 2007: 230). It is important to note, however, that the ‘othering’ of trafficking in women 

actually precedes that of violence against women, which, as the previous chapter explains, took 

place in the early-2000s. This reflects the strong ‘foreignisation’ effect that emerges from its 

intersection with organised crime and irregular immigration.  

The distinction between sexual violence and sexual self-determination and backward 

cultures and the liberal West that result from the intersection of security and gender are 

reinforced by an embryonic ‘sexual slavery frame’ that emerges in this phase, depicting the 

predicament of trafficked women as being “akin to slavery” (1996: 5). While such a 

predicament is not specified, the reference to slavery has particular effects. As O’Connell 

Davidson explains, the term “names not a ‘thing’ but a set of claims about what is (and what is 

not) morally and politically obscene” (2015: 26). These claims are highly indebted to the 

equation of freedom and labour underpinning the ‘gender (in)equality frame’, and, as such, to 

liberal conceptions of the self and of autonomy based on self-determination and self-ownership. 

Such notions link modernity, freedom and wage labour in a way that renders slavery a vestige 

of either pre-modern times or unmodern societies. As I stated in the previous chapter, however, 
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this narrative can only be sustained if we ignore Marxists critiques of labour; the gendered, 

racialised and class-based exclusions that liberal understandings of autonomy gave rise to, and 

most importantly, liberalism’s development alongside slavery rather than against it. In 

obviating this point, modern slavery discourses offer a “selective lens through which to view 

restrains on human freedom” (O’Connell Davidson, 2015: 3). Revealing in this regard is the 

fact that the Commission explicitly excludes from its concern those “women who are not put 

under duress by a third party to travel to work as prostitutes”, that is, migrant sex workers, as 

well as “black market labour in other sectors”, that is, autochthonous and migrant exploitation 

in sectors other than the sex industry (1996: 4).  

 The intersection of security and gender in the diagnosis offered by the Commission and its 

strengthening through the ‘sexual slavery frame’ determine the policy solutions that it offers. 

Following the previous phase, it proposes the adoption of a ‘multidisciplinary’ approach within 

the Union’s third pillar that pays attention to victims. In relation to organised crime, police and 

judicial cooperation are thus coupled with forms of witness protection designed to allow victims 

“to speak out against their traffickers” (1996: 13). In the field of irregular migration, the 

Commission ratifies the importance of migration control but proposes “temporary permits of 

stay for victims prepared to act as witnesses” as the precise mechanism by which they are to be 

exempted from its restrictive and punitive regime (1996: 12). Cooperation with third countries 

also becomes important. In this regard, the Commission fully assumes the assimilationist 

approach to Central and Eastern Europe that the Council developed in the field of organised 

crime while adding gender, as it stresses the importance of “promoting and protecting women's 

human rights” (1996: 23). It also reasserts the importance of development cooperation as in the 

field of irregular immigration, highlighting the need to “fight poverty and promote human rights 

and democracy” (1996: 21). Security frames are again strengthened and extended, therefore, to 

include a victim-perspective and a space of protection, while the gender frames are again 

constrained by their individualisation and foreignisation, they are also made conditional upon 

victim’s collaboration. Trafficked victims might be ‘good’ others, but they are others 

nonetheless and thus need to prove their ‘goodness’.  

The constriction of the gender frames is also evident in the measures of assistance and 

protection that are proposed. The Commission recuperates the first formulation of the ‘gender 

(in)equality frame’ as a problem of women’s economic subordination, when it stresses that the 

fundamental aim of assistance is to allow victims “to take up training to prepare them for a new 

life” (1996: 21). Implicit here is the idea that trafficked women’s emancipation depends on their 
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inclusion into liberal-democratic and market-based political systems, and the exclusion of 

prostitution from the realm of income-generation and thus independence-creating activities. 

Two other frames can be detected, however, which specifically reflect the ‘sexualisation’ of the 

‘gender (in)equality frame’. First, we find a ‘feminised labour frame’, which depicts certain 

jobs as potential covers for prostitution, particularly “au-pair girls, bar and restaurant 

employees” (1996: 20). It is not just women’s migration that needs to be controlled, therefore, 

but their work too. Second, we find a ‘health frame’ that stresses the impact of trafficking on 

women’s physical and psychological health, and thus the importance of offering them medical 

and psychological care. It also stresses the need to take “action to protect public health”, 

however, as victims and clients “can spread numerous transmissible diseases” (1996: 18). This 

‘health frame’ not only precedes the one developed in the field of violence against women as a 

whole, therefore, but also constructs trafficked women as being both ‘at’ risk and ‘a’ risk before 

the latter’s ‘risk’ turn, through the stereotypical and stigmatising association of prostitution with 

disease.  

It is precisely the tendency to depict victims of trafficking as being both at risk and a risk 

that the Commission’s 1998 communication exacerbates, introducing two elements that work 

to locate the ‘problem’ of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in trafficked women 

themselves. First, the 1998 communication on ‘further action in the fight against trafficking in 

women’ completes the ‘sexual slavery frame’ by defining the conditions that render it ‘akin to 

slavery’. Trafficked women are said to be like slaves in that they are “unable to escape from 

their exploiters”; they are forced and exploited into prostitution by being “obliged to repay 

heavy debts or their passports and money are taken away, or they are led into drug addiction” 

and they are “frequently threatened with violence and beaten up” (1998b: 3). The selective 

nature of modern slavery discourses becomes apparent here, in the use of a notion of 

‘involuntariness’ that focuses on individual forms of coercion rather than structural ones; a 

notion of extreme exploitation that excludes the “daily, banal operation of global capitalist 

labour markets” (Sharma, 2005: 90), and a notion of violence as ‘inappropriate’ that disregards 

sanctioned forms of violence such as that of the state (O’Connell Davidson, 2015: 202). It is 

this selectiveness that allows the Commission to address trafficking in women as being 

exceptional and thus ignores other instances of exploitation and abuse like those endured by 

migrant sex workers or irregular migrants. It gives way to a ‘trafficking narrative’, however, 

that rarely reflects the experiences of traffickers and victims themselves, disavowing the 

ambivalence that tends to populate their own experiences and interpretations. As Nick Mai 
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argues, the complexity of migrant sex work as a potential site of both self-realisation and abuse 

is erased by a very particular understanding of sexual self-determination and gender oppression, 

as is the complexity that characterises the relationship between trafficked victims and 

traffickers, which is often defined by an intricate combination of mutual advantage, co-

dependency and love (2013: 120). 

The second change introduced by the 1998 communication is the framing of vulnerability 

into a language of ‘risk’, mirroring the shift experienced by the field of violence against women 

as a whole. The mutation of vulnerability into risk, as explained in the previous chapter, results 

from its combination with security and neoliberalism to render vulnerable subjects the antithesis 

of the entrepreneurial self and as such both at risk and a risk. Regarding trafficked women, this 

happens in two steps. First, vulnerability is psychologised. According to the Commission, 

trafficked women “are recruited in social circles which are vulnerable from material and 

psychological viewpoints” (1998b: 13). Second, such vulnerability is used to explain their 

behaviour, concretely, why “they listen to false promises by recruiters and take the risk of being 

trafficked” (1998b: 15). Psychologised vulnerability works to dismiss the complex migratory 

agency of ‘third world women’, therefore, as an expression of their lack of free will and self-

mastery. This is a clear indication of the orientalising nature of the ‘logics of denial’. The 

difference, however, is that, in being psychologised, the latter is radically individualised. It does 

not depict trafficking as a risk for the Union in light of its adverse effects, therefore, but locates 

the problem of trafficking in trafficked victims themselves, as risk-takers unable to cope with 

the consequences of the risks that they assume. What is crucial is that this is said to be 

exacerbated by the experience of trafficking itself, particularly when it is depicted according to 

the sexual slavery frame. As the Commission argues, trafficked victims always “suffer deep 

physical and/or psychological trauma” (1998b: 3). Trafficking aggravates the lack of free will 

and self-mastery of victims, and thus the chances of their recidivism in ‘risky’ behaviour, 

whether in migration or prostitution, rendering them not just a health risk, but a psychological 

one too.  

As Aradau explains, pity is subverted by risk when risk becomes internalised in trafficked 

women as “an indicator of likely further abuse, but equally of future risky behaviour” (2004: 

273). This happens, according to Aradau, because victims “cannot remain pure presence; their 

risk identity needs to be specified for the purposes of preventing human trafficking” (Aradau, 

2008b: 54), and such a specification is done mainly through the construction of risk profiles 

which are based eminently on psychological knowledge and internalise risk in the individual. 
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As a result, “vulnerability is traversed with an imputation of dangerousness” (Aradau, 2008b: 

54). In the case of trafficked victims, Aradau argues, such dangerousness is that of irregular 

migration. Prevention is consequently deployed governmentally, that is, “by action upon the 

action of individuals” (Aradau, 2008b: 54), in this case, of the trafficked victims themselves. 

What Aradau misses, however, is the cardinal role that the ‘logics of denial’ that Leticia Sabsay 

refers to, who in turn misses the key role that ‘vulnerability’ plays in this regard.  

The conversion of pity into risk is reflected in the solutions that the 1998 communication 

offers, which reformulates previous strategies in terms of ‘risk management’. Immigration 

control and the supervision of the activities included in the ‘feminised labour frame’ translate 

into the surveillance of migrant women’s mobility and (sex) work. Preventive measures in third 

countries, particularly information campaigns, seek to transform risk-takers into risk-managers, 

capable of making good migratory decisions. Assistance, lastly, becomes a risk-reduction 

strategy, helping victims to “reconstruct their health and personal identity” in order to enhance 

their “professional reintegration or repatriation” (1998b: 13). These measures, ultimately, seek 

to prevent trafficking in women from happening by empowering ‘third world women’, and from 

happening again by helping them to reconstruct their entrepreneurial-self and/or return ‘home’. 

The psychologisation of vulnerability subverts these good intentions, however, by conflating 

migration with prostitution in a way that renders the only good decision that of not migrating 

at all (Andrijasevic, 2007). All female migration becomes risky, therefore, and all trafficked 

women a risk. The complex relation between neoliberalism, security and vulnerability that 

explained the coexistence of protection and control in the treatment of prostitution nationally, 

therefore, as well as the elements of risk-management found therein and a prostitute’s 

simultaneous inclusion and exclusion, explains the analogous treatment that trafficked women 

receive; with the main difference being that they are also treated as irregular immigrants. As 

we will see, this difference becomes crucial in the next phase, when the intersection of security 

and gender becomes legally binding.  

The European Parliament produced two resolutions addressing trafficking in women in this 

phase, one in 1996 on ‘trafficking in human beings’ and another in 1997, in response to the 

Commission’s 1996 communication. If we compare the two, a clear shift becomes evident. The 

1996 resolution, adopted before the Dutroux scandal and the Commission’s communication of 

1996, contains a strong human rights approach, though in relation to migrant and labour rights 

rather than women’s rights. The main concern is that trafficked persons “find that their freedom 

is curtailed, receive paltry wages and are forced to work long, irregular hours” (1996: 2). Hence 
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it focuses on trafficked persons as vulnerable workers, not vulnerable women. As a result, it 

highlights the “need to protect human beings against any exploitation of their precarious social 

and economic circumstances or their inexperience for the purposes of clandestine employment” 

(1996: 2). Relatedly, it extends the types of exploitation beyond prostitution to include “drug-

dealing, illegal immigration and organized black labour in conditions of slavery” (1996: 1). In 

its second resolution, however, adopted in response to the Commission’s 1996 communication 

outlined above, the Parliament abandons this labour-centred approach and fully assumes that 

of the Commission, reproducing it exactly (European Parliament, 1997b). This is a clear 

indication of the strong impact of the Commission’s approach to the European Union’s anti-

trafficking policies as a whole at this stage.  

The only legally binding instrument adopted in this phase is the Council’s 1997 Joint Action 

to ‘combat trafficking in human beings and the sexual exploitation of children’. The latter 

contains strong ‘organised crime’ and ‘irregular immigration’ frames that are subsumed under 

the ‘compensatory measures frame’, which depicts human trafficking as a matter of ‘common 

interest’ and thus as a competence of the Union. It also includes strong gendered frames, though 

these are paradoxically ‘de-gendered’. The Joint Action focuses on sexual exploitation as being 

the worst form abuse, for example, but speaks only of children and ‘human beings’, not women. 

It depicts human trafficking as a gross violation of human rights but does so only in relation to 

human dignity. Moreover, it stresses the importance of paying attention to vulnerable victims, 

but includes only children and offers a strict definition of vulnerability, as a situation in which 

“the person has no real and acceptable choice but to submit to the pressure or abuse involved” 

(1997: 2). As a result, the policy solutions that it proposes emphasise those of the security 

frames, particularly law enforcement and judicial cooperation, while those of the gender frames 

are reduced to the victim’s cooperation and return. The Joint Action reflects the Council’s 

selective use of the gender perspective articulated by the Commission and the Parliament, 

therefore, in order to strengthen its security-based approach.   

2.3. Third Phase: From the Tampere to the Hague Programme: Legalising the Intersection of 

Security and Gender:   

The third phase in the evolution of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies runs from 

the early-2000s to the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty in 2007. The field of internal security is 

defined by the progressive completion of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice through the 

multiannual programmes adopted by the Council. These reveal the intensification of the ‘global 
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(in)security frame’ and the growing importance acquired by the Area for the process of 

European integration, reflected in the adoption of a ‘last step frame’ in which the achievements 

of European integration are said to culminate and simultaneously depend on the Area of 

Freedom, Security and Justice. As a result, this phase witnesses the unprecedented adoption of 

legally binding instruments in the field of internal security, particularly in relation to organised 

crime, irregular immigration and the issues that lie in their intersection: human trafficking and 

smuggling. The multiannual programmes also reveal the development of a new ‘humanitarian 

frame’, however, with regards to the security of ‘others’. In the field of organised crime this 

entails that the consolidation of the ‘illicit enterprise frame’ is accompanied by an 

unprecedented turn towards victims, while in that of irregular immigration the emergence of 

two new frames, the ‘opportunities and challenges’ and the ‘follow the migrant frames’, is 

accompanied by a strong ‘humanitarian frame’ itself.   

The field of violence against women, in turn, is marked by its ‘othering’ and 

‘securitisation’. As a result, of the ample list of issues regularly mentioned only trafficking in 

women remains. Prostitution witnesses the growing polarisation of abolitionist and sex work 

positions along an insider/outsider divide, as the former is defended from within European 

Union institutions and the latter from outside. In addition, both positions become increasingly 

entangled with the issue of trafficking. While the Parliament had already established a 

connection between the two in order to justify the Union’s intervention in prostitution, in this 

phase it explicitly depicts the latter as a cause of the former with the same objective. Sex work 

perspectives also address the issue, though essentially in response to the former and with the 

aim of distinguishing trafficking from sex work. Despite their differences, however, it is 

important to stress that their diagnoses actually share key elements. This became clear in the 

hearing organised by the Parliament before its 2004 resolution on the ‘consequences of the sex 

industry’. All the experts agreed, for example, that the sex industry had become global, that the 

feminisation of poverty and migration explained the high level of migrants involved, that sex 

workers were often in vulnerable and marginalised positions and that trafficking often involved 

slavery-like conditions. As a result, they conceded that they actually shared common ground, 

as Wijers put it, in the aim of “reducing trafficking and related forms of violence and abuse in 

the sex industry” (2004: 2). Such common ground was enabled, essentially, by the 

forced/voluntary dichotomy that sex work approaches developed, that abolitionists began to 

assume, which already underpinned much of the Union’s approach, albeit implicitly.   
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With regards to trafficking in women, this phase is crucial in that it witnesses the adoption 

of legally binding instruments for the first time. In the international domain, the United Nations 

‘protocol to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, especially women and 

children’ was adopted in Palermo in 2000, alongside another protocol on smuggling, both as 

complements to the transnational organised crime convention. The Palermo protocol marked a 

milestone in anti-trafficking policies worldwide, as it offered the first standardised and 

internationally accepted definition of the issue. In this regard, it crystallised many of the trends 

highlighted above. It is dominated by an ‘organised crime frame’ and comprises a strong 

‘irregular immigration frame’ even though it does not include international border crossings in 

the definition of trafficking. It also contains strong gendered frames, and a particularly strong 

victim-centred perspective articulated around the notion of vulnerability, even though it extends 

the grounds of exploitation beyond sexual exploitation to include “forced labour, slavery or 

practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs” (2000b: 2). The gender and 

victim-centred nature of the protocol is clear from its title, which explicitly mentions women 

and children, but also from its body, which pays significant attention to protection framed in a 

language of human rights. As was the case in the European Union, however, the intersection of 

security and gender works to ratify the policy solutions offered by security, carving out a space 

of protection therein for victims, while constraining the solutions offered by the gender frames. 

Only cooperation in migration and crime control is rendered compulsory, for example, while 

protection is optional, to be adopted “in appropriate cases and to the extent possible under 

domestic law” (2000b: 3).  

Still, the most important contribution of the Protocol is the definition of trafficking that it 

offers, which, crucially, codifies the voluntary/forced dichotomy. This was the result of the 

lobbying efforts of feminist organisations against governmental delegations who avidly wanted 

to avoid the ‘prostitution controversy’. While the former agreed on the need to address the issue, 

however, they were radically divided along abolitionist and sex work lines. In fact, the 

definition of trafficking became the most contentious issue of the Protocol, and the outcome of 

“an unusual set of compromises” (Saunders, 2005: 248). Essentially, it includes coercion as a 

defining feature of trafficking and thus leaves room for the existence of voluntary prostitution, 

but only outside the realm of protection that it offers to trafficked victims. This is indicative of 

the potential limitations of the voluntary/forced dichotomy. As Jo Doezema argues, such a 

dichotomy allows for the prioritisation of forced prostitution to the detriment of sex workers’ 

human rights, as “concern for rights loses out to hysteria over victims” (1998: 42). It gives way 
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to a dichotomy between emancipated and oppressed prostitutes, moreover, that easily slips into 

the depiction of the former as guilty and the latter as innocent. As a result, it can actually 

strengthen the dominant sexual ideology outlined in the previous chapter by connoting that 

“those who transgress sexual norms deserve to be punished” (1998: 42). Lastly, it is easily 

racialised and thus entangled with the orientalising logics of denial outlined above, as the 

vulnerability of ‘third world women’ works to perpetually depict their migration for sex work 

as forced, and thus as trafficking (Murray, 2003).  

The European Union mirrors the international domain in this phase in that it also adopts 

legally binding instruments for the first time. The first instrument in this regard was the Council 

Framework Decision of 2002 on ‘combatting trafficking in human beings’. Its adoption began 

with a proposal from the Commission which problematised trafficking essentially as a form of 

organised crime. It contains a strong ‘illicit enterprise frame’, therefore, which portrays 

trafficking as having “extensive implications for the social, economic and organisational fabric 

of our societies” (2001c: 2). It also contains strong gender frames, despite addressing the issue 

in gender-neutral terms. In this regard, it depicts human trafficking as an “unacceptable 

violation of human rights and human dignity” (2001c: 10). It employs the rhetoric of the ‘sexual 

slavery frame’, defining it as an abhorrent scourge, susceptible to involving “particular 

ruthlessness” (2001b: 10). It locates its root causes in the “feminisation of poverty, 

discrimination against women, unemployment and lack of education”, which are said to render 

women particularly “vulnerable to become victims of trafficking” (2001c: 2). Lastly, it includes 

the definition proposed by the Palermo Protocol, though only in relation to labour and sexual 

exploitation, the latter being explicitly associated with pornography and prostitution. As a 

result, the Commission proposes the adoption of a holistic approach with a clear gendered and 

victim perspective. This, however, is not developed beyond declaratory statements. Instead, the 

proposal contains radically individualised solutions that locate the responsibility for trafficking 

solely in “recruiters, transporters, exploiters and clients” (2001c: 2). It focuses overwhelmingly 

on prosecution, therefore, obviating prevention and largely disregarding protection, which is 

mentioned only in relation to children.  

The Commission’s proposal was followed by a report from the Parliament which 

introduced significant changes. It contains a strong ‘alien conspiracy frame’ instead of an ‘illicit 

enterprise’ one and explicitly includes an ‘irregular immigration frame’, though this was in 

order to distinguish between trafficked victims from asylum-seekers, victims of smuggling and 

irregular immigrants. It also includes stronger gendered frames, which reflects the leading role 
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assumed by the Parliament in relation to violence against women in this phase. The latter 

replaces the Commission’s reference to ruthlessness with “physical and psychological 

violence”, echoing the diagnosis offered within the field of violence against women (2001: 16). 

It explicitly includes the ‘female vulnerability frame’ and actually expands it, defining 

vulnerability as “all situations of distress which may lead a human being to accept sexual 

exploitation” (2001: 14). Moreover, it links the latter to the gendered root causes that the 

Commission also mentions, but explicitly asserts that they may invalidate consent, reflecting 

the racialisation of the forced/voluntary dichotomy and the logics of denial. Interestingly, the 

Parliament adds forced marriages to the forms of sexual exploitation addressed by the 

Commission, which reflects the othering tendency of the field as a whole. As a result, it 

proposes stronger prosecution measures while stressing the importance of providing trafficked 

victims with temporary residence permits, and not punishing them for the actions that they 

might have committed (2001: 43). These are clear examples of how the solutions offered by the 

security frames were strengthened while carving out a space of protection. Lastly, the 

Parliament proposes stronger and compulsory protection measures so as to help victims “rise 

above their circumstances and find a job” (2001: 44). This reflects the intent of converting risk-

takers into risk-managers as highlighted above, though in relation to labour rather than 

migration, and again this reflects the exclusion of prostitution as an income-generating and 

independence-creating activity.  

The text finally adopted by the Council displays the predominance of the security frames, 

particularly in relation to organised crime, to the detriment of the gender ones. Framework 

Decisions were third pillar instruments after all. While the Council states that human trafficking 

“comprises serious violations of fundamental human rights” (2002: 1), it does not mention the 

need to adopt a gender or a victim perspective, and in fact, it adopts neither. It mentions 

‘vulnerability’, but not in gendered terms and was strictly defined as a situation in which “the 

person has no real and acceptable alternative but to submit to abuse” (2002: 2). While it includes 

the definition of the Palermo Protocol, it only mentions sexual and labour exploitation, defining 

the former as the Commission did, only in relation to pornography and prostitution. Most 

importantly, the Framework Decision addresses human trafficking only in its aggravated forms. 

This includes four situations: when the lives of victims are endangered; when the offence is 

committed against particularly vulnerable victims, who are specified as being underage and 

trafficked for sexual exploitation; when serious violence is used causing serious harm, and when 

it takes place within a criminal organisation (2002: 2). The intersection of gender and security, 
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therefore, which depicts trafficking in women as being defined by the absence of agency and 

the presence of extreme forms of abuse, and thus as an exception, works here, paradoxically, to 

limit the Union’s intervention to the most extreme cases.  

The shortcomings in the matter of victim protection that characterised the 2002 Framework 

Decision were to be resolved in the second legally binding instrument adopted in this phase, 

the 2004 Directive on ‘temporary residence permits for victims of trafficking and smuggling’. 

Its adoption was also initiated by a proposal from the Commission, though its legal base was 

not organised crime but irregular immigration. This explains why it was dominated by an 

‘irregular immigration frame’, in which both trafficking and smuggling were fully subsumed, 

though as “its two most odious forms” (2002: 2). It assumes that trafficking and smuggling 

emerge outside the Union, and in fact only covers victims who are “foreign nationals” (2002: 

2). The proposal also contains a strong ‘organised crime frame’, as both trafficking and 

smuggling are said to commonly involve “transnational criminal networks operating for profit, 

displaying complete disregard for human dignity and endangering the lives of victims” (2002: 

2). For the first time, however, the Commission depicts the coexistence of irregular immigration 

and organised crime as being potentially contradictory. First, the illegal status of victims is said 

to be the main reason why they do not report, which, in turn, is said to hinder prevention and 

prosecution. In not reporting, according to the Commission, victims fail “to prevent other 

victims from falling into the same trap” and to disclose the information that authorities need “to 

combat [trafficking and smuggling] effectively” (2002: 2). Second, the harm suffered by 

victims is said to worsen this situation by depriving them of “the material and psychological 

autonomy needed to make the decision to cooperate” (2002: 5). This ratifies the idea that the 

traumatic experience of trafficking worsens the victims’ lack of free will and self-mastery 

leading them into such situations in the first place. 

The ‘problem’ that the Directive seeks to address, therefore, is the victims’ lack of reporting 

because of their illegal status and lack of autonomy. As a result, the solution proposed is to 

grant them a ‘reflection period’ in which they can recover and decide whether or not to 

cooperate and a ‘temporary residence permit’ if they do. The latter, according to the 

Commission, would “offer incentives to victims to cooperate” (2002: 3). The coexistence of 

organised crime and irregular immigration provides a solution to the contradiction it engenders, 

therefore, by rendering beneficial treatment for irregular immigration as the best enticement for 

judicial cooperation. An inconsistent understanding of victims seems to underpin this 

formulation, however, as they are simultaneously portrayed as radically deprived of autonomy 
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and rational and self-interested actors. This explains why the Commission’s concern for victims 

is met with an equally strong concern for “the risk of any future measures being abused” (2002: 

4). Narratives of victimhood do not displace the suspicion that hovers over victims as ‘bogus’ 

irregular immigrants, therefore, nor the potential threat to public order and national security that 

they allegedly pose. This becomes clear as reflection periods and temporary residence permits 

are subject to a whole series of conditions that clearly reflect the victims’ problematisation as 

being both ‘at’ risk and ‘a’ risk in health and psychological terms, and now also in terms of 

their potential ‘abuse’.   

To be granted a reflection period victims must have severed all contact with their traffickers 

and not pose a threat to public order or national security. If so, they are granted a minimum of 

a thirty-day reflection period, in which they cannot be deported and have to be offered shelter, 

emergency medical and psychological care and legal advice. However, the reflection period is 

temporary and entails no residence rights. It is a period in which a victim’s “residence in the 

territory of a member state is tolerated” (2002: 12). As argued by Anderson, “as well as Good, 

Non- and Failed citizens, there are also (not-quite) good-enough citizens… ‘tolerated citizens’ 

who are contingently accepted and struggle for acceptance in the ‘community of value’” (2015: 

6). In fact, the reflection period can be terminated at any time if the conditions outlined above 

cease to exist, and once it is over if the victim chooses not to cooperate, they are subject to 

normal alien law, relieving member states from any special obligation towards victims. If 

victims decide to cooperate, they can be offered a temporary residence permit, which again 

requires that victims sever all links with their traffickers and do not pose a threat to public order 

or national security. It also requires, however, that they display a clear intention to collaborate 

and that their collaboration is deemed useful by the competent authorities. In such cases, victims 

can be granted a residence permit for six months so that they can participate in the criminal 

proceedings, during which legal assistance and health care are extended. In exchange for such 

a “favourable regime”, member states can “require victims to participate in rehabilitation 

programmes” (2002: 14). Residence permits can also be withdrawn at any time if victims renew 

contact with their traffickers or pose a security threat, as well as if they do not genuinely 

cooperate. Such permits will ultimately be withdrawn in any case when the criminal proceeding 

is concluded.  

The Commission’s proposal was again followed by a Parliamentary report, which this time 

introduced few changes, even though it also contained stronger gender frames. Interestingly, 

the Parliament used the gender frames to justify excluding victims of smuggling from the 
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Directive, arguing that if not, “any illegal immigrant could legally obtain a long-term residence 

permit by lodging a complaint against the smuggler” (2002: 18). Only where there is extreme 

exploitation, therefore, is a temporary residence permit justified. In such a case, however, 

protection and assistance are to be compulsory and extensive. The text adopted by the Council 

follows the tendency of the 2002 Framework Decision in reflecting the predominance of the 

security frames and in using the gender ones to limit the Union’s intervention to extreme cases. 

Following the Parliament, it makes the granting of a reflection period and a temporary residence 

permit compulsory only for victims of trafficking, and though it includes stronger references to 

vulnerability and assistance, it nonetheless follows the solutions proposed by the Commission. 

The protection offered to victims is carved out from the otherwise repressive and punitive 

regimes of migration and crime control, therefore, but only in order to strengthen them, and in 

exchange for collaboration. Even then, it is conditional upon victims’ demonstration that they 

are ‘good’ others, that they have recuperated their autonomy and entail no risk as ‘bogus’ 

irregular immigrants, transmitters of disease or an ensemble of psychological risk. 

2.4. Fourth Phase: From the Lisbon Treaty to 2014: Externalising the Intersection of Security 

and Gender and Consolidating it in the Union’s 2011 Anti-Trafficking Directive.  

The last phase I analyse in the evolution of the Union’s anti-trafficking policies runs from 

the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty in 2007 to the beginning of the current ‘migration and refugee 

crisis’ in 2014. This phase is largely characterised by continuity, with the endurance of the 

trends that defined the previous phase, though some novelty can be found, particularly in the 

policy solutions that are proposed. In the field of internal security, a new ‘convergence frame’ 

emerges, which stresses the need for greater coherence and convergence in the Area of 

Freedom, Security and Justice. In relation to organised crime, this translates into the adoption 

of the multi-annual ‘policy cycle’, which is to provide a common diagnosis of the threats facing 

the Union and based on common intelligence, a common solution to them. In the field of 

irregular immigration, the potential benefits of immigration become increasingly dependent on 

the migrant labour market’s integration, which in turn works to strengthen and specify the 

‘follow the migrant frame’. Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation is mainstreamed as a 

priority in the field of internal security, though increasingly addressed in the language of 

vulnerability rather than of rights. The field of violence against women is marked by the 

culmination of the shift towards ‘othering’ through the concept of sexual self-determination, 

while that of prostitution reflects the definitive shift of the Parliament towards abolitionism 

through client criminalisation.  
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In this phase, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation follows violence against women 

by paying unprecedented attention to the Union’s external dimension, as reflected by the 

Council’s Action Oriented Paper adopted in 2009. The latter contains a strong ‘organised crime 

frame’ that fully replicates the combination of the ‘illicit enterprise’ and ‘alien conspiracy’ 

frames. Human trafficking is depicted as “a cross-border illegal activity” and “one of organised 

crime’s main sources of income” (2009: 3). It is said to emerge mainly in the Union’s Eastern 

neighbourhood and to “pose a serious threat to the community”, particularly by fostering the 

“cross-border circulation of criminals, their ‘goods’, victims in the case of trafficking, and 

proceeds” (2009: 21). The Council unprecedentedly links the problematisation of trafficking as 

organised crime to the ‘women’s human rights frame’, however, depicting it as a violation of 

human rights which “the Union cannot condone” (2009: 3). It employs equally strong ‘sexual 

slavery’ and ‘female vulnerability’ frames, depicting traffickers as unscrupulous profit-seekers 

who exploit others’ vulnerability, in turn, defined by “poverty, marginalisation, economic 

exclusion and gender inequality” (2009: 8). As a result, the Council proposes the inclusion of 

trafficking as a priority in the Union’s external agenda, not just in justice and home affairs, but 

also in “development cooperation, social affairs and employment, migration policy, gender 

equality, capacity building and non-discrimination” (2009: 10). The Council’s approach mirrors 

that of violence against women, therefore, in adopting a comprehensive feminist approach only 

in relation to non-European countries, thus ratifying the European Union’s alleged gender-

progressiveness.  

The most important document adopted in this phase, however, is the Union’s 2011 

Directive ‘on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims’. 

The latter marks the culmination of the Union’s policies on human trafficking in general and 

trafficking in women in particular. As a result, it consolidates all the trends highlighted above. 

It contains a strong ‘organised crime frame’ that reflects the connection of the ‘illicit enterprise’ 

and ‘alien conspiracy’ frames, and a strong ‘irregular immigration frame’ that addresses human 

trafficking and smuggling together as humanitarian exceptions while also stressing the 

specificities of the former, particularly in relation to its victims. It also contains strong gender 

frames, with explicit and recurrent references to women’s human rights, gender (in)equality, 

sexual slavery and female vulnerability. The role of the Parliament was important in this regard, 

as it used its powers of co-decision to push for the adoption of a strong human rights, gender 

and victim-centred approach. The Parliament introduced the definition of human trafficking as 

a gendered phenomenon; it extended the forms of exploitation to include forced marriage; it 
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added a gendered dimension to the notion of vulnerability and a focus on ‘demand’ to the 

solutions proposed. As a result, the Directive continues to advocate for the adoption of a holistic 

approach that combines the policy solutions offered by both the security and gender frames.  

With regards to prosecution, the Directive focuses essentially on the legal approximation 

of definitions and penalties following those proposed by the Palermo Protocol. It includes the 

non-penalisation clause that the Parliament had previously demanded, in order to exempt 

victims from being prosecuted for any illegality they may have committed during trafficking. 

The Commission specifies, however, that the latter “does not exclude prosecution or 

punishment for offences that a person has wilfully committed” (2010: 11). It is their lack of 

agency again, therefore, that distinguishes trafficked victims from traffickers, irregular 

immigrants, and migrant sex workers, and which justifies carving out a space of protection for 

them within the repressive and punitive regimes addressing the latter. In matters of prevention, 

the Directive includes all the measures already mentioned which seek to reduce women’s 

vulnerability in their countries of origin. It also proposes the adoption of demand-reduction 

measures, however, including “sanctions on the users of any service exacted from a victim, 

with the knowledge that he/she has been trafficked” (2011: 5). This clearly reflects the 

Parliament’s abolitionist turn, as well as the increasing connection that is established between 

prostitution and trafficking. Regarding protection, the Directive also includes all the measures 

already outlined, with the similar aim of enabling victims “to recover and escape from their 

traffickers” (2011: 4). These are still discretionary, however, or contemplated within the 

Framework Decision on the standing of victims in criminal proceedings, which excludes third 

country nationals. Moreover, the Directive specifies that the 2004 Directive on temporary 

residence permits continues to be the main protection mechanism, with all its shortcomings.  

In summary, it becomes clear that in the European Union, the evolution of trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation as a security issue and its evolution as a form of violence against 

women are inextricably linked, and such a link is central to its securitisation. The key 

mechanism enabling this is the domain of insecurity articulated as a result of the spillover of 

the internal market into a project of internal security. A spillover that is, in turn, the result of a 

process of securitisation in which terrorism, organised crime and irregular immigration are 

linked in a ‘security continuum’ as threats to the internal security of the Union. The insertion 

of human trafficking into such a continuum, as an epiphenomenon of organised crime and 

irregular immigration, is what allows trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, in particular, 

to be securitised as a result. Its problematisation as an epiphenomenon of prostitution in the 
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Union’s gender and sexuality policies, however, also plays a cardinal role. Feminist attempts 

to redefine trafficking in women in the Union have been highly successful, consolidating a 

gendered, human rights and victim-centred perspective in its anti-trafficking policies. However, 

this has not resulted in its extrication from the realms of organised crime and irregular 

immigration. In fact, it has reinforced its location therein and as a result has contributed to its 

securitisation, while radically altering it. The intersection of security and gender in the 

problematisation of trafficking in women works to strengthen and expand the security frames, 

introducing victims as referent objects and carving out a space of protection for them. It also 

constrains the gender frames, however, through their individualisation and foreignisation, by 

limiting the Union’s intervention to the most extreme cases and by conditioning a victim’s 

protection on their collaboration and the demonstration that they entail no risk for the Union. 

The result is an identity-policy constellation that reflects the intersection of security and gender, 

that is, the entanglement of securitisation and, in this case, abolitionist ideals, with particularly 

problematic effects. This is what I now turn to.  

3. The Identity-Policy Constellation Underpinning the European Union’s Anti-Trafficking 

Policies and its Exclusionary Effects. 

As stated in the introduction, processes of identity formation are central to the construction 

of identity-policy constellations. Problematisations need knowledgeable truths to be established 

in relation to the subjects of government, conferring specific identities to subject positions and 

determining their regulation accordingly. This is particularly the case in relation to security, 

which, as poststructuralist approaches argue, stands in a co-constitutive relation with identity. 

It is important that we complement critical frame analysis with an analysis of the processes of 

identity formation that underpin the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, therefore, examining the 

relations of sameness and difference they construct and the subject positions that emerge as a 

result. My main contention in this regard is that the identity of trafficked victims and the way 

they are constructed help to explain why the solutions proposed against trafficking in women 

strengthen the security frames while constraining the gender ones. That trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation is problematised as an epiphenomenon of organised crime, irregular 

immigration and prostitution entails that the identity of trafficked victims is derived from 

knowledge that already exists regarding traffickers, irregular immigrants and sex workers. This 

is done through a negative process of identification, however, in which they are dis-identified 

from traffickers, irregular immigrants and prostitutes and their condition as threats. Such a dis-

identification essentially takes place through the notion of ‘vulnerability’ which works as a 
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signifier of the victim’s lack of agency and the extent of their abuse and enhances the 

orientalising logics of denial that renders them ‘good’ others. This, together with the fact that 

the causes of trafficking in women are located in the traffickers, in the risks of irregular 

immigration and in prostitution, explains why security is strengthened while carving out a space 

of protection. Vulnerability, however, enacts exclusionary forms of intersectionality and 

gendered forms of cultural essentialism and depends on an individualised and orientalising 

logic of denial that is ultimately subverted by risk, which explains why the solutions offered by 

the gender frames are constrained in the way they are.  

3.1. Dis-Identifying Trafficked Women, Constructing Trafficked Victims; Strengthening 

Security, Constraining Gender.  

From the critical frame analysis outlined above, we can conclude that the identity of 

trafficked victims is constructed through a negative process of identification in which they are 

depicted as victims because they are dis-identified from traffickers, irregular immigrants and 

sex workers. In relation to each, however, the process is somewhat different. The key 

mechanisms allowing for the dis-identification of trafficked victims from traffickers is the 

victim/criminal dichotomy, which originates in the Union’s policies on violence against 

women. Such a dichotomy is strongly related to the attribution of blame and responsibility, to 

men and the state respectively, as well as to the notion of sexual self-determination and thus to 

the depiction of sexual violence as the worst form of gender oppression. In the Union’s anti-

trafficking policies, it is also explicitly linked to the ‘female vulnerability’ and ‘sexual slavery’ 

frames, which enact gendered forms of cultural essentialism that locate the root causes of 

trafficking in women outside of the Union, concretely in its cultural ‘others’, which are depicted 

as backwards. It also works to distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ others, however, between 

the victims and the conduits of an oppressive culture, in this case, between trafficked victims 

and traffickers. As a result, the relations of sameness that construct both as coherent categories 

are defined by the exclusionary intersection of gender, race, class and sexuality, while the 

relations of difference that juxtapose them hinges on the notions of vulnerability, agency and 

abuse. Traffickers are depicted as non-western men, active profit-seekers and misogynistic 

sexual abusers that exploit the vulnerability of trafficked victims, in line with the stereotype of 

‘eastern masculinity’ as being sexist, crime-prone and inherently violent (Berman, 2003: 55). 

Trafficked victims, instead, are depicted as un-emancipated non-western women who are 

passive, poor and sexually abused, following the stereotype of third world women outlined 
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above. Figure 2 summarises this process of identity construction, using Lene Hansen’s template 

of identity formation. 
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trafficked victims from irregular immigrants in another way, however, by mobilising particular 

notions of involuntariness, exploitation and violence that render trafficked victims exceptional 

in comparison to other instances of exploitation and abuse. The relations of sameness that 

constructs trafficked victims and irregular immigrants as coherent categories are again defined 

by the exclusionary intersection of gender, race, class and sexuality, therefore, and the relation 

of difference that juxtaposes them also hinges on vulnerability, agency and abuse. Figure 3 

summarises this process of identity formation. 

 

                                                                            

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

 

  

 

 

The dis-identification of trafficked victims from sex workers is more complex. In the 
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prostitution, institutionalised internationally by the Palermo Protocol. As stated above, 

however, such distinction is heavily racialised. In collusion with the ‘female vulnerability 

frame,’ it works to depict the migration of ‘third world women’ for sex work as always being 

forced. As a result, it too deploys exclusionary forms of intersectionality that depict migrant 

sex workers as always being trafficked victims, reserving the sex worker category for the 

economically independent western women who ‘really’ choose to engage in sex work. This 

process of identity formation is summarised in figure 4. It is important to note that the 

voluntary/forced dichotomy is compatible with abolitionist positions. These can still operate 

through and not in spite of the distinction between forced and voluntary prostitution as such a 

distinction allows for the prioritisation of forced prostitution while prescribing nothing in 

relation to the rights of sex workers. Moreover, it enables the depiction of voluntary prostitution 

as a radical exception and its regulation as a cause of trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation.  
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victims are: non-western women, poor and un-emancipated, forced into migration and into 

prostitution by traffickers and subjected to illegitimate and extreme forms of sexual abuse and 

economic exploitation therein by traffickers and/or clients. As Europol put it, these are the ‘real 

sex slaves’. This, together with the fact that the causes of trafficking in women are located in 

traffickers, in the risks inherent to irregular immigration and in the legalisation of sex work, 

explains why the intersection of security and gender strengthens the diagnosis and solutions 

offered by the security frames, while carving out a space of protection for victims. First, the 

problematisation of organised crime, irregular immigration and prostitution as threats are 

reinforced, as is that of trafficking itself. Second, the solutions deployed against organised 

crime, irregular immigration and prostitution are rendered as anti-trafficking measures 

themselves and are strengthened as a result, allegedly giving way to a multidisciplinary 

approach that can address all issues simultaneously, including trafficking. The possible 

contradiction between the European Union’s endeavours against organised crime, irregular 

immigration and prostitution, on the one hand, and the prevention and protection of trafficked 

victims, on the other, therefore, is obviated. In fact, the latter are rendered not just compatible 

but mutually reinforcing, so long as the trafficked victims are identified correctly and exempted 

from the repressive and punitive regimes of crime, migration and prostitution control. In this 

light, the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies deploy what Wendy Chapkis calls 

‘compassionate conservatism’: “a willingness to provide assistance and protection for a few by 

positioning them as exceptions proving the need for punitive measures used against the many” 

(2003: 930).  

The intersection of security and gender also affects the solutions offered by the gender 

frames, especially in relation to prevention and protection. The fact that the identity of trafficked 

victims hinges on a notion of vulnerability and on an orientalising logic of denial that fosters 

exclusionary forms of intersectionality and gendered forms of cultural essentialism explain why 

they are constrained through their individualisation and foreignisation. It also explains why the 

Union’s intervention is limited to the most extreme cases, as exclusionary intersectionality and 

gendered cultural essentialism combine to construct a hegemonic trafficking narrative that sets 

an extremely high threshold of victimhood. Even then, however, security is reintroduced in 

trafficked victims, as the instability of the process of dis-identification entails that suspicion 

continues to hover over narratives of victimhood and abuse, while the subversion of 

vulnerability by risk renders them not just at risk but also a risk, and not just as being potentially 

bogus, but also in health and psychological terms. This explains why protection mutates into 
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control, particularly in relation to women’s mobility and work; why it is only temporary and 

made conditional upon a victim’s collaboration, as well as on the demonstration that they do 

not entail a risk for the Union, as bogus irregular immigrants, transmitters of disease or an 

ensemble of psychological risks. It also explains why the protection seeks to help victims 

recover their autonomy, reconstruct their entrepreneurial self, forcefully if need be, and be 

reinserted into society and the labour market or returned home. As a result, the protection 

offered to trafficked victims actually resembles the repressive and punitive regimes addressing 

organised criminals, irregular immigrants and sex workers. As Aradau puts it, “instead of 

deportation, voluntary return; instead of detention centres, rehabilitation” (2008b: 2). 

Importantly, however, the intersection of security and gender gives way to a different and more 

complex process of ‘othering’; one that is rendered compatible with the European Union’s 

gender and sexual progressiveness. It is important that we look more closely at the exclusionary 

effects of the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, therefore, in the form of compassionate 

conservatism and with regards to trafficked victims themselves, and see how they are reconciled 

with the Union’s progressive identity.  

3.2. Compassionate Conservatism and Sex Work: The Repression of Migrant Sex Workers and 

the Spread of Client Criminalisation.   

The ‘compassionate conservatism’ effects of anti-trafficking endeavours in general and of 

the European Union’s, in particular, have been amply denounced in relation to organised crime 

and irregular immigration. The central argument in this regard is that anti-trafficking has 

essentially served to strengthen the Union’s internal security competences, particularly law 

enforcement cooperation and external border control, and so the criminalisation, surveillance 

and deportation of irregular immigrants (Berman, 2003; Chapkis, 2003; Lobasz, 2009). Much 

less has been said, however, about the concrete ‘compassionate conservatism’ effects that anti-

trafficking policies might have on sex work, particularly in the context of the European Union. 

My contention, instead, is that the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, together with its abolitionist 

approach to prostitution, have contributed significantly to the extension of repressive measures 

against sex workers, especially migrant sex workers, and to the spread of client criminalisation 

in the national domain. The ambiguity of many of the terms used in regional and international 

anti-trafficking instruments have been said to grant national governments ample margins of 

discretion in their implementation, resulting in a wide variation (Munro, 2006). I argue, instead, 

that the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies have experienced a high degree of 

‘Europeanisation’ with exclusionary effects for sex workers, particularly migrant ones. To 
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substantiate this claim, I now outline the evolution of regulation concerning prostitution and 

human trafficking in my case studies since the mid-2000s, which is where the previous chapter 

left off.  

Despite the strong link established between prostitution and trafficking in the justification 

of client criminalisation, Sweden did not have specific legislation against trafficking until 2002. 

Initially, only sexual exploitation was addressed, though this changed in 2004 when forced 

labour, the trafficking of organs and ‘other types of exploitation’ were introduced. Trafficking 

was defined as “any organised illegal transport across borders of minors or adults by violence, 

threats or deception” (Danna, 2012: 82), and it was not until 2010 that such a definition was 

amended to comply with the Palermo Protocol. Unlike prostitution, in relation to which gender 

equality was always of paramount concern, Sweden’s regulation of trafficking is dominated by 

security concerns (Bucken-Knapp et al., 2012). This becomes clear in relation to its temporary 

residence permits. As in the Union, in Sweden, the latter are conceived as an exception to 

immigration law and justified in terms of their usefulness for prosecution. As a result, they are 

also temporary and conditional upon collaboration. It was not until 2005 that the criteria under 

which they could be granted was clarified; criteria that was designed to comply with the Union’s 

2004 Directive and thus followed its terms exactly. When combined with the sex purchase ban, 

this has had particularly negative effects for migrant sex workers. The impact of client 

criminalisation has been shown to have a national bias, reducing the presence of foreign sex 

workers much more than national ones (Danna, 2007). This can be explained with reference to 

Sweden’s immigration law, which allows for the deporting and refusing of entry to foreigners 

who do not support themselves ‘by honest means’ which includes prostitution. Unless one 

qualifies as a trafficked victim, therefore, in the strict terms outlined above, one can be deported 

or not allowed to enter the country in the first place.  

 In the Netherlands, it is important to note that the legalisation on prostitution excluded 

migrant sex workers from the beginning, as only Dutch and, as a result of European Union law, 

other citizens of the Union, could obtain work permits in relation to sex work. Trafficking 

played a significant role in this regard. The latter was first criminalised in the Dutch penal code 

in 1912, provisions that were revised in 1993 and again in 2005 to comply with the Palermo 

Protocol. In the context of the Netherlands’ prostitution policy reform, as stated in the previous 

chapter, migrant sex workers were initially defined as being particularly vulnerable to 

trafficking, though this soon shifted towards their portrayal as illegal migrants and irregular 

workers and thus potentially ‘bogus’ victims. In any case, both representations served to justify 
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their exclusion from legal sex work. Trafficking re-emerged on the political agenda in the late-

2000s, not only to ratify the exclusion of migrant sex workers, however but to justify the 

increasing regulation of all types of sex workers. In 2006 an official evaluation report on the 

consequences of legalisation concluded that it had essentially led to the creation of two 

prostitution sectors, a licensed one in which criminality was largely absent, and a non-licensed 

one in which coercion, violence and crime endured. This division was heavily racialised, as 

Dutch women were said to work in the former and irregular immigrants in the latter. Such a 

narrative was soon dismantled, however, with the publication of a police report in 2008 which 

asserted that trafficking operated quite openly in the licensed sector and that victims were not 

foreign but actually Dutch and European. A highly mediatised public debate followed, in which 

older victimisation frames were recovered. As Joyce Outshoorn notes, “the discourse about the 

assertive modern sex worker began to be overshadowed by the return of the older framings 

about victims of forced prostitution and the role of organised crime” (2014: 183).  

Political parties were quick to react and a new parliamentary proposal was introduced in 

2009 with the explicit aim of redressing criminality and trafficking. The latter included four 

new elements: raising the age of consent for sex work from eighteen to twenty-one, establishing 

a uniform licensing system for all forms of sex work, registering sex workers, and fining clients 

who purchased the services of unregistered sex workers. The proposal was passed in the Second 

Chamber in March 2011 with the approval of all political parties. It became contentious in the 

First Chamber, however, particularly in relation to the registration of sex workers and the 

criminalisation of clients. As a result, a revised bill was introduced in March 2014 proposing to 

only raise the age of consent and to establish a uniform licensing system. The latter also 

included a proposal to criminalise underage sex work, but this was dropped in 2015. The 

proposal to criminalise the clients of unregistered sex workers was reintroduced in 2014, 

however, and is still being debated, together with the criminalisation of clients who had ‘serious 

reasons to believe’ that the person had been trafficked. In parallel, anti-trafficking legislation 

was gradually strengthened. Penalties for aggravated cases were increased in 2009, and again 

in 2013, this time in a proposal that was to implement the Union’s 2011 Directive. While all 

these measures have been justified as necessary improvements to the regulation of 1999, it has 

also been argued that they will do little to improve the situation of sex workers, particularly 

migrant sex workers. While the reluctance to grant the latter work permits for sex work has 

been identified as an essential obstacle in this regard, successive cabinets have all refused their 

adoption.    
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In France, the criminalisation of soliciting was denounced rather quickly as being counter-

productive, particularly by civil society organisations from both sides of the abolition vs. sex 

work debate. Support among politicians also receded, as the evidence increasingly showed that 

anti-soliciting measures were harming the prostitutes themselves. A growing consensus 

developed, therefore, around the need to repeal the criminalisation of soliciting, which was 

accompanied by a shift in the problematisation of prostitution towards its re-formulation as a 

form of violence against women. In such a context, client criminalisation was presented as the 

logical step after repealing the security bill, in full coherence with France’s abolitionism. 

Interestingly, client criminalisation had already been proposed in 2002 by socialist femocrats, 

but at that time, when the issue was framed as a matter of internal security and public order, it 

was depicted as a weak alternative to the criminalisation of soliciting (St. Denny, 2013: 3). 

Client criminalisation was proposed again by a parliamentary committee’s report in June 2010, 

with Sweden being recurrently referred to as a success story. The report raised competing 

reactions, however, with prominent abolitionist politicians and civil society actors asserting 

their support, and health and sex worker organisations their disapproval. Yet the victory of the 

Socialist Party in the 2012 elections notably contributed to pushing client criminalisation 

forward.  

In September 2013, the delegation for women’s rights of the National Assembly published 

a report proposing client criminalisation, which was then tabled as a legislative proposal. A 

protracted debate followed in Parliament in light of the lack of consensus among political 

parties. In November 2015, however, when the special committee addressing the issue failed to 

reach an agreement, the National Assembly was given the final vote, which it cast favourably 

in April 2016, passing the ‘law to strengthen the fight against the prostitutional system and to 

accompany prostituted persons’. The law has five main characteristics: it decriminalises 

soliciting; it criminalises clients instead, who can be fined and obliged to undertake awareness 

courses; it includes more measures of prevention and protection, which are now explicitly 

oriented towards helping women to leave prostitution; it foresees the possibility of granting 

foreign prostitutes temporary residence permits if they accept to undertake exiting programmes 

and it creates administrative bodies responsible for combatting prostitution and trafficking 

simultaneously. In fact, the alleged connection between prostitution and trafficking played an 

essential role in the debates leading up to client criminalisation, and both Sweden’s and the 

European Parliament’s approach to prostitution was key in this regard, as they were recurrently 

cited by all actors in favour of client criminalisation.  



134 
 

Since the mid-2000s, the evolution of Spain’s prostitution policy has been contradictory. 

On the one hand, a strict prohibitionist approach has developed locally through anti-social 

behaviour laws adopted at the municipal level. These laws were first adopted in Barcelona, 

Bilbao and Madrid to address street prostitution as a problem of public security and urban 

coexistence, punishing the solicitation, negotiation, acceptance and realisation of sexual 

services in public spaces with fines for both sex workers and clients (Estiarte, 2015). On the 

other hand, a strong abolitionist approach has developed in the political realm at the national 

level, as evidenced by the final report in March 2007 of the mixed parliamentary commission 

on women’s rights in charge of assessing the situation of prostitution in the country. The latter 

was clearly abolitionist in its tone and content. It did not distinguish between forced and 

voluntary prostitution; it defined prostitution generally as a form of violence against women 

and a violation of women’s human rights, instigated by male demand and dominated by 

criminal organisations. Moreover, it asserted that most of the women who engaged in 

prostitution were foreign and linked this fact to the alleged rise in trafficking in women 

(Comisión Mixta, 2007). In fact, the report recommends using anti-trafficking legislation 

against trafficking and prostitution, an approach that was later ratified by the National Action 

Plans against trafficking adopted in 2008 and 2013. Human trafficking was criminalised in the 

Spanish Penal Code in 2003, though as an aggravated form of smuggling. This was modified 

in 2010 when a specific chapter against trafficking was created, and again in 2015 in order to 

implement the Union’s 2011 Directive. Spain had already implemented the Union’s 2004 

Directive in 2009 by modifying its alien law.  

Interestingly, in the last five years, the level in which these tendencies have been articulated 

has reversed, with abolitionist measures being introduced locally and anti-social measures 

developing in the national domain. In the former case, the city of Seville took the lead in 2011, 

adopting a local regulation against prostitution and trafficking that criminalised only the clients. 

Such a regulation was allegedly based on the 2008 Action Plan against Trafficking. In the 

national domain, the key development has been the adoption of the ‘citizen security law’ in 

2015, which, similarly to the French Security Bill of 2003, addresses prostitution alongside 

other issues as a threat to internal security and public order. In its draft version, the citizen 

security law largely followed the anti-social behaviour model already in place locally, 

sanctioning the solicitation, negotiation, acceptance and realisation of sexual services in public 

spaces by fining both clients and sex workers. In light of the negative report issued by the 

national secretariat of social affairs, however, which explicitly cited the European Parliament’s 
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2014 resolution on ‘prostitution and its impact on gender equality’, the law ended up 

criminalising only the clients. This was, at least formally, the case as sex workers could still be 

fined under the offence of ‘disobedience’, which they could commit if they did not abstain from 

offering sexual services after having been asked to do so by the police. Crucially, such an 

offence does not include an exemption for victims of trafficking, which means they can be fined 

as well (Estiarte, 2015: 445).  

In summary, it becomes clear that the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies together 

with its abolitionist approach to prostitution have significantly contributed to the extension of 

repressive measures against sex workers, particularly migrant sex workers, and to the diffusion 

of client criminalisation across Europe. In all my case studies, the implementation of the 

Union’s anti-trafficking policies and the European Parliament’s resolutions on violence against 

women featured significantly as justifications for the policy reforms regarding prostitution 

and/or human trafficking in the second half of the 2000s; all of which increased the surveillance, 

control and even punishment of sex workers and introduced some form of client criminalisation, 

or at least contemplated it. The relation between prostitution and trafficking in women is thus 

characterised by the existence of recurrent feedback loops between the two that traverse the 

national and transnational policy domains. Until the mid-1980s the regulation of prostitution 

was exclusively the domain of member states. In 1986, the European Parliament addressed 

prostitution alongside trafficking for the first time, though it treated them separately and in an 

ambivalent manner. In the mid-1990s, instead, the Parliament began to define prostitution as a 

form of violence against women and to link it implicitly to trafficking in women. Such a link 

was not established explicitly until the mid-2000s, however, when the latter started to depict 

prostitution as a cause of trafficking in women and to propose client criminalisation as an 

adequate strategy for both. Trafficking in women worked to justify the European Union’s 

intervention into matters of prostitution, therefore, at the same time as its conceptualisation as 

an epiphenomenon of prostitution conditioned its own problematisation; a problematisation that 

then reverted back to prostitution in the national domain in the form of a compassionate 

conservatism that has had particularly exclusionary effects. The exclusionary effects of the 

European Union’s anti-trafficking policies not only affect sex workers, but the victims of 

trafficking themselves, albeit through a different process of othering.    
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3.3. The Complex Othering of Victim of Trafficking in Women for Sexual Exploitation. 

As I have shown, the evolution of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a security 

issue in the Union’s Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, and its evolution as a matter of 

violence against women in its gender and sexuality policies are inherently connected and 

contribute concurrently to its securitisation. This gives way to a process of ‘othering’ that is 

different and more complex than the outright disparagement of ‘others’ or their construction as 

existential threats. It is a process that deploys a profoundly exclusionary logic in the guise of 

purportedly progressive and inclusionary ideals. This happens, essentially, because such 

progressive and inclusionary ideals are defined in very concrete terms and yet are rendered as 

universal. In relation to the problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

offered by the European Union, they are premised on a particular understanding of women’s 

emancipation that is grounded on the notion of sexual self-determination; a notion that relies 

heavily on liberal understandings of the self and autonomy and thus on the idea of self-

determination and self-ownership, which are reformulated as an ‘enterprise’ by neoliberalism. 

Despite its concrete historical and geographical origins, however, this understanding of 

women’s emancipation is set as the benchmark by which the emancipation of all women is 

measured and the validity of all emancipatory projects are determined. It is this universalisation 

that renders it exclusionary, therefore, both collectively and individually.   

Collectively, it works to depict whole populations as unmodern and thus backwards. As 

stated in the previous chapter, the notions of self-determination and self-ownership are deeply 

ingrained in a narrative of modernity and progress that depicts them as being the culmination 

of a linear development from subjection to liberty, based on the gradual but steady inclusion of 

everyone into the realm of freedom, equality and rights (O’Connell Davidson, 2015: 17). This 

narrative, however, cannot transcend its need for an ‘other’. As Ratna Kapur notes, it “is not 

that liberalism fails to live up to its own practice, but rather that failure is constitutive of the 

tradition” (2005: 17). In the Union’s anti-trafficking policies, such a collective other is 

essentially Central and Eastern Europe, defined as economically, socially and culturally 

backwards, particularly in gendered and sexual terms. In its violence against women policies, 

however, it is ‘third world countries’ at large that are depicted as backwards because of the way 

that they ‘treat women’. The result, however, is the same. Both work to reaffirm the boundaries 

of the west and of the European Union, especially in gender and sexual terms, and to racialise 

and culturalise the processes of gender and sexual democratisation taking place therein (Sabsay, 

2012). In a best case scenario, this gives way to the justified intervention of the west in the ‘rest’ 
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to help them advance towards progress and emancipation, particularly that of women and sexual 

minorities, by means of international cooperation and development aid. In the worst, it justifies 

overtly imperialist and self-defensive interventions such as the war on terror or ‘Fortress 

Europe’ in the name of saving ‘other women’ and ‘other queers’ while concurrently protecting 

the ‘self’ (Puar, 2007).  

The universalisation of a specific understanding of emancipation also works individually 

with similar albeit more complex exclusionary effects. As Sabsay argues, while it obliterates 

alternative forms of gender and sexual selves, rendering them others, it simultaneously offers 

them “‘admission’ into democratic modernity on the condition that they conform to western 

norms” (2012: 610). This admission is premised on the division of sexual-cultural others into 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ ones, into those who endorse the model of emancipation that is universalised, 

and those that do not or cannot; a division that is in turn based on the ‘logics of denial’ that 

define the wrong choices of ‘good’ others as non-choices, displacing them onto a ‘bad’ other 

and orientalising them as being unable to choose (2016a: 19). The bad other is thus constitutive 

of the good other, its condition of possibility, while both are in turn constitutive of the self: the 

emancipated western women and the fully integrated western queer. In the Union’s anti-

trafficking policies, traffickers, irregular immigrants and sex workers are the constitutive others 

of trafficked victims, who are offered admission into the west as long as they prove their 

‘goodness’ and their desire to be emancipated, by collaborating with authorities, breaking all 

ties with their traffickers, exiting prostitution and voluntarily returning home. The allegedly 

progressive and inclusionary cause of anti-trafficking, therefore, is premised on the compulsory 

assimilation of some and the attendant exclusion of others, which ultimately depoliticises their 

agency, obliterates their own understanding of the situation and of the meaning of emancipation 

and defuses any challenges that their transgressions may pose to the structuring of citizenship, 

mobility and labour rights in exclusionary terms within the European Union.  

It is important to note that the bad others against which the good others are constituted are 

not just ‘transient others’, to use Engin Isin’s language, as barbarians who are external to the 

space of politics, but also ‘immanent others’, those within the space of the political yet still 

abject, constituted not through exclusion but through normalisation (2002: 30). In the case of 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, trafficked victims are constituted against foreign 

traffickers and irregular immigrants, as well as against autochthonous sex workers, who are the 

only sex workers considered as such, as migrant sex workers are always considered to be 

victims of trafficking. In fact, the cultural othering that takes place through the universalisation 
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of a specific, western model of gender and sexual emancipation could not take place at all 

without the normalisation of gender and sexual diversity inside the west, which allows for such 

model to become a benchmark. The exclusion of sex workers described in the previous chapter, 

therefore, and that of trafficked victims described in this one, are inherently connected, and are 

both dependent on the same conception of women’s emancipation put forward by the European 

Union, on the notion of sexual self-determination that determines it, on the metonymical 

conversion of selling sex into selling oneself and the orientalising logics of denial that sustains 

it. The main difference between the othering of sex workers and that of trafficked victims is the 

nature of their orientalisation. While prostitution is depicted as a historical legacy and thus a 

sign of backwardness in relation to time, trafficking in women is racialised and culturalised as 

a sign of the backwardness of others. Both are depicted as sexual-cultural others, however, as 

standing in opposition to the values and defining features of the west in general and the 

European Union in particular.  

This is not surprising if we consider that the liberal conceptions of the self and of autonomy 

that lie at the heart of the Union’s understanding of sexual self-determination, the metonymical 

conversion of selling sex into selling oneself, and the logics of denial were sexualised, 

gendered, and racialised from the very beginning. As Foucault famously argued, the emergence 

of sexuality as a technology of government in the nineteenth century was central in the 

construction of the western, modern, and liberal self of the bourgeoisie. The main way that 

sexuality operated in this regard was through its deployment as a technology of subjectification, 

based on the conversion of sexual practices into sexual identities the attendant biological and 

scientific discourses that upheld this operation, and the resulting myriad of unruly sexual others 

(Foucault, 1990). Foucault, however, entirely ignored the “imperial coordinates” of the 

bourgeois order, and consequently offered a Eurocentric and thus limited analysis of the sexual 

dispositif (Stoler, 1995: 3). Colonialism, however, as Ann Stoler has forcefully stressed, played 

a fundamental role in the deployment of modern sexuality as a technology of government, as 

did race in the construction of the modern, western and liberal bourgeois self. Interestingly, 

Stoler uses Foucault against himself to substantiate this claim, drawing on the insights he 

offered regarding the role of racism in the normalising state. In this regard, Stoler concludes 

that technologies of sex and technologies of race actually combined in the deployment of 

biopolitics, given their common operation of biological differentiation and the resulting 

articulation of biological ‘others’ against which society had to be defended (1995: 59). In this 

light, Stoler asks: could the masturbating child, the hysterical women, the adult pervert and the 



139 
 

bourgeois couple have existed “without a racially erotic counterpoint, without reference to the 

libidinal energies of the savage, the primitive, the colonised?” (1995: 3). The construction of 

hyper-sexualised others, not just along the lines of gender and class but also of race, therefore, 

was central in the construction of the western, modern, and liberal self.  

Today this logic has been inverted and is less biological than it is cultural. The other is no 

longer biologically hypersexual, therefore, but sexually backwards in cultural terms, both 

repressive and repressed, in opposition to the liberated and fully integrated gender and sexual 

subjects of the west (Sabsay, 2015: 189). The othering that is performed, however, is the same. 

It still operates by orientalising those considered to be contrary or underdeveloped versions of 

the (neo)liberal self; a self that is still considered to be free because of its capacity to make 

rationally determined choices on the basis of its absolute self-transparency and bodily control, 

even if such choices and decisions are now conceived as an ‘enterprise’. The problem is that 

even though the othering of good and bad others works differently, and is often deployed with 

benevolent intentions, at least regarding good others, the mechanisms by which these are 

identified render them a problem in themselves, particularly when they intersect with security 

concerns. The logics of denial used to distinguish good and bad others cannot do so completely. 

With regards to trafficking in women, it is unable to fully dis-identify victims from traffickers, 

irregular immigrants and sex workers, and so suspicion continues to hover over narratives of 

victimhood and abuse. What it does do, in conjunction with the metonymic displacement of 

selling sex into selling oneself and the exclusionary forms of intersectionality and gendered 

forms of cultural essentialism deployed by the notion of vulnerability, is to orientalise good 

others as either inherently unable to choose or to take responsibility for the choices that they 

make, rendering them the antithesis of the entrepreneurial self, and as such not just ‘at’ risk but 

‘a’ risk. This explains why only the most victimised are offered protection, why such protection 

is temporary, conditional and centred on reconstructing their autonomy and entrepreneurial self, 

by force if need be, and even then, why victims remain cultural others that must be returned 

‘home’. The way the European Union treats trafficked victims, ultimately, differs little from 

the treatment received by traffickers, irregular immigrants and sex workers, and yet this is 

rendered fully compatible with the Union’s alleged gender and sexual progressiveness.   
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3.4. The Securitisation of Trafficking in Women for Sexual Exploitation and The European 

Union’s Gender and Sexual Progressiveness.   

Despite the exclusionary effects of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies, these are 

reconciled, indeed, they are used as an example, of its gender and sexual progressiveness. Of 

particular importance in this regard is the fact that it is depicted as being entirely un-implicated 

in the causes of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. Its structural causes are located 

in poverty-ridden, crime-dominated and patriarchal societies outside of the Union, while its 

more immediate ones are located in ruthless traffickers, in the perils of irregular immigration 

and in trafficked victims themselves, as irresponsible risk-takers. The exception in this regard 

is the legalisation of sex work, which is presented as a structural cause of trafficking located 

inside the Union, as well as clients, who are considered immediately responsible for fostering 

demand. Both are depicted as remnants of a historical legacy, however, and thus as external to 

the ‘real’ values and defining features of the European Union, not in space, but in time. That 

anti-trafficking is increasingly used to justify the adoption of an abolitionist approach to 

prostitution strengthens this point. The stringent and repressive regime governing legal and 

irregular immigration that are legitimised as anti-trafficking measures, often in conjunction 

with measures against organised crime, enacts a similar operation, allowing the Union to 

portray its migration and labour policies as solutions rather than causes of trafficking in women. 

That organised crime, irregular immigration and sex work are securitised, in turn, allows it to 

defuse any challenge that they may pose to the structuring of citizenship, mobility and labour 

rights in exclusionary terms.  

Security, however, plays another, more significant function, by depicting the European 

Union as a ‘protector’, and thus allowing it to perform sovereignty and statehood through its 

anti-trafficking policies. As argued in chapter two, security has constitutive effects for political 

communities, in that it is through security that these perform sovereignty and statehood, carving 

out a political unity in a plural and heterogeneous world (Walker, 1993; Weber, 1998). This is 

precisely what the Union’s Area of Freedom, Security and Justice does, creating a new spatiality 

in which transnational governing practises and a transnational identity can develop (Huysmans, 

2006b; Rygiel, 2011). An identity, which constitutes the European Union as a ‘community of 

value’, defined by a common European heritage that is no other than the heritage of democracy, 

human rights, tolerance and the rule of law. The securitisation of trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation allows the Union to do the same but in gender and sexual terms. That is, it 

allows it to present itself as a benevolent protector, following the logic of what Iris Young calls 
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the ‘logics of masculinist protection’, which mobilise the image of the protector as a ‘good’, 

self-sacrificing man in opposition to an ‘enemy’ that is depicted in terms of a dominative 

masculinity (2003: 4). Moreover, it contributes to the construction of the European Union as a 

community of value by presenting gender equality and sexual freedom as essential components 

of its defining features and inherent values. In fact, the Union recurrently presents itself and is 

often recognised as offering one of the most progressive gender and sexuality regimes in the 

world.  

Its anti-trafficking policies contribute to this image through two different but interrelated 

processes. First, by means of a negative process of self-identification in which trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation tells the Union what it is precisely by what it is not. The 

backwardness from which trafficking in women is said to arise and the severity of the 

predicament of trafficked women ratifies the identity of the Union as a place of peace, freedom, 

prosperity and equality. As a result, it normalises the exclusion, the poverty, the lack of freedom 

and the inequality that exist in the Union, feeding back into the idealisation and universalisation 

of the model of gender and sexual emancipation that the Union articulates and deploys, 

regardless of its exclusionary effects. Secondly, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation 

allows the Union to present itself as a community of value by means of a positive process of 

identification, in which the intolerability that it displays towards trafficking ratifies its political 

and ethical identity and justifies its anti-trafficking actions as an expression of its “pure 

intentions and of a morally righteous and unselfish commitment to care for others” (Jacobsen 

and Stenvoll, 2010: 285). This, in turn, reinforces the idea that the Union is completely un-

implicated in creating the victims that it now seeks to rescue and hence its self-understanding 

as a community of value, despite its profoundly exclusionary action. The exclusionary and 

counterproductive effects of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies ultimately arise 

from the intersection of gender and security, and through that very intersection are reconciled 

with its alleged gender and sexual progressiveness.  

4. Conclusion: The Intersection of Security and Gender in the European Union’s Policies 

against Trafficking in Women for Sexual Exploitation.  

In summary, it becomes clear that the evolution of trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation as a security issue within the Union’s Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, and 

its evolution as a form of violence against women in its gender equality and sexual diversity 

policies are inextricably linked, and that such a link is central to its securitisation. The key 
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mechanism enabling this is the domain of insecurity, which is articulated as a result of the 

spillover of the internal market into a project of internal security. A spillover that is, in turn, the 

result of a process of securitisation in which terrorism, organised crime and irregular 

immigration are linked in a security continuum as threats to the internal security of the Union. 

The insertion of human trafficking therein, as an epiphenomenon of organised crime and 

irregular immigration, is what allows trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, in particular, 

to be securitised as a result. Its problematisation as an epiphenomenon of prostitution, however, 

also plays a cardinal role. Feminist attempts to redefine trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation in the European Union have in fact been highly successful. They have not managed 

to extricate the issue from the realms of organised crime and irregular immigration, however, 

but actually reinforced its location therein and thus contributed to its securitisation. It is 

important to note that this is not a case of ‘feminist co-optation’, in which feminist concepts 

and ideals are used for purposes that run counter to their original goals. Feminist actors have 

actively contributed to the intersection of security and gender, in pursuit of their own political 

agendas. The aim of rendering trafficked victims as being referent objects of security who are 

entitled to protection, however, has not been successful.  

Instead, the intersection of security and gender in the problematisation of trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation works to strengthen and extend the diagnosis and policy 

solutions offered within the domain of internal security, including victims therein and thus 

carving out a space of protection, while simultaneously constraining the solution proposed 

within the field of violence against women, particularly in matters of protection. Not only is 

protection subjected to the logics of individualisation and foreignisation, but it is also reduced 

to the most extreme cases, and rendered dependent on the victim’s collaboration and on the 

demonstration that they entail no risk for the European Union, as either bogus irregular 

immigrants, a health risk or an ensemble of psychological risk factors. Even then, protection is 

temporary. Trafficked victims are ultimately returned ‘home’. The attempt to render individual 

trafficked victims as referent objects of security with a view to their emancipation, therefore, 

as the Aberystwyth School proposed, was not able to displace the othering dynamics of 

securitisation. It did however, radically alter them. Unlike poststructuralist approaches to 

security that have traditionally argued that security discourses need not entrench an inimical 

logic between the self and the other in order to render the latter security threats. In the case of 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, the processes of othering that security enacts are 

more complex and ambiguous than a simple self-other duality. They depend on a web of 
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identities, as Hansen argues, which can be “complementary identities, contending identities, 

negative identities and non-identities” (2006: 39). Identities such as that of traffickers, irregular 

immigrants, sex workers and trafficked victims themselves, construct the identity of the self, 

that is, the emancipated western women and the fully integrated western queer. In addition, 

others need not be depicted as enemies, but can also become threatening as underdeveloped 

versions of the self. Such is the case of sex workers and of trafficked victims. The precise 

mechanism by which this takes place, however, requires that we attend not just to the changes 

that gender introduced to security, but to the changes that security introduces into gender.  

In fact, the othering of trafficked victims results from security’s subversion of the main 

techniques employed by feminist actors to construct them as referent objects of security. The 

dis-identification of trafficked victims from traffickers, irregular immigrants and sex workers 

hinges on a notion of vulnerability and on a logics of denial that depicts them as being unable 

to choose or to take responsibility for the choices that they make. This is precisely what renders 

them not just ‘at’ risk but ‘a’ risk in the context of security, as the antithesis of the 

entrepreneurial self. As Aradau explains, pity is subverted by risk when risk becomes 

internalised in trafficked women as “an indicator of likely further abuse, but equally of future 

risky behaviour” (2004: 273). What Aradau misses, however, is the operation of the 

orientalising ‘logics of denial’ that Sabsay refers to, who in turn misses the key role that 

vulnerability plays in this regard. Again, this is not a case of co-option. Crucially, the potential 

subversion of pity by risk is already inherent in the model of emancipation promoted by feminist 

actors in the European Union, which is based on the same notions of self-determination and 

self-ownership that define the entrepreneurial self, though applied to the realm of gender and 

sexuality. A model, moreover, that is set as the benchmark by which the emancipation of all 

women is measured and the validity of all emancipatory projects determined, defining the way 

that such emancipation is to be achieved, becoming exclusionary in both collective and 

individual terms. As a result, the allegedly progressive and inclusionary cause of anti-

trafficking deploys a profoundly exclusionary logic that is based on the compulsory 

assimilation of some and the attendant exclusion of others, depoliticising their agency, silencing 

their own understanding of emancipation, and defusing any challenges that their transgressions 

may pose to the structuring of citizenship, mobility and labour rights in exclusionary terms in 

the Union. Given the deep intersection of security and gender in the securitisation of trafficking 

in women for sexual exploitation, the question becomes whether its de-securitisation is possible 

in feminist terms. This is what the next part of the thesis turns to. 
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CHAPTER 5 

‘UNMAKING’ SECURITY IN THE CASE OF TRAFFICKING IN WOMEN FOR 

SEXUAL EXPLOITAITON 

  

“Critical security studies combine a dystopian sociology with a politics of hope. 

Yet this politics, and with it the ‘power’ of practices that disrupt securitising, 

remain largely a ‘spectre’ a haunting but absent presence” (Huysmans and 

Guillaume, 2013: 18).  

 

“Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. 

If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!” 

(Lewis Caroll, Alice in Wonderland, 1865). 

 

1. Introduction: ‘Unmaking’ Security in the Case of Trafficking in Women for Sexual 

Exploitation. 

In this chapter, I outline the different models that critical security studies have developed 

in relation to the ‘unmaking’ of security. These will serve as the theoretical framework from 

which to understand and assess the de-securitising strategies of feminist civil society 

organisations on both sides of the prostitution debate. First, I outline the main characteristics 

and critiques of the four main strategies proposed within critical security studies: ‘de-

securitisation’, as proposed by the Copenhagen School; ‘emancipation’ as suggested by the 

Aberystwyth School; the establishment of an ‘ethical relation’ with the Other, advocated by 

poststructuralist approaches and the ‘turn to the abject’, which has emerged from the former’s 

critique, also within poststructuralist approaches. Within the latter, I pay particular attention to 

the strategy proposed by Claudia Aradau, because it explicitly seeks to overcome the limitations 

ascribed to the rest and because it is specifically designed and defended in relation to the 

securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. I thus outline Aradau’s theoretical 

framework as well as its concrete application to the case of trafficking in women.  

Secondly, I address two fundamental criticisms that have been raised against the field of 

critical security studies as a whole, regarding their approach to agency and its bearing upon 

their approach to ‘unmaking’ security. The first, articulated by Jef Huysmans, is that critical 

security studies’ approach to agency, in being essentially meta-theoretical and ethical-political, 

entails that while they acknowledge the possibility and even the desirability of ‘unmaking’ 
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security, they rarely engage with actual instances or attempts and the institutional and regulatory 

contexts in which they take place. The second, espoused by Chris Rossdale, is that despite their 

criticism of state-centrism, critical security studies remain faithful to a ‘hegemonic ontology of 

agency’ that limits their understanding of agency through the terms of statism and hegemony, 

that is, through the assumption of a singular and sovereign site of agency as the only possible 

and legitimate one and of the totalising nature of political interventions.  

2. ‘Unmaking’ Security: Four Strategies Proposed by Critical Security Studies.   

As stated in chapter two, what all the approaches within critical security studies have in 

common is that they question the meaning of security as defined by traditional security studies; 

not just by widening and deepening the meaning of the term but, more importantly, by 

conceiving it as a derivative and performative concept, that is, one that draws on a particular 

structure of meaning and has ordering effects upon reality. This move opened the field to the 

possibility of agency, contestation and change and thus introduced an ethical dimension into 

the study of security. If security is not an objective fact or a subjective perception but something 

that is done and can, therefore, be undone, then a notion of the ‘good’ in matters of security is 

required (Browning and McDonald, 2011). In this regard, there is an implicit consensus within 

the field that the ‘good’ in matters of security actually requires its ‘unmaking’, as Jef Huysmans 

puts it, given its structuring effects on reality along the lines of emergency, exception and 

enmity (1998). Even the Aberystwyth School, which rejects the definition of security 

exclusively in such terms, nonetheless agrees that such is the way that it has traditionally been 

enacted (Booth, 2007: 12). All critical approaches concur, therefore, that security needs to be 

‘unmade’, either by means of its radical reformulation or the total deactivation of its logic. They 

disagree, however, about how this is to be done and what security is to be replaced with. Four 

main strategies have been proposed within the field: ‘de-securitisation’, by the Copenhagen 

School; ‘emancipation’ by the Aberystwyth School, the establishment of an ‘ethical relation’ 

with the Other, by poststructuralist approaches and the ‘turn to the abject’ that has followed 

from the critique of the former, also from within poststructuralist approaches. In what follows 

I outline their basic tenets and most important critiques.  

2.1. The Copenhagen School and ‘De-Securitisation’.  

The Copenhagen School has coined the term ‘de-securitisation’ to refer to the process by 

which securitised issues become extricated from the realm of security. The concept has received 

much less attention than that of securitisation, however, and in fact remains largely unspecified 
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beyond its definition as the reversal of securitisation, that is, “the shifting of issues out of 

emergency mode and into the bargaining process of the political sphere” (Buzan et al., 1998: 

74). More importantly, the Copenhagen School has been frequently reproached for upholding 

an ambivalent position with regards to whether and when de-securitisation is preferable, 

essentially because it conceives of securitisation as being both tactically advantageous and 

politically problematic. As a result, it has tended to present its choice for de-securitisation in 

the instrumental term of ‘effectiveness’ (Huysmans, 1998: 572). As Claudia Aradau explains, 

this ambiguity originates in the analytical duality that underpins the concept of securitisation, 

as entailing both a speech act and extraordinary measures, which in turn responds to a political 

duality, between liberal democracy and the Schmittian politics of decision and exception. It is 

the “non-choice between these two political loyalties”, therefore, “that entails an impossible 

choice between securitisation and de-securitisation” (2004: 389). The fact that securitisation is 

not just a speech act but entails the endorsement of exceptional measures, however, renders de-

securitisation a political matter, “an ethical-political choice which refuses to let democratic 

politics slip into exceptional politics” (2004: 393).  

Several caveats exist within the Copenhagen School’s theory, however, that complicate the 

deployment of de-securitisation in practice. First, the fact that the Copenhagen School renders 

the meaning of security dependent on its successful articulation in discourse, raises questions 

as to how exactly de-securitisation can occur. It cannot take place by depicting security issues 

as non-dangerous, through speech acts that declare them to no longer be a threat, as this “still 

invokes the language and logic of security” (Hansen, 2012: 530). Either it emerges as Andreas 

Behnke argues out of not speaking security at all (2006), or by means of alternative security 

speech acts that render securitised issues referent objects themselves, not threatening but 

threatened. The former reverts issues back to the stage of non-politicisation rather than 

politicisation, however, leading to a situation of ‘a-security’ rather than de-security, while the 

latter shifts insecurity from some issues to others, thus remaining entirely within the domain of 

securitisation. Both, ultimately, leave the logic of security intact and are unable to revert issues 

back to the “normal haggling of politics” (Buzan et al., 1998: 29). Some authors, such as 

Michael Williams, have located a commitment to discourse ethics in securitisation theory, 

based on the fact that security speech acts need to be accepted by a relevant audience. This 

would render discourse ethics a potential antidote to securitisation (2003). This strategy finds 

its limit in the exceptionalism of securitisation, however, as the public’s acceptance of security 

speech acts entails their extrication from the realm of normal politics, which forecloses the 
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public’s capacity to revoke or question such an acceptance. Others, like Didier Bigo, have 

argued that the solution lies in exposing the ‘regime of truth’ underpinning security speech acts 

(2002). This finds its limit in decisionism, however, and the question of authority. Securitisation 

is enacted in specific sites shielded from criticism by ‘amateurs’ on the basis of political 

authority or authoritative knowledge (Aradau, 2004a: 396).  

A second problem that the analytical and political duality of securitisation engenders is that 

the identification of de-securitisation with the restoration of ‘normal’ politics fails to account 

for the imbrication of normal politics and security, of democracy and exception. If as 

poststructuralist approaches argue security is a specific principle and method of government 

that is both the result and the precondition of liberalism, in which freedom itself becomes a 

technique of government, then arguments in favour of freedom cannot themselves challenge 

security. They are, “by definition, implicated in securitisation” (Huysmans, 2006b: 103). This 

is also the case with arguments in favour of democracy and the rule of law, as sovereignty and 

discipline reappear within liberal governmentality to address freedom’s dangerous excess, thus 

introducing elements of exceptionality within democracy and rendering the law, to cite Butler, 

“a field of tactical operations” (2004: 55). Exceptionalism is not the verging point of liberal 

democracy, therefore, in which it becomes a different kind of politics, but forms part of 

democracy as a system of government. By depending on the dichotomist distinction between 

normal and security politics, therefore, between democracy and exception, the Copenhagen 

School has no way of disarticulating the logic of security that operates within but not without 

‘normal’ politics. Moreover, it remains trapped in a liberal democracy versus exceptionalism 

binary, which “leaves no room for critiques of democracy that do not partake of a Schmittian 

politics of exception” (Aradau, 2008b: 70). 

2.2. The Aberystwyth School and ‘Security as Emancipation’.  

In contrast to the Copenhagen School, the Aberystwyth School has identified emancipation 

as the alternative to contemporary constructions of security. By harnessing security to the needs 

of security have-nots, the Aberystwyth School seeks to radically democratise security, 

redefining it in relation to individual emancipation rather than power or order, thus 

reconceptualising it as a value to be fought for. As an instrument for the betterment of the 

predicament of those who are insecure, security as emancipation is first of all ‘life-preserving’, 

“a valorisation of life beyond the violence of security” (Aradau, 2008b: 73). Security as 

emancipation transcends this dimension, however, as it is intimately tied to the idea of self-
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determination. As Booth argues, “emancipation is the freeing of people from those physical and 

human constraints which stop them carrying out what they would freely choose to do” (1991: 

319). Emancipation works as a metanarrative, therefore, bringing together three basic ideas of 

political liberalism against dominant practices of security: reason, autonomy and inclusionary 

progress. 

Critics of the Aberystwyth School have argued, however, that equating emancipation with 

security disavows the specific logic that security invests in reality, particularly the logic of 

enmity and exclusion that constitutes security in both its exceptional and governmental 

formulations. Security cannot transcend the need for an ‘other’ and so “we cannot all be equal 

sharers of security” (Aradau, 2004a: 399). As a result, the Aberystwyth School runs into the 

same problems as the Copenhagen School. It cannot articulate an emancipatory project outside 

the logic of security that can effectively suspend it, falling instead into the recursive substitution 

of one referent object for another; nor can it transcend the liberal democracy versus Schmittian 

politics binary. Moreover, it reproduces the problem of authority, as it is again the security 

‘haves’ who speak security for the ‘have-nots’, despite the feminist and postcolonial warning 

that subaltern voices cannot be heard by speaking for them without reproducing their subaltern 

status (Spivak, 1988).   

2.3. Poststructuralist Approaches and the establishment of an ethical relation with the Other.  

A third strategy proposed to ‘unmake security’ has been to focus directly on the logic of 

enmity and exclusion that characterises security. Poststructuralist approaches have argued that 

unmaking security requires replacing the inimical and antagonistic relation between the self and 

other that security institutes with an ethical relation that foregrounds their interdependence and 

mutual responsibility. The source of such a new relation tends to be located in ontology. If the 

inherent insecurity of the modern subject is what creates within it a foundational requirement 

for security that is fulfilled by projecting such insecurity onto an ‘other’, then deactivating 

security requires recognising such an inherent insecurity and accepting the ontological 

impossibility of security. It requires recognising “the structural condition of alterity prior to 

subjectivity and thought” (Campbell, 1999: 41), so as to “imagine a world in which a given 

field of identities might hope to recognise difference without being internally compelled to 

define some of them as forms of otherness to be conquered, assimilated or defiled” (Connolly, 

2002: 41). Some authors, like David Campbell and Michael Dillon have based such an ethical 

injunction on Levinas’ doctrine of infinite responsibility. Others, such as William Connolly, 
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have based it instead on the ethical appeal of the other’s suffering. Another possible source for 

this ethical injunction, which has received little attention within critical security studies, is 

Judith Butler’s appeal to ‘vulnerability’ as the ground for a more egalitarian global ethics. This 

approach is particularly interesting for my project, given the crucial role that vulnerability plays 

in the securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation  

Butler defines vulnerability as a universal precondition of subjectivity and a predicate of 

life, based on the fact that we are all dependent on others from the very beginning of our lives. 

In this sense, Butler speaks of a “primary vulnerability to others, one that one cannot will away 

without ceasing to be human” (2004: xiv). Such vulnerability emanates primarily from our 

bodies and their inescapable social dimension: “the body implies mortality, vulnerability, 

agency: the skin and the flesh expose us to the gaze of others, but also to touch, and to violence” 

(2004: 26). It is this universal exposure, therefore, that engenders an ethical responsibility 

towards others. Butler expands this understanding of vulnerability with reference to the 

‘precariousness of life’, which refers not just to the fact that life is unavoidably mortal, but also 

that in order to endure life, it needs to be sustained: “there can be no persistence in life without 

at least some conditions that make life liveable” (2009: 21). While vulnerability and 

precariousness are universal, Butler acknowledges that they are also unevenly distributed, based 

on social and political determinants, which are not just material but epistemological: 

“[V]ulnerability must be perceived and recognised in order to come into play in an ethical 

encounter” (2004: 43). It is precisely in relation to this unequal distribution of vulnerability, 

however, that Butler asks: “is there something to be learned about the geopolitical distribution 

of corporeal vulnerability from our own brief and devastating exposure to this condition?” 

(2004: 29). Butler identifies a starting point for the construction of a more egalitarian global 

ethics in the recognition of our common primary vulnerability, therefore, because of the belief 

that it is the negation of such a commonality that instigates the attempt to secure oneself at the 

expense of the security of others (2004: 30).  

In attending to the inimical and exclusionary logic of security, poststructuralist approaches 

seem to address one of the main criticisms raised against the Copenhagen and Aberystwyth 

Schools. However, poststructuralist approaches have themselves spurred important criticism. 

First, the extent to which unconditional ethical principles can inform political action has been 

questioned. As Aradau has argued, referring to Derrida, the ethical injunction towards the other 

works as a ‘limit concept’, it is unconditional and ultimately impracticable, serving merely to 

expose the limits of any form of politics that attempts to translate it into practice (2008b: 79). 
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Poststructuralist approaches cannot engage with the question of power, therefore, nor with that 

of authority. Secondly, ethical injunctions towards the other tend to find their limit in the other 

that is ‘dangerous’. They are constructed with the ‘neighbour’ in mind, as is the case of Levinas’ 

doctrine of infinite responsibility, and as a result it cannot resolve the ethical challenge posed 

by “the terrorist, the sexual abuser or the illegal migrant” (Aradau, 2008a: 80). Butler’s ethics 

of common vulnerability are different in this regard, as they are explicitly articulated in 

response to the war on terror and thus explicitly address the ‘terrorist’. Yet Butler’s position 

reveals a problem that can be extended to all poststructuralist approaches that ground the 

unmaking of security in the insecure ontology of the subject. As Julian Reid argues, Butler’s 

understanding of vulnerability is coterminous rather than contrary to orthodox understandings 

of security: the “problematisation of the vulnerability of the subject on account of its exposure 

to an unknowable social domain of potential violence partakes of a tradition of thinking that 

extends back to the foundations of liberalism” (2011: 773). Ultimately, it is often the 

recognition of one’s vulnerability, not its negation, which incites the discourse and practices of 

security. Indicative in this regard is the fact that all ethical injunctions are an injunction to the 

self and not the other. It is the self, ultimately, who has to transform its stance towards a 

presumably passive other. A third criticism espoused against poststructuralist approaches, 

therefore, is the radical dismissal of the role of the ‘abject’ in unmaking security.   

2.4. Poststructuralist approaches and the turn to the abject: Agency and resistance.  

To overcome the limitations of poststructuralist approaches that ground the unmaking of 

security in the ontology of the self, other poststructuralist approaches have foregrounded the 

role of the ‘abject’, bringing to the fore its agency and resistance in relation to both the 

discursive and governmental understandings of securitisation. In relation to the former, the 

Copenhagen School’s reliance on Derrida’s reformulation of Austin’s speech act theory has 

provided an entry point for the agency and resistance of the abject. While Derrida and Austin 

agree on the performativity of discourse, the former’s poststructuralist reformulation of the 

latter endows it with a set of characteristics that render it radically different. Crucially, Derrida 

locates at the centre of the performativity of discourse what he considers to be the intrinsic 

attribute of the enunciation: its ‘iterability’, that is, the repetition of particular rhetorical 

structures. However, no iteration is strictly speaking a repetition. Derrida speaks not of 

repetition but of ‘citation’, to express how each iteration actualises speech acts in a way that is 

partly similar and partly different, hence disconnecting them from their original author and 

addressee as well as the context of their production. If every citation introduces an alteration, 
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then the intention of the speaker does not “govern the entire scene and system of utterance” 

(1988: 12). Similarly, “to the extent that the moment is ritualised it is never a single a moment 

but one that exceeds itself in past and future directions” (Butler, 1997: 3). This is what Derrida 

refers to with his (infamous) phrase that there is “nothing outside text” (1988: 142).   

 Judith Butler has taken Derrida’s insights further in two fundamental ways. First, Butler 

has argued that it is not enough to question the precedence of the speaking subject’s ‘intention’. 

We must account for the constitution of speaking subjects themselves. To do so, Butler draws 

on Althusser’s notion of ‘interpellation’, according to which it is speech acts that bring subjects 

into linguistic existence. In postulating a voice that brings the subject into being, however, 

Althusser, like Austin, depends on the idea of a sovereign act. To combine both, therefore, 

Butler infuses them with the notion of iterability, offering “an account of how the subject 

constituted through the address of the Other becomes then the subject capable of addressing 

others” (1997: 27). Interpellation is thus a dyadic relation that reveals our primary dependency 

on language. A dependency that renders the subject neither “a sovereign agent with a purely 

instrumental relation to language, nor a mere effect whose agency is pure complicity with the 

prior operations of power” (1997: 26). Secondly, Butler brings the body into speech acts. Acts 

are “redoubled in the moment of speech: there is what is said, and then there is a kind of saying 

that the bodily ‘instrument’ of the utterance performs” (1997: 11). This does not mean that the 

body exists prior to speech. Instead, the body is constituted in and through what is said as both 

a discursive and bodily performance. Speech and bodily acts, however, do not necessarily 

match. The body is in fact “the blindspot of speech, that which acts in ‘excess’ of it”, the 

performativity of which is never fully understood (1997: 11). The relationship between speech 

and the body, therefore, in which the latter is constituted through the former but the former is 

never fully conveyed in the latter, allows Butler to overcome the distinction between mind and 

body, discourse and matter, in a way that adds to the undecidability of language and opens up 

spaces for resistance. 

Both these innovations allow Butler to counter the basic premise shared by the Copenhagen, 

Aberystwyth and Paris Schools that the performativity of discourse only works, or at least 

works better when uttered from a position of authority. For Butler, instead, it is “clearly possible 

to speak with authority without being authorised to speak” (1999: 123). Resignification is not 

only possible, therefore, but can actually be authoritative: “[A]n invocation that has no prior 

legitimacy can have the effect of challenging existing forms of legitimacy” (1997: 147). Butler 

anchors this possibility in the iterability that is central to the performativity of discourse, which 
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enables “the expropriability of the dominant, ‘authorised’ discourse” (1997: 157); and on the 

subjective position of the abject, of those not interpellated. This becomes clear in the example 

that Butler chooses to illustrate her point: “when Rosa Parks sat in the front of the bus, she had 

no prior authorisation to do so… and yet, in laying claim to the right for which she had no prior 

authorisation, she endowed a certain authority on the act, and began the insurrectionary process 

of overthrowing the established codes of legitimacy” (1997: 147). In summary, iterability opens 

up the possibility of agency and resistance on behalf of the abject, because it generates the 

constitutive instability that enables both resignification and expropriability. ‘Agency’ however, 

is not understood as “sovereign autonomy in speech, a replication of conventional notions of 

mastery” (1997: 15). Instead, Butler puts forwards a notion of agency that acknowledges how 

subjects are constituted through discourse, and as such, operate “within a linguistic field of 

enabling constraints from the outset” (1997: 16). That the subject is enabled by the very norms 

that it might seek to oppose means that while agency is not foreclosed, its needs to 

reconceptualised, as “rearticulatory practices, immanent to power, and not a relation of external 

opposition to power” (1993: 26). 

The Foucauldian understanding of power, and thus resistance, that Butler employs also 

plays a central role in poststructuralist approaches that foreground the agency and resistance of 

the abject within a governmental rather than a discursive understanding of security. If security 

as a technology of government operates through ‘the conduct of conduct’, as Foucault argued, 

by acting on an acting subject, that is, on “free subjects and only insofar as they are free” (1982: 

790), then agency is presupposed in the deployment of governmentality, and so is resistance. 

Foucault developed the concept of ‘counter-conduct’ to refer to the type of resistance that can 

take place in the context of governmentality. Crucially, counter-conducts do not refer to the 

notion of not being governed at all, as this would contradict Foucault’s own belief in the 

inescapability of power. Instead, counter-conduct concerns the quest of a different type of 

government: “how not to be governed like that, by that, in the name of those principles” (2007b: 

44). In the context of security, therefore, counter-conducts would target the process of 

subjectification that depicts some as dangerous and the concrete interventions that target them 

as such, constituting a fundamental site for the unmaking of security. Moreover, it is precisely 

from the position of the abject, who is depicted as dangerous and governed as such, that such 

counter-conducts are most likely to arise. As Aradau argues, “if practices of security are made 

possible by the description of subjects, the subject’s resistance is a direct and immediate attempt 

to unmake practices of security” (2008a: 91). The question remains, however, how might such 
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a subjective resistance resolve the question of authority and challenge the exclusionary logic of 

security tout court, not just its own problematisation as dangerous.  

In this regard, two fundamental ambiguities of the poststructuralist understandings of 

agency and resistance are worth highlighting. First, Terry Lovell has argued in relation to 

Butler’s approach to agency that it lacks an account of what makes concrete acts of resistance 

acts of ‘rupture’. Engaging with the example of Rosa Parks, Lovell argues that Butler seems to 

locate the authority of her act in some inherent quality of her performance. This is so, she 

argues, because Butler’s theory of discursive agency focuses “on ‘the (subjected) self’ rather 

than on the social relations of political (inter)action” (2003: 2). Focusing on individual forms 

of resistance against processes of subjectification, Butler fails to acknowledge the importance 

of the civil rights movement in endowing Rosa Park’s transgressive act with authority. 

According to Lovell, we should understand transformative agency, not as an individual and 

subjective practice but “as a function of ensemble performances”, arising from “the interstices 

of interaction in collective social movement in specific circumstances” (2003: 2). In a similar 

vein, Saba Mahmood has criticised the feminist tendency to equate agency with resistance, 

arguing from a postcolonial perspective that it favours an understanding of agency based on the 

moral autonomy of the self, which risks naturalising liberal understandings of freedom and 

autonomy as a political goal (2005: 9). Instead, Mahmood stresses the impossibility of 

identifying “a universal category of acts —such as those of resistance— outside of the ethical 

and political conditions within which such acts acquire their particular meaning” (2005: 8). 

What resistance might mean, therefore, is essentially context-dependant.  

Secondly, and relatedly, Sara Ahmed has argued that Butler’s conception of transgression 

attributes certain voluntarism not just to the abject, but to transgressive acts themselves, which 

fails to account for the fact that “relations of power may be paradoxically secured through the 

very process of destabilisation” (1999: 89). According to Ahmed, difference and ambiguity 

may be re-appropriated by power and deployed in a way that does not “transcend the 

systematisation of difference into regularity” (1999: 91). Ahmed echoes Zizek’s argument here, 

which is also espoused against Butler, that we need to distinguish between “a mere 

‘performative reconfiguration’, a subversive displacement which remains within the hegemonic 

field… and the much more radical act of a thorough reconfiguration of the entire field, which 

redefines the very conditions of socially sustained performativity” (2000: 264).  Similarly, 

Leticia Sabsay has argued that while a norm’s iterability is what enables its resignification and 

potential subversion, it is also what gives it its plasticity and adaptability: “the acceptance of 
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the failure of the norm allows the norm to fail and still be legitimate” (2016b: 58). Resistance, 

resignification, transgression and subversion are ultimately different and not interchangeable, 

which renders the destabilisation of norms more complex than Butler acknowledges. What is 

more, none of them by themselves guarantee the attainment of social change.  

2.4.1. Claudia Aradau: The De-securitising Potential of Irregular Migrant Sex Workers and 

the Framing of Prostitution as Work. 

An interesting strategy for unmaking security from the perspective of the abject, which tries 

to overcome all the limitations outlined above, has been put forward by Claudia Aradau. This 

strategy is particularly interesting for my project, as it is explicitly designed to respond to the 

securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. Aradau follows the Copenhagen 

and Aberystwyth Schools in relying on the notions of democracy and emancipation to counter 

security. She radically reformulates both, however, drawing on the post-Marxist theories of 

Alain Badiou, Etienne Balibar and Jacques Rancière, in order to foreground an understanding 

of emancipation that is contrary to the logic of security, and of democracy that supersedes its 

liberal limitations; an understanding that can simultaneously overcome poststructuralism’s 

inability to translate ethical principles into political practice and to deactivate the exclusionary 

and inimical logic of security through resistance. Indeed, Aradau uses Badiou’s work against 

the Foucauldian understanding of power that permeates poststructuralist approaches to security, 

in order to depict the abject as an ‘excess’, as that which is absent and cannot be represented 

within the symbolic order (2008a: 120). For Badiou, being present in a situation is not the same 

as being represented in it, and it is the difference between the two that constitutes the abject as 

an ‘excess’. What is most interesting in Badiou’s work for Aradau, however, is that it doubles 

the notion of excess making it both an abject and an event, that is, it is “linked with the 

localisation of excessive subjects in the margin of a situation and of forms of action that would 

disrupt it” (2008a: 123). The quality of the event, however, is not just defined in formal terms, 

by being an act of rupture, but also by its content, which is determined by the principles of 

universality and equality. According to Aradau,  it is such principles that can counteract the 

inimical logic of security by instituting a radically egalitarian politics (2008a: 134).  

The principles of universality and equality in Badiou operate together and can be 

understood only from within a particular socio-symbolic order, a particular dispositif, or what 

Badiou calls a ‘socio-historical situation’. They ensure that the event that disrupts it addresses 

everyone therein, not in terms of their particularities but precisely through the subtraction of 
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particularity. For Aradau, this does not amount to an exclusion of difference but to its 

suspension: “[T]hrough the event political subjectification transcends the logic of the situation 

and suspends its forms of representation and subjection” (2008a: 123). Moreover, this is what 

allows excessive subjects and events to suspend the logics of security and to prevent them from 

being reincorporated within the security dispositif, which cannot operate without particularity, 

without subjective representations. Aradau draws on Balibar’s distinction between real, fictive 

and ideal universality to clarify the political role of universality and equality. Balibar associates 

real universality with globalisation and fictive universality with the institutions and ideas that 

order the world. The latter is ambiguous, he argues, in that it can foster exclusion and oppression 

as much as it can be used against them. To operate in the latter sense, however, it must mobilise 

universality as an ideal, as a symbol, which “introduces the unconditional in politics, the ideal 

of non-discrimination and non-coercion, of equality and liberty” (2008a: 155). To operate 

against exclusion and oppression, fictive universality must be based on the simultaneous 

enactment of equality and freedom, on ‘equaliberty’ as Balibar puts it, which activates an 

insurrectional understanding of democracy. Equaliberty is less a substantive principle, 

therefore, than a maxim for action: “a principle that is under verification by subjects who 

present themselves as equal subjects in politics” (2008a: 120). It is the open-endedness of the 

principles of universality and equality that define the event, which enact an egalitarian process 

of collective subjectification, capable of suspending the inimical logic of security. The question 

remains, however, how this move is to address the question of authority. 

Here, Aradau argues, against Badiou, that universality and equality can be reclaimed from 

within liberal political institutions, not just against them, as such principles are already inscribed 

therein in the rights bestowed equally to all members of the community (2008a: 147). They can 

be mobilised in a way that displaces their limits, therefore, by verifying the gap between their 

universal proclamation and their limited recognition in practice, so long as such verification 

fulfils the criteria of Badiou’s event and addresses everyone in the situation (2004: 404). The 

problem, as Aradau herself acknowledges, is that such strategy can only be enacted by members 

of the political community. To address this conundrum Aradau draws on Rancière’s idea of 

emancipation as a ‘ternary strategy’, one in which the self, establishes a link with the other by 

challenging the exclusionary practices that the political community adopts against it. Those that 

belong to the political community “can dis-identify form the institutional practices which have 

turned others into dangerous others and argue for a contrastive form of identification” (2004: 

407). Aradau references Rancière’s own example of irregular migrants reframing them as 
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workers in order to render them part of the political community instead of threatening outsiders 

(2004: 407). The role of work as a universalising and equalising condition also plays a crucial 

role in the de-securitisation strategy that Aradau proposes in relation to trafficking in women.  

According to Aradau, in the situation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, it is 

irregular migrant sex workers that constitute the ‘excess’ and the recognition of prostitution as 

sex work that is the ‘event’. Irregular migrant sex workers are a contradiction in terms in the 

situation of trafficking. Mediated by the categorisations that distinguish between native and 

foreign prostitutes and regular and irregular migrants, they cannot be sex workers because they 

are irregular migrants and they cannot be regular migrants because they are prostitutes. 

According to Aradau, while in another situation sex workers can themselves be the excess, in 

the situation of trafficking they become normalised against illegal migrant sex workers as ‘free’ 

women who choose sex work. Victims of trafficking are also ‘normal’, both present and 

represented. Irregular migrant sex workers, on the contrary, are the “element which is present 

in the situation but does not belong to it and is not represented as properly belonging to it; or 

rather, it only belongs to the situation by virtue of negation” (2008a: 130). It is the claim that 

all prostitutes are workers, in turn, that suspends the forms of representation in the situation and 

addresses everyone therein.  

This is so, according to Aradau, because “work is not a particular identification, it cannot 

be closed and remains open to contestation” (2008a: 141). Even though states try to limit the 

predicate of work as being universal through citizenship, it is also through work that citizenship 

rights can be claimed. The universal address of all prostitutes as sex workers, therefore, 

“renames all the actors in the situation and, in doing so, makes difference indifferent” (2008a: 

137). While Aradau acknowledges that framing prostitution as sex work leads nowhere in 

sociological terms as it remains trapped in the indiscernibility of knowledge, that is, in the 

impossibility of demonstrating whether sex work is actually work, her concern is with the 

political potential that framing prostitution as sex work has in the situation of trafficking. As  

she argues that it disrupts the problematisation of trafficking as an epiphenomenon of irregular 

migration, organised crime and prostitution; it signals the exclusion of both irregular migrants 

and sex workers, and, most importantly, it opens up a space of action and rights for trafficked 

victims, rendering them political subjects rather than traumatised victims, in a way that cannot 

be reincorporated within the security dispositif without completely disrupting it.       
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To show how the principles of universality and equality underpinning work can be 

reclaimed from within liberal political institutions and not just against them, Aradau turns to 

migrant sex workers’ juridical struggles in the context of the European Union. Concretely, she 

turns to the Jany and Others v. Staatssecretaris van Justitie case of the European Court of 

Justice, which concerned six Polish and Czech women who wanted to establish themselves as 

self-employed sex workers in the Netherlands but were denied residence permits. The former 

grounded their claims in the Association Agreements adopted by the European Community and 

the acceding countries in 1991, which granted Central and Eastern European citizens the right 

to settle and pursue economic activities in the Union as self-employed workers. According to 

Aradau, the ruling of the European Court of Justice in this case, which recognised the claimants’ 

demands, is a good example of how “illegal foreign prostitutes, the excessive element of both 

a situation of migration and trafficking, enact equality and the transformation of prostitution 

through work from within institutional locales” (2008a: 150). Aradau also stresses, however, 

that this victory cannot be isolated from the collective subjectification of sex workers taking 

place through the event at a distance from the state, that is, from a position “in the margins of 

institutions that challenge, at all times, their authority and decisions” (2008a: 151). As I will 

argue in chapter seven, it is precisely Aradau’s idea of work as a work as a universalising and 

equalising condition that I am most contentious with.  

3. Critical Security Studies and the Question of Agency: Introducing a Sociological Approach 

and the Field’s Dependence on a Hegemonic Ontology of Agency.  

An important criticism that has been raised against the field of critical security studies as a 

whole regards their approach to agency and how it bears upon their approach to ‘unmaking’ 

security. As argued in chapter two, the conception of security put forward by critical security 

studies, as derivative and performative, opened the field up to the question of agency. The latter 

largely materialised in questions regarding the ‘who’ of security, particularly the ‘who’ of 

security ‘claims’, that is, the referent objects of security, but also the ‘who’ of securitisation. 

Both instances of agency are actually related, as alternative security claims espoused by actors 

other than states engage themselves in a process of securitisation. Still, it is the former rather 

than the latter which has received most attention within the field. This is so because one of the 

fundamental aims behind critical security studies’ widening and deepening agenda was to 

challenge the conservative nature of the field, giving voice to different security actors and 

alternative security claims, in order to radically reformulate the term or totally deactivate its 

logic. As a result, however, as Jef Huysmans has argued, agency has been addressed 
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overwhelmingly in meta-theoretical and ethical-political terms, to the detriment of a more 

sociological approach (2006a: 6). It emerged as a ‘spectre’ within the field, “a haunting but 

absent presence” (Guillaume and Huysmans, 2013: 18), as critical security studies acknowledge 

the possibility and desirability of unmaking security but rarely engage with actual attempts.  

The transformative capacity of such attempts, however, cannot be gauged or explained 

solely in terms of their meta-theoretical possibility and ethical-political appeal. Instead, such 

capacity is shaped by the power relations that structure the particular institutional and regulatory 

contexts in which they take place. As Huysmans argues “the capacity to act and the criteria for 

judging it are always tied in with the nature of the field in which the agents operate” (2006a: 

10). Agency, ultimately, is always situated, not just in the sense that it is embedded in specific 

sites and dynamics of contestation, but also in that agency itself is a contested stake, as the 

question of authority suggests. Understanding how security can be ‘unmade’, ultimately, 

requires a sociologically informed analysis of actual attempts that attends to the particular 

context and concrete socio-historical situation in which they take place. In the case of the 

securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in the European Union, this means 

that to understand the de-securitisation attempts of abolitionist and sex worker organisations 

we need to attend to the characteristics of the European Union as a structure of opportunities 

and constraints for feminist civil society organisations.  

Another important criticism raised against the field of critical security studies as a whole in 

relation to agency has been formulated by Chris Rossdale. Rossdale’s main contention is that 

critical security studies, despite their criticism of state-centrism, remain faithful to what he calls 

a ‘hegemonic ontology of agency’, that is, “[T]he assumption that the ‘doing’ of politics (and, 

significantly, security) must eventually, ideally, derive from a singular and sovereign locus of 

legitimacy, such as the state” (2013: 3). The problem, for Rossdale, is that “political possibility 

is thereby framed within totalising and bounded imaginaries” (2013: 3), as the latter “disciplines 

explorations of possibility in particular terms” (2013: 20). Such terms are essentially those of 

‘statism’: the assumption of a singular, sovereign and legitimate site as the only possible source 

of agency, normally identified exclusively with the state; and of ‘hegemony’, “which presumes 

the totalising nature of political intervention and possibility which will either be subordinated 

within an existing order or perform an ‘all the way’ break” (2013: 29). A hegemonic ontology 

of agency, ultimately, limits what can be thought of as resistance to security, occluding, in 

particular, those forms that do not rest on “hegemonic or totalising political logics, and which 

might remain mobile and creative whilst retaining the capacity to make critical interventions” 
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(2013: 1). To bring the latter to the fore, Rossdale adopts instead a different understanding of 

agency, not “as a property that is (or is not) held by an actor who is (or is not) agential”, but 

conceptualising “attributions of agency as ontological representations which reflect and 

produce particular imaginaries of power and relationality delimiting and generating particular 

political possibilities” (2013: 29). As I will argue in chapter seven, this understanding of agency 

is crucial to identify and understand the de-securitising potential of sex worker organisations.  

4. Conclusion: ‘Unmaking Security’: The Logic of Security, the Question of Authority and the 

Re-Conceptualisation of Agency. 

In this chapter, I have outlined the basic tenets and central critiques of the main strategies 

proposed within critical security studies to ‘unmake security’: de-securitisation, emancipation, 

the establishment of an ethical relationship with the other and the turn to the abject. From such 

an outline, it becomes clear that all four approaches face two apparently insurmountable 

obstacles. First, they all find it difficult to address and deactivate the logic of security itself, 

rather than engage in the recursive substitution of one referent object for another. The 

Copenhagen School, in rendering the meaning of security dependent on its successful 

articulation in discourse, and in counter-posing it to the ‘normal’ functioning of democracy 

cannot explain how de-securitisation can effectively take place nor account for the deployment 

of security in ‘normal’ politics. The Aberystwyth School, in equating emancipation with 

security cannot devise an emancipatory project able to suspend its logic nor transcend the liberal 

democracy/Schmittian politics dichotomy. Poststructuralist approaches that focus on the 

establishment of an ethical relation to the Other, in turn, do address the exclusionary and 

inimical logic of security directly, yet they cannot translate such an ethical injunction politically 

and actually find their limit precisely where de-securitisation needs to operate, that is, in relation 

to the ‘dangerous’ other. While Judith Butler’s ethical injunction based on a common 

vulnerability does address dangerous others, such a position reveals a problem that is extendable 

to all poststructuralist approaches that ground the unmaking of security in the insecure ontology 

of the subject, in that, recognising the latter is, or at least can be, coterminous rather than 

contrary to orthodox understandings of security. Lastly, poststructuralist approaches that locate 

the potential unmaking of security in the agency and resistance of the abject itself cannot 

explain how its subjective resistance might challenge the exclusionary and inimical logic of 

security, not just their own problematisation as being dangerous.  
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The second obstacle that all approaches face is the question of authority, that is, the fact 

that securitisation is enacted in specific sites which are shielded from criticism by political 

authority or authoritative knowledge. Neither the Copenhagen nor the Aberystwyth Schools 

address this question, as the unmaking of security for both is a prerogative of securitising actors 

and the security ‘haves’ rather than the have-nots. Poststructuralist approaches that seek to 

establish an ethical relation with the other also avoid engaging with the question of authority, 

as a result of the fact that ethical injunctions cannot be translated politically. Poststructuralist 

approaches that turn to the abject, instead, do engage with the question of authority, grounding 

the possibility of authoritative resistances in the iterability of discourse or the agency that is 

presupposed in the government of the abject. They do not address, however, how to avoid the 

reincorporation of resistance within the exercise of power, in this case, within the security 

dispositif. As I have argued, an interesting strategy has been proposed by Claudia Aradau, 

which explicitly seeks to overcome all the shortcomings ascribed to the rest. Aradau’s strategy 

is essentially based on a post-Marxist reformulation of the notions of emancipation and 

democracy, and of power and the abject, which are capable of suspending the form of 

representation and subjection on which the inimical logic of security depends, and of avoiding 

the reincorporation of resistance. They are also capable of being deployed within liberal 

political institutions, by reclaiming the principles of universality and equality inscribed therein 

against the authority of securitising actors, either through a binary strategy exerted by abjects 

themselves or a ternary one enacted by members of the political community who dis-identify 

from its othering logic.  

Any successful attempt at de-securitisation, ultimately, must productively address both the 

logic of security and the question of authority. These cannot be understood, however, outside 

of specific institutional and regulatory contexts. In this regard, I sketched out two main 

criticisms that have been raised against the field of critical security studies as a whole, regarding 

their approach to agency and how it bears upon their approach to ‘unmaking’ security. The first, 

articulated by Jef Huysmans, is that critical security studies’ approach to agency, in being 

essentially meta-theoretical and ethical-political, leads them to rarely engage with actual 

instances or attempts, and to disavow the institutional and regulatory contexts in which they 

take place. Instead, if we are to understand the de-securitisation attempts of abolitionist and sex 

worker organisations, we must attend to the characteristics of the European Union as a structure 

of opportunities and constraints for feminist civil society organisations. The second criticism, 

espoused by Chris Rossdale, is that despite their critique of state-centrism, critical security 
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studies remain faithful to a ‘hegemonic ontology of agency’ that limits their understanding of 

agency through the terms of statism and hegemony, which limit what can be thought of as 

resistance to security in the first place. Keeping the theoretical framework provided by critical 

security studies, and these criticisms in mind, I now turn to the de-securitisation attempts of 

abolitionist and sex worker organisations in relation to trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation in the context of the European Union.  
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CHAPTER 6 

FEMINIST STRUGGLES AGAINST THE SECURITISATION OF TRAFFICKING IN 

WOMEN FOR SEXUAL EXPLOITATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION: THE 

ABOLITIONIST APPROACH 

 

“Mother, I think. Wherever you may be. Can you hear me? You wanted a women's 

culture. Well, now there is one. It isn't what you meant, but it exists”. (Margaret 

Attwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 1985).  

 

“The master's tools will never dismantle the master's house. They may allow us to 

temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about 

genuine change” (Audre Lorde, 1984: 112).  

 

1. Introduction: Feminist Struggles against the Securitisation of Trafficking in Women for 

Sexual Exploitation in the European Union: The Abolitionist Approach.  

This chapter analyses the anti-trafficking struggles of feminist abolitionist organisations in 

the European Union, situating them in relation to their historical antecedents. It compares the 

position of such organisations at European level and in the four member states that I have 

chosen as case studies: Sweden, the Netherlands, France and Spain. It focuses on the position 

of the European Women’s Lobby, as the most important feminist abolitionist actor at the 

European level and explains its institutional monopoly, as well as the similarities and 

differences that exist between feminist abolitionist organisations in the national domain. The 

most significant insight that can be drawn from this comparative analysis is the striking 

similarity of the problematisation of prostitution and trafficking in women that feminist 

abolitionist organisations offer, which also largely resembles that of feminist actors inside the 

European Union. Some differences, however, can be identified between feminist abolitionists 

inside and outside of the European Union. First, the latter are much more explicit in their 

endorsement of client criminalisation as the best solution not just for prostitution, but also for 

trafficking in women. They consequently link both issues more strongly. Secondly, they use 

security frames to a much lesser extent than feminist abolitionist actors inside the Union do. 

Two important deviations from the rule of homogeneity can be found in the national domain, 

one that stresses the psychological causes and consequences of prostitution and trafficking, 

which is found predominantly in France; another that strategically rejects the equation of 

prostitution and trafficking in an attempt to overcome the political impasse that such an equation 
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creates, which found predominantly in Spain. These deviations, I will argue, using two 

organisations in particular as examples, respond to the specificities of the concrete prostitution 

regime adopted in each member state.  

Given these similarities and differences, the question remains whether feminist abolitionist 

organisations in the European Union have the potential to de-securitise trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation in a way that feminist actors inside the European Union cannot. My main 

contention in this regard is that they ultimately do not. While feminist abolitionist organisations 

productively address the question of authority, they cannot overcome the logic of security. Even 

though they rarely employ the security frames that feminist actors within the Union use, and 

sometimes even reject them, they still replicate their gender frames, which contain within 

themselves the elements that enable the securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation and its exclusionary effects. As I will show, feminist abolitionist organisations in 

the European Union replicate their dis-identification strategy, outlined in chapter four, which 

identifies victims of trafficking by distinguishing them from traffickers, irregular immigrants 

and sex workers along the lines of agency and abuse. They do so by means of the exact same 

mechanism, moreover, the orientalising logics of denial, which is premised on a notion of 

vulnerability that is psychologised, and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling 

oneself premised on the notion of sexual commodification. As a result, feminist abolitionist 

organisations cannot avoid converting trafficked victims into ‘a’ risk, nor the limitation of the 

solutions they offer regarding prevention and protection or their compassionate conservatism 

effects. They do not de-securitise trafficking in women, ultimately, but engage in the recursive 

substitution of one referent object for another.   

2. Historical Antecedents: Feminist Abolitionism, Regulationism and the White Slave Trade.   

Feminist abolitionism has a long history in Europe. It emerged in the late nineteenth century 

with the fundamental aim of abolishing the regulation of prostitution that had been adopted by 

many European states both at home and in the colonies. Being the prevailing view among 

feminists at the time, abolitionism became one of the first organised expressions of first-wave 

feminism, overlapping with but slightly prior to the suffragette movement. While its origins are 

often located in Great Britain, under the indisputable leadership of Josephine Butler, feminist 

abolitionism quickly became a transnational movement, through the formation of an 

international organisation, the International Abolitionist Federation, with national delegations 

all over Europe. As the movement expanded, however, it became increasingly divided, with a 
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more nationalist and conservative tendency, essentially oriented towards social purity reform, 

developing alongside the internationalist, liberal and feminist one. The former also proliferated 

quickly and gained important international ground, particularly in relation to the ‘white slave 

trade’, often with counterproductive effects for feminist versions of abolitionism. While 

feminist abolitionism was ultimately successful in repealing the regulation of prostitution at 

home and abroad, this objective was not always achieved with the celerity and the outcomes 

that were initially desired. 

2.1. Feminist Abolitionism and the Regulation of Prostitution in Late Nineteenth-Century 

Europe.  

The emergence of feminist abolitionism is recurrently traced back to Great Britain when a 

coalition of liberal, feminist and religious groups orchestrated a campaign against the regulation 

of prostitution in the Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s. As with the majority of systems 

that were implemented to regulate prostitution in Europe at the time, the latter allowed the 

authorities to detain women suspected of being prostitutes and to submit them to compulsory 

medical examinations for venereal diseases. If the woman was declared to be infected, she 

would be confined in a ‘lock hospital’, until she finished her sentence and recovered. The 

feminist abolitionist movement was spearheaded by Josephine Butler, a middle-class feminist 

and liberal evangelical with a strong background in the defence of women’s education and in 

philanthropic activities destined for working-class women in particular (Daggers and Neal, 

2006). Philanthropy was, in fact, an outlet from domesticity at the time, allowing middle-class 

women, often of religious inspiration, to acquire certain political prominence through the 

extension of their traditional role as moral guardians from the family to the community (Drenth 

and Haan, 1999). Josephine Butler was the one who founded the ‘Ladies National Association 

for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts’ in 1869, a female-only organisation that was 

parallel to but separate from the National Association, which initially excluded women. In 

December 1869, the Daily News published the ‘Ladies Manifesto’, which summarised their 

position and kick-started their national campaign. Feminist abolitionism thus emerged within 

the ideological space of liberal and evangelical first-wave feminism. Even though left-wing 

feminists at the time shared much of abolitionism’s criticism of prostitution, particularly of its 

regulation by the state, their participation in abolitionist campaigns was limited and their 

criticism of bourgeois sexuality more radical (Bland, 1992). Feminist abolitionists used three 

main arguments against the regulation of prostitution, all of which adopted a strong gender and 
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sometimes class perspective; combining an equal share of melodrama and rigour in their style, 

with religious, feminist and liberal arguments (Walkowitz, 1982).  

Their first and most pragmatic argument was medical: the Contagious Diseases Acts were 

not stopping contagious diseases. This argument was often also moralistic, as the fact that 

contagion was primarily sexual rendered it a moral and not just a physical problem, which 

consequently demanded different solutions than other epidemiological diseases; solutions 

which ultimately passed through improving the country’s general morality (Johnson and 

Johnson, 1990). The second and perhaps most powerful argument was liberal and legalistic: the 

regulation of prostitution violated the basic principles of the liberal state: freedom, equality and 

justice, by depriving prostitutes of their most basic constitutional rights: civil liberty, personal 

security and bodily integrity. The regulation of prostitution was conceived by feminist 

abolitionists as amounting to the legalisation of ‘sexual slavery’ and consequently had to be 

abolished. This resonance with the abolitionist movement against transatlantic slavery was 

often intentional. The regulation of prostitution was not just illiberal, but also discriminatory, 

in that it subjected women’s rights to men’s sexual desires and prostitutes, who were the true 

victims of prostitution, to “punishments of the most degrading kind” (Johnson and Johnson, 

1990: 97). Men’s control over prostitutes as clients, policemen, doctors or legislators were thus 

widely denounced by feminist abolitionists, bringing them closer to the suffragettes. The last 

argument they espoused was moral. While religious morality permeated much of their 

discourse, a specific argument against the regulation of prostitution was that it sanctioned ‘vice’ 

and thus rendered the “path of evil more easy to our sons” (Johnson and Johnson, 1990: 97). 

As a result, feminist abolitionists were keen on promoting equal sexual standards for men and 

women by also enjoining chastity upon men, which aligned them with the social purity 

movements developing at the time (Bartley, 2000). 

Feminist abolitionists rejected all forms of state intervention targeting prostitutes, and 

pursued the triple aim of repeal, redemption, and re-education, lobbying the government to 

abolish regulation, engaging themselves in the ‘rescue and rehabilitation’ of prostitutes in line 

with their philanthropic orientation and promotion of chastity. Regulation was said to affect not 

just prostitutes, but women as a whole, as they were all exposed to the risk of being confused 

with a prostitute and, most importantly, they were all subjected to the same sexual double 

standards and economic and political exclusions. The abolition of regulation was thus seen as 

part of a wider struggle for women’s emancipation. Indeed, feminist abolitionists defied 

important gender codes of the time, transcending domesticity and publicly engaging in debates 
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around sexuality. They also advanced significant emancipatory goals for women in general and 

prostitutes in particular, establishing broad alliances not only within the women’s movement 

but also with trade unions, doctors, lawyers, academics and liberal politicians (Walkowitz, 

1982: 146). Their religious and philanthropic origins also contributed to the deployment of a 

conservative sexual agenda, however, and relatedly, to the construction of a gendered notion of 

sexual danger that targeted prostitution while leaving other institutions, such as marriage, 

unaddressed. Moreover, even though feminist abolitionism was premised on a strong notion of 

female solidarity, the relation of feminist abolitionists with prostitutes were often paternalistic, 

if not hierarchical, controlling and punitive. As such, feminist abolitionists often reproduced 

the division between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ women they explicitly sought to redress (DuBois and 

Gordon, 1992).  

The publication of the Ladies’ Manifesto was followed by countless articles, manifestos, 

pamphlets, petitions, rallies and debates seeking to influence both public opinion and political 

elites until the Contagious Diseases Acts were repealed in 1886. While their mobilisation 

decreased in the aftermath of repeal, it did not cease, as feminist abolitionists continued to 

struggle for the repeal of the Acts in the British colonies and, crucially, against the ‘white slave 

trade’. Indeed, feminist abolitionism spread quickly, becoming a veritable transnational 

phenomenon. In 1875, Butler founded the ‘British, Continental and General Federation for the 

Abolition of the Government Regulation of Vice’, which in 1898 became the ‘International 

Abolitionist Federation’. The Federation helped to create local and national committees all over 

Europe, seeking members from emerging feminist groups, liberal politicians, trade unions and 

religious reformers, providing them with financial resources and intellectual guidance 

(Limoncelli, 2006: 32). While Butler’s model of feminist abolitionism was not easily replicable, 

it was translated and adapted into the particularities of other European states. Butler herself 

ensured that female organisations always existed alongside national ones, and travelled 

recurrently to meet with their leaders (Summers, 2008). In addition to the formation of national 

organisations, the Federation organised several international conferences in order to bridge the 

differences between them. To do so, however, it had to narrow the feminist abolitionist agenda, 

excluding its focus on social reform and focusing instead on the repeal of all regulation in both 

continental Europe and its colonies (Berkovitch, 1999: 36). As a result, the Federation often 

held a more liberal and less religious stance than its feminist abolitionist counterparts (Corbin, 

1990: 219).     
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2.2. Feminist Abolitionism and the ‘White Slave Trade’: Internationalisation and 

Conservativism.    

A number of religious reformers that had campaigned against the Contagious Diseases Acts 

became increasingly concerned with this liberal turn. Based firmly within the social purity 

tradition, they began to promote abolition ‘through’ the state instead of against it, advocating 

for a more stringent control of sexuality through law. This shift in approach was paralleled by 

a shift in focus, from prostitution to the ‘white slave trade’. In fact, the argument that fighting 

such trade required different instruments than those offered by traditional abolitionism fostered 

the organisational division of the movement. In 1899 William Alexander Coote, a notorious 

social puritan, created the ‘International Bureau for the Suppression of the Traffic in Women’. 

While the ‘white slave trade’ referred to different things for different people, for the diplomats 

and politicians of the Bureau it referred exclusively to the trade of white women across 

international borders, first from Britain to the Continent, and later from Europe to its colonies 

(Corbin, 1986: 275). The ‘white slave trade’ attracted unprecedented levels of political, public, 

and media attention at the time, becoming a paradigmatic symbol of sexual danger. In light of 

the relatively low number of documented cases, however, historical research has suggested that 

the ‘white slave trade’ was more of a historical construction, born out of a specific social and 

political context, which was characterised by the relaxation of sexual mores, the increase in 

racist and colonial discourses and transnational migration, particularly female migration, as a 

result of the abolition of transatlantic slavery and the internationalisation of wage labour 

(Kempadoo, 1998).  

While feminist abolitionists were initially supportive of the Bureau, they became 

marginalised by it, as it was “an all-male platform of governmental and parliamentary politics” 

(De Vries, 2005: 51). Transformed into a lobby organisation ideologically and institutionally 

close to the state, the Bureau abandoned its broad structural outlook of the preceding decades 

in favour of a narrow and legalistic approach that actually sidestepped the issue of regulation. 

While the International Abolitionist Federation sought to repeal the regulation of prostitution 

in Europe and its colonies, the International Bureau sought only to protect “domestic women 

from exploitation in foreign brothel systems, condoning state measures to control prostitution 

and prostitutes” (Limoncelli, 2006: 40). The emancipatory aims of feminist abolitionism were 

subverted by a conservative and repressive agenda, which actually increased states’ 

intervention in and control over prostitution and women in general, as well as incidentally 

subaltern men. Of both positions, it was the International Bureau that prevailed in the first 
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international agreement for the ‘Suppression of the White Slave Trade’, which was adopted in 

1904 and the Convention that followed it in 1910. Both of which were confined to regulate the 

kidnapping and coerced transportation of women and children for sexual exploitation (Reanda, 

1991: 207). In the convention, states agreed to adopt a series of measures destined to control 

strategic places, such as train stations, ports, transatlantic ships and international placement 

agencies, in order to identify cases of the ‘white slave trade’. They also agreed to adopt all the 

necessary legislative measures to enable the prosecution of those responsible for trafficking 

minors, and in adult women when fraud, threat or coercion had been employed.   

It was not until 1933, therefore, under the auspices of the League of Nations, that the 

position of the International Abolitionist Federation was first included in the ‘Convention for 

the Suppression of the Traffic in Women of Full Age’, and then ratified under the auspices of 

the United Nations in the 1949 ‘Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and 

of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others’. The latter declared for the first time that 

prostitution and trafficking were “incompatible with the dignity and worth of the human person, 

endangering the welfare of the individual, the family and the community” (Reanda, 1991: 209). 

It put an end to the distinction between trafficking and prostitution, therefore, and between 

forced and voluntary prostitution, which had been instituted in 1910. The 1949 Convention, 

instead, denied any role to women’s consent, depicting them as always being manipulated and 

coerced. As a result, it codified the two pillars of feminist abolitionism: first, the criminalisation 

and prosecution of the third parties who engaged in prostitution and, second, the prevention of 

prostitution and the rehabilitation and reintegration of its victims. In the decades after its 

adoption, however, the 1949 Convention was increasingly criticised for the absence of 

supervision mechanisms and the low level of ratifications and international support. By the time 

prostitution and trafficking in women re-emerged in the international political agenda in the 

1980s, the position of feminist abolitionists had radically changed, abandoning the liberal, 

philanthropic and religious origins for a new foundation within second-wave radical feminism.  

3. Contemporary forms of feminist abolitionism in the context of the European Union. 

The fundamental difference between nineteenth-century and contemporary forms of 

feminist abolitionism is that the origin of prostitution is no longer located in sin or debauchery 

but in patriarchy, that is, in the unequal distribution of power between women and men that is 

premised on the former’s economic and sexual subordination to the latter. The problem of 

prostitution is no longer ‘vice’, therefore, but women’s sexual freedom, self-determination and 
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rights. As a result, contemporary forms of feminist abolitionism use the radical feminist 

language of violence against women, women’s human rights and sexual commodification 

against both the regulation of prostitution and prostitution itself. Despite these differences, 

however, contemporary feminist abolitionists do share some tenets with their precursors. They 

too deploy a conservative sexual agenda along the lines of compulsory heterosexuality, as 

argued in chapter three; they still seek to criminalise third parties, particularly clients, rescue 

and rehabilitate prostitutes and re-educate society, though now in terms of gender equality. 

Crucially, they continue to link prostitution and trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, 

which is the contemporary version of the white slave trade (Doezema, 1999). In what follows, 

I present the main findings of my comparative analysis of the position of feminist abolitionist 

organisations in the European Union, focusing on the European Women’s Lobby, explaining 

its institutional monopoly and indicating the similarities and differences that exist between 

feminist abolitionist organisations in my case studies.    

3.1. The European Women’s Lobby and The Creation of a ‘Europe Free from Prostitution’.  

The European Women’s Lobby is the most important feminist abolitionist organisation in 

the European domain. It was founded in Brussels in September 1990, as a European level 

umbrella organisation with the fundamental aim of representing women and their interests in 

the European Union. It was created in response to the growing impact of the latter on women’s 

lives given its increasing competences and the attendant expansion of its policies and activities. 

The creation of a single umbrella organisation, however, was contested. As Sofia Strid explains, 

significant opposition to the creation of a single and unified European organisation had existed 

for at least a decade prior to the creation of the Lobby (2009: 137). The main opponents in this 

regard were other European networks of women, women in the trade unions and more radical 

feminist organisations, who believed that a single organisation would not be able to represent 

the wide variety of women’s identities and interests (Hoskyns, 1996: 131). The idea of creating 

a single European structure gained ground, however, after several transnational meetings in 

which the more radical opponents were increasingly outnumbered and the European 

Commission exerted significant albeit implicit pressure for unification, essentially through its 

funding mechanisms. In 1987, during the fourth meeting held in London, the decision to form 

a unified organisation was made; a year later the preparatory work began, again with the 

financial aid of the Commission, and two years later the European Women’s Lobby was created. 

Its first objective was to expand its membership base to cover the whole of Europe, so as to 

increase its influence and shore up its legitimacy as women’s representative in the European 



171 
 

Union. Today, the European Women’s Lobby is the most powerful feminist lobby in Europe, 

operating as the Union’s main partner in matters of gender equality, as a source of information, 

expertise and a single access point to a broad aggregation of interests. In order to understand 

this institutional monopoly, it is important to attend to the characteristics of the Union as a 

structure of opportunities and constraints for feminist civil society organisations.  

3.1.1. The European Union as a Structure of Opportunities and  Constraints for Feminist Civil 

Society Organisations and The European Women’s Lobby’s Institutional Monopoly.  

The European Union is a multilevel system of government that is embedded in a dense 

organisational environment, in which supranational institutions, national governments and a 

wide range of non-governmental actors cooperate within a set of formal and informal 

institutions that are technical and functional, as well as cognitive and normative in nature. A 

key characteristic of this complex institutional setting is that it opens up new spaces for 

collective action, as it provides a number of access points, to instruments for political leverage 

and to opportunities for brokerage. Mobilising transnationally, however, has important costs, 

and the multilevel system of the Union itself imposes particular constraints. The diffusion of 

authority to different actors, the majority of which are not democratically elected, in addition, 

has raised important questions regarding the European Union’s ‘democratic deficit’. Unlike the 

national domain, in which democratic legitimacy rests on parliamentary elections, in the 

European Union representative democracy is not the main channel of interest, representation 

and citizens are not the sole, nor even the main, constituency. Decision-making power, 

moreover, is unevenly spread among different institutions, which hinders accountability, while 

the main policy-making body, the Commission, is largely bureaucratic and lacks a clear 

representative base (Kohler-Koch, 2010). Under such conditions, the European Union is said 

to fold citizens out of the process of governance while they are putting distance between 

themselves and the Union. 

Calls for increasing the Union’s democratic legitimacy put institutional reform at the centre 

of both academic and political debates. Among the strategies proposed in this regard, three have 

received the most attention. First, the idea that the democratic credentials of the Union could 

be enhanced by strengthening the powers of the European Parliament, as well as the saliency 

and importance of European elections. A second proposal has been to ‘constitutionalise’ the 

Union, creating substantive and procedural rules that would lead to greater transparency and 

participation and guarantee the fundamental rights of European citizens (Pollack, 2005). While 
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both have been partially adopted, as testified by the gradual increase of the European 

Parliament’s competences and the adoption of the European charter of fundamental rights, their 

full realisations have been problematic, given the inherent deficiencies of European elections 

and the debacle of the Union’s Constitutional Treaty. It is the third strategy, therefore, that turns 

to participatory and deliberative democracy, which has been most successful, because the 

Union’s multilevel governance nature was seen as being favourable to the inclusion of 

participatory mechanisms without posing significant challenges to the Union’s institutional 

structure.   

The idea behind this proposal, as outlined by the Commission in its 2001 white paper on 

governance, was that promoting the participation of European citizens in deliberative decision-

making processes would increase their interest in the Union and its responsiveness to their 

demands, thus simultaneously improving the Union’s input and output of legitimacy (European 

Commission, 2001c). Participatory mechanisms have been increasingly institutionalised, 

therefore, and have in fact reached the status of a constitutional principle in Art. 11 of the Lisbon 

Treaty, which mandates European Union institutions to ‘maintain an open, transparent and 

regular dialogue with citizens and representative associations’. It is important to note, however, 

that although the treaty refers to both individual and collective forms of participation, the focus 

has been overwhelmingly on the latter. This has been largely for pragmatic reasons. The 

Commission’s functional need for support, information and legitimacy, together with the 

complexity of the Union’s multilevel structure required that the interests present in civil society 

were channelled in a way that was manageable. A normative link was nonetheless established 

between civil society organisations and democratic legitimacy, however, which stressed their 

role as “vehicles of participation” and “representatives of specific groups” (European 

Commission, 2000b), rendering them the official representational base of the Commission.  

In acting as proxies for European citizens, the democratic legitimacy and democratising 

effects of civil society organisations have two dimensions: one regarding their relationship with 

the Commission, which has to be characterised by pluralism; and another regarding their 

relationship with their constituency, which needs to be representative, responsive and 

accountable (Kohler-Koch, 2010: 109). In order to guarantee these dimensions, the 

Commission has sought to structure its engagement with civil society organisations under the 

label of a ‘reform of the decision-making process and of European governance’, outlined in its 

2001 white paper on governance. First, to prevent the risk of factionalism and of the 

participation of civil society organisations becoming a dialogue among elites, removed from 
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citizen’s interests and grassroots movements, the Commission has sought to empower the latter, 

essentially through funding. Second, to limit the potential lack of representativeness and 

accountability of civil society organisations regarding their constituencies, the Commission 

counted on the European Economic and Social Committee to develop a set of criteria with 

which civil society organisations were required to comply with, in order to be considered 

‘representative’. Crucially, these are eligibility criteria, which determine whether organisations 

are representative enough to be consulted at all. In what follows, therefore, I analyse them in 

detail to show how they structure and determine the participation of feminist civil society 

organisations and how, despite their intention, they are not equally favourable to all. 

3.1.1.1. Funding (Disputes) and Feminist Civil Society Organisations.  

The European Commission provides three types of funding for civil society organisations. 

A-budget line funding is designed to fund the Union’s administrative activities. It is the most 

stable and safe form of funding, as it often includes a budgetary commitment for five or six 

years and cannot be challenged in the European Parliament. B-budget line funding is linked to 

specific policy areas and proposals. It tends to involve a funding commitment of two or three 

years and is fully reviewed at the end of each programme, which makes its continuity more 

difficult. Project funding, lastly, entails short-term funds that include no guarantee for the 

future, which require a significant amount of a priori resources, given the long and bureaucratic 

process of application, implementation and evaluation that they require. In relation to feminist 

and women’s civil society organisations, their funding has been raised several times and has 

been quite controversial. In 1995, the European Women’s Lobby was granted its own A-budget 

line, which was arduously criticised by some, on the grounds that it granted the latter a financial 

monopoly. This issue reached the European Parliament in 2003, when it was debating the 

Commission’s proposal for an action programme to promote civil society organisations in the 

field of gender equality. The latter sought to maintain the A-budget line for the European 

Women’s Lobby but proposed to create another budget line alongside it for other organisations, 

based on a call for proposals. The women’s rights committee in the European Parliament 

responded with a report in which it argued that differential criteria should be an exception; that 

calls for proposals should be the general rule and that the central aspects of funding had to be 

harmonised. The report was highly controversial, however, as positions within the committee 

were divided. The committee’s own rapporteur voted against it, and in line with her political 

group, the European People’s Party, who believed that in keeping the single budget line for the 
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Lobby the report did not sufficiently counter the monopolistic tendencies of the Commission’s 

proposal (Rolandsen Agustín, 2012: 30).  

The Commission in response stressed the European Women’s Lobby played a crucial 

coordinating role. Similarly, the socialist group in the Parliament argued that the consultation 

of women’s interests would be easier through a single umbrella organisation dealing with 

multiple issues (Rolandsen Agustín, 2012: 29). In the end, the Parliament decided to adopt the 

Commission’s proposal and create an additional budget line for women’s civil society 

organisations outside of the European Women’s Lobby. This put an end to its financial 

monopoly and sanctioned the idea that it does not represent all women and all viewpoints inside 

the feminist movement. Crucial insights can be drawn, however, from the debates leading up 

to this decision. First, the fact that the European Parliament decided to keep the exclusive A-

budget line for the European Women’s Lobby indicates the extent to which the Union prioritises 

the existence of a unitary collective voice at the European level rather than a plurality of 

fragmented ones. This is problematic in terms of pluralism. It is especially problematic, 

moreover, from an intersectional perspective. As Rolandsen Agustín argues, in matters of 

equality, the European Union’s institutional architecture hinders the intersection of gender with 

other diversity claims, favouring a form of consultation in which “each inequality ground is 

predominantly represented by one transnational umbrella organisation which unifies interest in 

one particular field” (2013: 168). In fact, given the creation of the Fundamental Rights Agency 

in 2007 on the one hand and the European Institute for Gender Equality on the other, it is much 

harder to integrate gender equality with other types of inequality than the rest among 

themselves. While multiple forms of discrimination can be addressed through the collaboration 

of different umbrella organisations, this does not amount to an intersectional perspective. 

Intersectional constituencies are thus forced to choose between their integration into majority 

organisations or their self-representation into minority organisations (Rolandsen and Roth, 

2011: 233).  

Secondly, the alliances that were formed are worth highlighting, especially those between 

the conservative group in the Parliament and some women’s organisations, who were in favour 

of pluralism and equality among civil society organisations; and between the Commission, the 

socialist group in the Parliament and the European Women’s Lobby, on the other hand, in 

defence of unity and differential treatment. Such alliances indicate the extent to which the 

debate was not just about representation and representativeness, but was highly ideological, 

bearing in mind that the concrete positions of the European Women’s Lobby on a set of issues, 
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such as abortion was a key element in the criticism of conservative actors, such as the European 

People’s Party and the civil society organisations that were aligned to its ideals. The result, 

however, was that the concerns of those organisations that sided neither with conservative 

actors nor with the European Women’s Lobby were largely disavowed. Smaller, younger and 

less institutionalised organisations have stressed that the complex and time consuming 

procedures of the Union’s funding regime are themselves insuperable obstacles, in addition to 

its accounting rules, the late payment schedules that force organisations to cover their costs up 

front and the insistence on co-funding, which significantly undermine the possibility of small, 

under-resourced organisations from having access to European Union funds. The latter, 

therefore, both enable and constrain the participation of feminist civil society organisations in 

its policy-making process. In providing them with resources they allow civil society 

organisations to engage in transnational lobbying, thus counteracting the predominance of 

professional and business lobbies. Insofar as they favour large umbrella organisations that speak 

with a unitary voice, and are accessible through complex and costly procedures, Union funds 

tend to favour the largest, most institutionalised and formalised organisations, to the detriment 

of smaller ones with limited capabilities (Lang, 2014). While the European Union certainly 

empowers feminist civil society organisations, therefore, it tends to empower the already 

powerful.  

3.1.1.2. Representativeness Criteria and Feminist Civil Society Organisations.  

In addition to funding, another important source of opportunities and constraints for the 

participation of feminist civil society organisations in the European Union is the criteria set out 

by the European Economic and Social Committee to determine their ‘representativeness’ and 

thus their eligibility for consultation by the Commission. Such criteria can be grouped into four 

main categories, regarding presence, structure, interests and transparency.  First, with regards 

to presence, the Economic and Social Committee established that to be representative, civil 

society organisations must “exist permanently at Community level” (EESC, 2001: 6). This is 

an availability prerequisite, which seeks to ensure that organisations are available when needed. 

While consultation does not formally require a presence in Brussels, if civil society 

organisations want to participate regularly in the Union’s policy and decision-making 

processes, such a presence becomes necessary. This availability prerequisite, in addition, seeks 

to promote the establishment of a long-term and solid relation between civil society 

organisations and European Union institutions in order to make consultation easier. The 

European Union’s desire for quickness of input and output, together with the often informal 
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nature of consultation, ultimately, means that civil society organisations that have the resources 

and skills to organise themselves in Brussels, organisations that are already transnational and 

have already developed networks are favoured over those which are smaller, financially weaker 

and nationally organised, as well as those which are set up around time-limited issues (Strid, 

2009: 226). 

Regarding structure, the European Economic and Social Committee demands, first, that 

civil society organisations have a large membership base and area of coverage. This, again, 

favours umbrella organisations, as these are the most adept at including many organisations 

from numerous member states, which allows for the indirect consultation of many organisations 

through the actual consultation of just one. The aim is not only that of quick input and 

legitimacy, therefore, but also efficiency and economic rationality, as umbrella organisations 

can gather information and knowledge quickly and at a relatively low cost. Secondly, however, 

the structure requisite also requires that civil society organisations are recognised as 

representative by member states (EESC, 2001: 6). This means that, in order to be representative, 

organisations at the European level need to not only have members in the majority of member 

states, but such states must be recognised as such. This is supposed to enhance the adoption and 

implementation of the European Union’s policies, both of which require the latter’s positive 

involvement. The Commission’s proposals are adopted by the European Council, where 

member states have the last word and given that the Union has no implementation mechanisms 

such responsibility also depends on them. There is a much greater chance of proposals being 

adopted and implemented, therefore, if the civil society organisations with which the Union 

engages act as a transmission belt between them and member states (Strid, 2009: 234). As a 

result, the European Union tends to favour the participation of pan-European umbrella 

organisations that are able to engage in multilevel mobilisation and are recognised as 

representative in numerous member states.  

The third set of criteria regards the types of interests that civil society organisations defend. 

In order to be representative, they must “represent general concerns that tally with the interests 

of European society” (EESC, 2001: 6). This raises fundamental questions as to what the general 

concerns and interests of European society might be, and who decides. First, the notion of 

‘general concerns’ is implicitly counter posed to that of ‘particular interest’, which entails that 

civil society organisations must seek to promote the ‘common good’ and not ‘group 

enrichment’. This idea is strengthened by the fact that the participation of civil society 

organisations was initially thought of as a way of counteracting the strength of professional and 
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business lobbies, who, by definition, defend particular interests. The distinction between 

common and particular interests, however, is problematic, especially from a feminist 

perspective, as it can work to depoliticise women’s concerns, and to obscure the extent to which 

universalistic notions of the common good actually hide particularisms and exclude diversity 

and difference (Young, 1990). In addition, the fact that interests have to promote the ‘common 

good’ entails that the European Union favours consensus over dissent, and thus organisations 

that speak with a single and non-confrontational voice (Lang, 2014: 276). Yet interests not only 

need to be common, but to tally with the ‘interests of European society’, which ultimately 

means that they have to resonate with the aims of the European Union itself, and the dominant 

policies and discourses that it articulates (Rolandsen, 2008: 509). This limits the interest that 

can be defended by civil society organisations in important ways, or at least conditions how 

they can be framed.  

Lastly, the European Economic and Social Committee has also established criteria in 

relation to transparency, which pertains mainly to the financial resources and decision-making 

structures of civil society organisations. Importantly, though, transparency is not just a matter 

of visibility. According to the Economic and Social Committee, transparency also requires that 

civil society organisations “be independent and mandatory, not bound by instructions from 

outside bodies” (EESC, 2001: 6). Yet the European Union itself funds many of the feminist and 

women’s organisations that it consults with, particularly the European Women’s Lobby. As 

such, it the possible influence of interested parties other than European institutions that is 

behind this concern. This creates an important contradiction for civil society organisations, 

particularly for those that are not financed by the Union, whose alternative financial resources 

might become suspicious and thus foreclose the possibility of them being consulted by the 

European Commission.  

It becomes clear, therefore, that the rules of engagement that structure the relation of the 

European Union with feminist civil society organisations are not equally favourable to all. 

Instead, they favour the participation of umbrella organisations with members in the majority 

of member states which are recognised as representative by them; with the resources and skills 

to be present in Brussels and to operate simultaneously in a multilevel context, which addresses 

a single inequality point and speaks with a unitary voice that in addition resonates well with the 

Union’s own policies and ideas. This is evidenced by the overwhelming predominance of the 

European Women’s Lobby in matters of gender equality. Despite their intentions, therefore, 

such rules render the participation of civil society organisations neither plural nor 
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representative. In fact, they favour the development of vertical and hierarchical relations 

between them and their constitutive base, at the same time as the establishment of a 

monopolistic relation between European institutions and a single organisation is not the 

exception but the norm in the equality domain. Such rules, ultimately, concede higher value 

and greater legitimacy to specific actors and claims from the outset, increasing the chances that 

key stakeholders are left out of the debate. 

3.1.2. The European Women’s Lobby’s Structure, Functioning and Strategies.  

Today, the Lobby coordinates over 4000 civil society organisations, the most important of 

which are other international and European organisations, like the European Disability Forum 

or the Trade Union Confederation, and the official women’s organisation of all the member 

states and three candidate countries, which in turn coordinate other local and national 

organisations. Membership in the Lobby is subjected to an increasingly extensive set of criteria, 

reflecting the growing complexity of the Union’s rules of engagement. Such criteria include the 

need to be representative of a broad range of women’s organisations, officially recognised, 

democratic and transparent, independent from political parties and religious authorities and to 

support the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women and 

the Beijing Platform for Action (Strid, 2009: 161). A permanent monitoring committee has 

existed since 2005 which supervises the organisations that are already members and processes 

new applications, which require two-thirds of the votes in the General Assembly to be accepted. 

This complex membership structure is mirrored by an equally complex organisational one. The 

Lobby is formed by a General Assembly, which brings together all the members once a year; a 

Board of Administration, which decides on the its composition and budget; an Executive 

Committee, which deals with the its management and representation; a Secretariat, based in 

Brussels and composed of policy officers and a general secretary who focuses on monitoring 

the European Union and, lastly, a president, who chairs all the above.   

While the main decision-making body of the Lobby is officially the General Assembly, its 

political positions and programmes of action are actually designed by the Secretariat. The most 

important documents in this regard are ‘motions’. Motions are crucial, in that they set the 

official position of the Lobby on a series of issues and constitute the basis for its actions. 

Motions are initially presented by national organisations. To be accepted by the Secretariat, 

they must have the support of two other full member organisations. Once accepted, they are 

sent to the national organisations who can suggest amendments. These are then debated and 
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voted in the General Assembly, where their adoption is decided by a simple majority. Once 

adopted, motions must be accepted by all members and determine the Lobby’s work 

programme. Interestingly, the work programme is also negotiated with the Commission, which 

has to approve it, as it is the basis for the Lobby’s funding. The motions adopted are generally 

mainstream and uncontroversial. Since its inception, the Lobby has focused on a wide range of 

issues, from women in decision-making and economic and social justice for women to asylum, 

migration to violence against women. In this regard, Strid has argued that is not so much the 

Lobby as its member organisations that exert a ‘moderating effect’ on each other by means of 

their amendments (2009: 170). The mainstream and uncontroversial nature of motions, 

however, has exceptions, a significant example being that of prostitution. The European 

Women’s Lobby has adopted two motions on prostitution, one in 1998 on prostitution and 

trafficking and another in 2001 on client criminalisation. On the basis of these it has developed 

numerous initiatives and campaigns, the most important of which has been the 2010 campaign 

‘together for a Europe free from prostitution’. 

Much of the success of the European Women’s Lobby is explained by the multidimensional 

strategy it employs. Such a strategy is based on a threefold approach that focuses on awareness-

raising, coalition-building and lobbying. These, in turn, are based on a methodology that 

follows on from its radical feminist roots, in that it is centred on bringing “real women’s voices 

and lived experiences” into the European Union (2015: 2), and rethinking its legal system “from 

a feminist perspective” (2010: 6). Accordingly, the Lobby shares many of the characteristics of 

the politics of ressentiment, as outlined in chapter three. In the case of prostitution and 

trafficking, for example, the Lobby’s most important and long-lasting initiative, the 2010 

campaign ‘together for a Europe free from prostitution’, is based on fostering public debate, on 

the achievement of institutional, organisational and media support by means of the ‘Brussels’ 

call’ a political manifesto that is open for signing; and on lobbying initiatives which focus on 

setting the agenda in the European Union and its member states. The Lobby’s proximity to the 

former, particularly to the feminist actors inside the Commission and the Parliament is also 

crucial to its success. It is clear from the Lobby’s funding, membership and organisational 

structure that it is the feminist actor that is most privileged by the European Union’s rules of 

engagement. In fact, it was designed in direct relation to them and has an official consultative 

position, operating as an expert, a source of information and a ‘transmission belt’ in all matters 

related to gender equality. This explains the similarities between the Lobby’s position and that 

of feminist actors inside the European Union.  
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3.1.3. The European Women’s Lobby’s Position on Prostitution and Trafficking in Women for 

Sexual Exploitation. 

An analysis of the European Women’s Lobby’s campaigns and motions on prostitution and 

trafficking in women shows that their position is very similar to that of feminist actors inside 

the European Union. This is furtherer corroborated by the interview I carried out with a member 

of the Secretariat. Like the former, the Lobby analyses women’s oppression through a radical 

feminist perspective; it considers violence against women to be the ultimate expression of 

women’s oppression and prostitution and trafficking in women the ultimate expression of 

violence against women. First, therefore, the Lobby treats women as a group defined by their 

common experience of oppression. While it recognises the importance of intersectionality, it 

subjects all other inequality grounds to the primacy of gender. It “recognises that patriarchy and 

oppression affect different women in different ways”, but “women’s rights and equality 

between women and men remain [their] top priority” (2015: 2). The Lobby locates the root 

causes of women’s oppression in a patriarchal system of domination that fosters the unequal 

distribution of power between the sexes, based on women’s economic and sexual subordination 

to men. The structures and stereotypes that confine women to traditional roles in work and the 

home and objectify their bodies and sexuality, therefore, are seen as the root causes of gender 

inequality and the main obstacle in the full realisation of the human rights of women and girls 

(2015: 2). As such, a ‘feminist Europe’ would require that “women enjoy equal rights and 

participation”, that their “contribution to all aspects of life is recognised, rewarded and 

celebrated”, that they all “have freedom of choice and freedom from exploitation” and that “all 

forms of violence against women are eliminated” (2015: 3).  

Second, the Lobby considers violence against women to be the worst expression of 

women’s oppression. Following the ‘gender (in)equality frame’ used by feminists in the 

European Union, the Lobby depicts violence against women as both a consequence and a cause 

of gender equality. It is a “manifestation of historically unequal power relations between men 

and women” (2007: 1) and in turn, “shapes women’s place in society; their health, access to 

employment and education, economic independence, participation in public and political life 

and decision-making and their relations with men” (2010: 2). Following the ‘women’s human 

rights frame’, it presents violence against women as “the most widespread violation of women’s 

human rights” (2015: 6), and thus as universal: it “knows no geographical boundaries, no age 

limit, no class distinction and no race or cultural differences” (2010: 1). While the Lobby shows 

more concern with and adopts a more inclusive approach to intersectionality, it nonetheless 
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employs the language of ‘vulnerability’ in a way that replicates the ‘female vulnerability frame’. 

Moreover, while it is more critical of the internal and external incoherence of the Union’s 

approach and, as my interviewee stated, tries to make it “confront its own commitments” 

(2017), it still links the eradication of violence against women to the construction of a “modern 

Europe” (2010: 14). In fact, the Lobby legitimises the Union’s competences in the matter with 

similar arguments, arguing that violence against women’s feeble persecution is discriminatory 

and that its persistence “strongly questions our vision of human security” (2010: 2). As a result, 

its problematisation of violence against women is also underpinned by a strong gendered 

victim/criminal dichotomy and by a focus on sexual violence as the worst form, as the radical 

opposite of sexual self-determination, which it defines in the exact same terms (2005).  

This explains, thirdly, why the Lobby regularly depicts prostitution and trafficking in 

women as the ultimate forms of violence against women. The inclusion of prostitution within 

violence against women is based on the same mechanisms employed by feminist actors in the 

European Union: the logic of denial and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling 

oneself. As in the Union, the logic of denial works by presenting prostitution as a non-choice; 

one reflecting the subject’s inability to choose, mainly because women’s vulnerability 

invalidates their consent and because, in prostitution, they lose all control to third parties. For 

the Lobby, “consent in prostitution does not constitute ‘free choice’ since the latter depends on 

the economic, social cultural and political options of women in a given society” (2010: 8). 

Vulnerability, again, plays an essential role, as “gender inequality, poverty, family loss, 

homelessness, drug addiction and a history of abuse” are said to “make women vulnerable to 

entering prostitution” (2013: 2). Prostitution cannot be a job, therefore, because “it is 

incompatible with the safety and the dignity as well as the career progression associated with a 

profession” (2013: 3). It cannot be an exercise of sexual freedom, either, except for the client: 

“prostitution is about men entitling themselves to buy sex, it is not about realising gender 

equality” (2013). Only men are considered agents in prostitution, therefore, either as clients or 

pimps: “it is he who enjoys the power of money, conquest, ego and sexual gratification” (2006: 

11). A fact that is compounded by the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling 

oneself, based on the idea of sexual commodification: “money makes women’s bodies a 

commodity which the prostitute-user takes full possession of” (2011: 4). Interestingly, the 

Lobby explicitly rejects the possibility of comparing the right to sexual self-determination in 

prostitution with that of sexual orientation: “the right to choose to love someone of the same 

sex is not an appropriate comparison to the right to choose to be used” (2006: 13).  
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Like feminists inside the European Union, therefore, the European Women’s Lobby locates 

the causes of prostitution in men’s demand and women’s vulnerability. While it again addresses 

the latter in more inclusionary terms, it still considers poverty and migration to combine in a 

way that renders ‘third world women’ more vulnerable and thus less able to choose, in line with 

the orientalising nature of the logics of denial. Moreover, it also uses a language of risk, 

depicting migrant women as ‘risk-takers’ (2006: 6). The consequences that the Lobby ascribes 

to prostitution are also similar. Regarding ‘prostituted women’, it emphasises their physical and 

psychological suffering, recurrently mentioning AIDS in relation to the former and trauma in 

relation to the latter, which it compares to that of soldiers or victims of torture (2011: 2). It also 

stresses the negative impact of prostitution on women and society as a whole, in its perpetuation 

of gender inequality and violence against women. In fact, the Lobby employs this argument to 

further delegitimise prostitution as a choice, arguing that “a democratic society is not built on 

the basis of individual claims… at stake is the future we are creating” (2013: 2). The solution 

the Lobby proposes, therefore, is the criminalisation of clients, which is treated as a panacea. 

Indeed, the Lobby is much more explicit than the Union in its endorsement of the Swedish 

model and its focus on the client, on social measures oriented towards exiting and on ‘changing 

mentalities’. It is also more explicit in its criticism of other models, especially the regulation of 

prostitution as sex work. For the Lobby, only client criminalisation “acknowledges the reality 

of prostitution, namely, that women are victims of a crime, of sexual abuse and sexual violence” 

(2001: 1), while the regulation of prostitution as sex work “increases trafficking and organised 

crime in the sex industry and worsens the situation of persons in prostitution” (2012: 1).   

This is indicative of another characteristic of the Lobby’s position that is somewhat 

different from that of feminist actors inside the Union, its strong emphasis on the link between 

prostitution and trafficking in women. As my interviewee said, “trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation happens in the same context of prostitution and the demand is the same, so we see 

the demand and the structural system around prostitution to be the same” (2017: 7). Despite this 

equation, however, the Lobby includes various specificities in its problematisation of 

trafficking when compared to that of prostitution: it links it more strongly to organised crime, 

it adopts a more exclusionary approach to vulnerability and references sexual slavery to a 

greater extent, reproducing the ‘sexual slavery frame’ and thus radicalising prostitution’s 

deleterious effects, which in the case of trafficking it explicitly links to the “destruction of the 

victim’s sense of autonomy” (2006: 8). The Lobby’s problematisation of trafficking in women, 

is very similar to that of feminist actors inside the European Union, with the fundamental 
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difference being that the Lobby rarely employs the latter’s security frames. While it sometimes 

uses the ‘organised crime frame’, it does so only sporadically, and the ‘irregular immigration 

frame’ is totally absent. The Lobby actually acknowledges that “tackling trafficking only from 

a security perspective is irrelevant and ineffective if its root causes are not addressed” (2010: 

8); such root causes lying eminently in prostitution markets. It emphasises client criminalisation 

as the best solution for trafficking in women as well as prostitution, therefore, recurrently citing 

Sweden as an example (2001). While it also mentions the other prevention, protection and 

prosecution measures contained in the European Union’s gender frames, therefore, these are 

ultimately subordinated to client criminalisation.  

In this regard, it is important to note that the motions adopted by the Lobby on prostitution 

were both proposed by Sweden and that they impose particular obligations on the Lobby and 

its members. The former is to “lobby the commissioners and members of the European 

Parliament to put pressure on their respective governments to make it a crime to buy women in 

prostitution”; while the latter is “to lobby their governments to adopt a similar law” (2001). The 

European Women’s Lobby, therefore, is another venue in which Sweden exports its prostitution 

regime. In fact, it is a much more fruitful venue, in that it is not as limited as the European 

Union is by its lack of competences and its due respect for the legal systems of all member 

states, including those that regulate prostitution as sex work. The Lobby’s approach to 

prostitution and trafficking in women, however, is problematic in other ways. First, its adoption 

of such a strong abolitionist approach compromises its representativeness. At a minimum, the 

Lobby does not represent sex workers. Instead, it replicates their simultaneous inclusion in the 

realm of protection and exclusion as right-bearing subjects that characterise the European Union 

and the national domain. This is also reflected in its relation with other civil society 

organisations that explicitly defend the rights of sex workers, which it often criticises, negating 

their feminist character and representativeness. Second, the Lobby’s proximity to the European 

Union and its dependence on it for funding greatly affects its capacity to act as an independent 

and autonomous challenge (Montoya, 2013: 10). The question remains, whether the European 

Women’s Lobby’s anti-trafficking endeavours can de-securitise trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation in a way that feminist abolitionists within the Union cannot. As this question 

also pertains to the anti-trafficking efforts of feminist abolitionist organisations in the European 

Union’s member states, I will turn first to the latter and then to their de-securitising potential.  
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3.2. Feminist Abolitionism in the European Union’s Member States: Similarities and 

Differences.   

Two fundamental insights can be drawn from comparing the position of feminist 

abolitionist organisations in the four member states that constitute my case studies. The first 

regards their presence. While I was able to identify and interview several feminist abolitionist 

organisations in Sweden, France and Spain, I was unable to find any in the Netherlands. This 

is indicative of the impact that the particular prostitution regime in place has on the 

organisational development of civil society. Where prostitution is addressed though client 

criminalisation, as in Sweden; through forms of prohibition that criminalise prostitutes 

themselves, as in France until 2016, or not regulated at all, as in Spain, it is easier to find 

organised civil society interested in defending feminist abolitionist positions, either in support 

of their government, as in Sweden, challenging the specific policies in place, as in France, or 

the government’s inaction, as in Spain. Where prostitution is regulated as sex work, instead, it 

is much harder to find civil society organisations defending a feminist abolitionist approach, 

first because the social and political acceptance of prostitution as sex work largely constrains 

the ideological space in which such organisations can emerge, and second, because it reduces 

their eligibility for funding. As the representative of the sex worker organisation in the 

Netherlands told me, actors with an abolitionist approach have to couch their arguments and 

proposals in terms of sex work in order to be funded and heard (PROUD, 2017). This does not 

mean that abolitionist positions are not articulated in the Netherlands. As chapter four 

explained, they are defended but mainly by religious and/or conservative political parties. 

Hence the feminist element of feminist abolitionism is largely absent (Outshoorn, 2014).  

The second insight that can be drawn from the comparative analysis of feminist abolitionist 

organisations across different member states is the striking similarity of the problematisations 

of prostitution and trafficking in women that they offer, which also resembles that of the 

European Women’s Lobby, and hence of the European Union itself. All the feminist abolitionist 

organisations that I interviewed in Sweden, France and Spain define prostitution as violence 

against women, as a cause and a consequence of gender inequality and a violation of women’s 

human rights. They all locate its root causes in men’s demand and women’s vulnerability and 

thus reject the possibility of it being a free choice, a job or an expression of sexual self-

determination on the basis of the logic of denial, articulated around the notion of vulnerability, 

and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself, around that of sexual 

commodification. They all attribute the agency in prostitution to men, therefore, as clients and 
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pimps, and stress the physical and psychological harm endured by prostitutes, as well as the 

deleterious effects of prostitution on all women and society as a whole. As a result, they all 

propose client criminalisation as the best solution just like the European Women’s Lobby, that 

is, in relation to other measures of prevention, protection and prosecution but giving it an 

overwhelming priority, and not just in relation to prostitution but also to trafficking in women. 

Regarding the latter, they all also offer a very similar problematisation, based on a more 

exclusionary intersectional approach, on more references to organised crime and sexual slavery, 

thus aggravating the physical and psychological harm endured by victims and fewer references 

to the security frames.  

In summary, the most important finding of the comparative analysis of feminist abolitionist 

organisations in the European Union and four of its member states is the striking homogeneity 

of their problematisation of prostitution and trafficking in women for sexual exploitation. Still, 

two meaningful deviations from this homogeneity in the national domain are worth 

highlighting, one that puts a lot more emphasis on the psychological causes and consequences 

of prostitution and trafficking, and another that strategically disagrees with equating the two. 

While both can also be found in Sweden, the former is overwhelmingly present in France and 

the latter in Spain. This is indicative of the fact that such deviations respond to the particularities 

of the prostitution regime adopted in each member state. The greater emphasis on the 

psychological causes and consequences of prostitution and trafficking in women among 

feminist abolitionist organisations in France responds to the previous criminalisation of 

prostitutes therein, and the consequent need to depict them as absolute victims. The strategic 

emphasis on disassociating prostitution and trafficking in women by feminist abolitionist 

organisations in Spain, in turn, as an attempt to overcome the political impasse in which they 

believe such associations leave them, is facilitated by the fact that Spain does not regulate 

prostitution in any way.  

3.2.1. France: Prostitution’s Psychological Causes and Consequences and Victim 

Construction.  

While the physical and psychological consequences of prostitution and trafficking in 

women are commonly stressed by all feminist abolitionist organisations, my interviews and 

document analysis show that they are particularly salient among the French ones, especially the 

reference to the psychological causes and harms of prostitution and trafficking. A good example 

in this regard is the Fondation Scelles. The latter was created in 1993 with the fortune of 
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Christian Democrats Jean and Jeanne Scelles. It focuses on different manifestations of what 

they call ‘commercial sexual exploitation’, including prostitution, trafficking in women, sex 

tourism and pornography. Fondation Scelles closely cooperates with other feminist abolitionist 

organisations in France and has created its own international documentation and research centre 

on sexual exploitation. Its main aims are to increase public awareness, change public 

perceptions around prostitution, advocate for a policy based on client criminalisation and 

harmonise such policies at the European level, so as to “drastically reduce the number of 

victims”, as my interviewee stressed (2018). Fondation Scelles was very active in the civil 

society campaign in 2016 that contributed to the adoption of the ‘law to strengthen the fight 

against the prostitutional system and to accompany prostituted persons’. It produced numerous 

documents and statements in favour of the decriminalisation of soliciting and its substitution 

with client criminalisation, exit programmes, prevention initiatives and public awareness 

campaigns. It is in such documents, therefore, that we can find the particular saliency of 

references to the psychological causes and consequences of prostitution and trafficking.  

For example, in its 2012 report on ‘Sexual exploitation: prostitution and organised crime’, 

and that of 2014 on ‘Sexual exploitation: a growing menace’, Fondation Scelles refers regularly 

to the ‘reality’ of both prostitution and trafficking as always being the result of force, which it 

defines in psychological terms: “it is always the result of stress or at best a resigned adaptation 

marked by distress, lack or violence” (2012: 42). It compares consenting to prostitution with 

consenting to slavery, and notes: “to accept slavery voluntarily allows to access a substitute for 

liberty” (2014: 28). In a similar vein, it argues that prostitution works because “the dominated 

themselves accept their fate and domination as natural” (2014: 28). In relation to a concrete 

example referring to a young middle-class French woman who chose to work as a ‘hostess’, the 

2012 report states: “prostitution for her was a way of strengthening her image as a women”; 

she, “who is willingly and psychologically finding certain satisfaction in this bar” can be 

considered “the living proof that prostitution is a fulfilling activity”. However, it continues, “it 

is possible that she has repressed all the emotional damage and psychological abuse prostitution 

has caused her” (2012: 325). The choice to enter prostitution is portrayed in pathological terms, 

therefore, as false consciousness or voluntary slavery, something which is compounded by the 

fact that prostitution’s negative psychological consequences are then repressed. Among such 

consequences, Fondation Scelles emphasises post-traumatic stress disorder, which it links 

directly to the dehumanising effects of the commodification of sex: “it is like denying the 

humanity of the individual” (2014: 29); and to the ‘coping mechanisms’ that prostitutes 
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allegedly employ to survive: alcohol, drugs and ‘dissociation’. Crucially, Foundation Scelles 

then uses such negative psychological consequences to explain prostitutes’ behaviour, 

particularly the fact that they have “difficulty in taking care of themselves” (2012: 358).   

This diagnosis works to legitimise the decriminalisation of prostitutes themselves and the 

adoption of client criminalisation instead, in addition to a focus on exiting and awareness-

raising, because it presents prostitutes and trafficked women as absolute victims, who are 

completely blameless for their devastating predicament. As Claudia Aradau explains in relation 

to trafficking, a politics of pity based on victims’ suffering has the potential to “create new 

commonalities, while at the same time challenging existing social relations which have been 

conducive to suffering” (2004b: 257). The latter only works, however, if and when such 

suffering is portrayed as undeserved and, most importantly, if the victim is portrayed as 

unthreatening, as pity “cannot work for those who are deemed responsible for the ills that have 

befallen them or who are considered dangerous to the community” (2004b: 258). Emphasising 

the psychological root causes and consequences of prostitution and trafficking in women 

accomplishes this role, ultimately, as it works to negate all instances of the agency of prostitutes 

and victims of trafficking and to reinterpret them as symptoms of suffering. Everything the 

latter does and says or does not do and say is understood to reflect their unwillingness and 

suffering, and thus to validate their status as victims. The problem, as chapter four explains, is 

that the psychologisation of vulnerability and its use to explain women’s ‘risky’ behaviour is 

one of the key factors rendering them ‘a risk’ in themselves.  

3.2.2. Spain: The ‘Third Way’ in Feminist Anti-Trafficking Endeavours. 

The second deviation from the rule of homogeneity that characterises feminist abolitionist 

organisations in the European Union is the strategic rejection of the equation of prostitution and 

trafficking in women, as an attempt to overcome the political impasse that such an equation 

creates, a tendency that I have found principally in Spain. A good example in this regard is 

‘Proyecto Esperanza’, founded in 1999 by several women with strong links to the ‘adorers’ 

congregation, a religious community which focuses on helping women in situations of 

vulnerability. The founders, who were often directly engaged in the promotion of health and 

harm reduction initiatives among street prostitutes, became increasingly aware of the growing 

presence of foreign prostitutes who were being exploited and founded ‘Proyecto Esperanza’ to 

target their needs, with initial funding from the European Union’s Daphne Programme. Today, 

Proyecto Esperanza develops two main lines of action. The first and most importantly is the 
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provision of integral support to trafficked women through shelters and help centres that offer 

legal, medical and psychological assistance. In this regard, Proyecto Esperanza is one of the 

main service providers in Spain. Their second line of action focuses on raising public awareness 

and lobbying political actors to promote an informed public debate and better public policies 

against trafficking in women, “based on real experience on the ground, on the actual cases we 

see and therefore the needs of women” (2015: 2).  

The problematisation of prostitution and trafficking in women for sexual exploitation that 

Proyecto Esperanza offers resembles that of other feminist abolitionist organisations in that 

they portray both as forms of gender inequality, violence against women and a violation of 

women’s human rights, the root causes of which lie in male demand and women’s vulnerability 

and commodification. It is also different, however, in that Proyecto Esperanza presents a more 

complex understanding of consent, vulnerability and sexual exploitation. Its starting point in 

this regard is the recognition that most victims of trafficking are often labour migrants who 

“proactively seek to migrate” (2015: 2). It also recognises the heterogeneity of prostitution 

itself, and accepts the existence of voluntary prostitution, “people who are in prostitution out of 

an absolutely free decision, people with the capacity to decide, with alternatives, who choose 

to be in prostitution, because it is worth it for them, and they have no problem with it”; though 

it does argue that these are in a minority (2015: 9). While it presents vulnerability as being 

capable of invalidating women’s consent, it nonetheless argues that it needs to be assessed “case 

by case; there are many factors so you need to see each case in all its extension” (2015: 3). 

Moreover, while it agrees with the need to address sexual exploitation as a specific case of 

trafficking, it also acknowledges the negative impact that an excessive focus on it can have in 

rendering other forms invisible. Similarly, it contests the idea that only young and foreign 

women can become victims. This complex understanding of prostitution and trafficking in 

women, in turn, determines their approach to the provision of services: “our whole perspective 

focuses on adult women as protagonists of their lives, of their recovery, they are the ones 

making decisions, we don’t save or rescue anyone, we just inform, support and facilitate their 

recovery” (2015: 6).  

Crucially, Proyecto Esperanza distinguishes between prostitution and trafficking: “the 

reality shows that people who are in prostitution as victims of trafficking have special needs, 

an added risk, and different protection needs” (2015: 9); they are “exploited, either by an 

individual pimp or organised networks, so there is a reality of exploitation, of the entrance and 

maintenance of the person in prostitution being conditioned” (2015: 10). Moreover, it 
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strategically chooses not to take a stance on the prostitution debate: “our position is to not have 

a position because it is such an ideologically tense debate, so antagonistic and complex, and 

our experience is that, well, first, working with reality it is so complex, and then entering such 

ideological debate entails that you are with me or against me, so it is a position that in the end 

closes doors to cooperate with others in favour of the women” (2015: 10). Regarding the 

connection between the regulation of prostitution and trafficking in women, it has a similar 

stance: “neither the abolition of prostitution nor its recognition as work, by themselves, will put 

an end to trafficking, both can have negative and positive effects” (2015: 11). Proyecto 

Esperanza seeks to leave aside the prostitution debate, therefore, and focus on trafficking, so as 

to overcome the political impasse the former entails. It represents a ‘third way’ in the feminist 

treatment of trafficking in women that is neither abolitionist nor sex work oriented, but 

concerned with building alliances between them. Proyecto Esperanza has been quite successful 

in this regard. It is the only feminist abolitionist organisation that collaborates with the Spanish 

sex worker organisation, Collective Hetaira, whose inclusion in the Spanish national anti-

trafficking platform has been rejected by other abolitionist organisations. The question remains, 

however, whether this third way has the potential to de-securitise trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation, given that the problematisation of prostitution and trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation that it offers is still largely the same as other feminist abolitionist 

organisations.  

4. Conclusion: The De-securitising Potential of Feminist Abolitionist Organisations in the 

European Union. 

Having outlined the most important similarities and differences that exist between feminist 

abolitionist organisations in the European Union and four of its members states, we can now 

address the main question that this chapter seeks to address, that is, whether feminist abolitionist 

organisations have the potential to de-securitise trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in 

a way that feminist actors inside the European Union do not. That they rarely employ the latter’s 

security frames and sometimes even explicitly reject them seems to open up such a possibility. 

In this regard, it is useful to consider what model for the ‘unmaking’ of security they would fit 

into, which I argue is the Aberystwyth School. Feminist abolitionist organisations seek to 

harness security to the needs of the security ‘have-nots’, those that are inherently insecure, i.e. 

trafficked victims, with a view not just to their physical survival but also to their emancipation, 

which is explicitly articulated in terms of their (sexual) self-determination. Feminist abolitionist 

organisations also deploy elements of de-securitisation, however, as defined by the Copenhagen 
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School, and the establishment of an ethical relation with the other, proposed by poststructuralist 

approaches (Aradau, 2008b: 81). First, they articulate an alternative discourse to that of security 

through silence by implicitly or explicitly rejecting the Union’s security frames, and by means 

of alternative speech acts that construct trafficked victims as referent objects of security. 

Second, they appeal to victims’ suffering, both physical and psychological, in order to instigate 

compassion, solidarity and a sense of responsibility towards them that could give way to their 

recognition and treatment as victims, not as threats. The question, then, as argued in the 

previous chapter, is whether they productively address the question of authority and the logic 

of security. 

Regarding the question of authority, the answer is positive: feminist abolitionist 

organisations have managed to penetrate the European Union’s field of security professionals, 

mainly through the European Women’s Lobby and its official consultative position, by means 

of which the Lobby has political authority and the capacity to produce authoritative knowledge. 

The Lobby is politically authoritative because of its representative function and its alleged 

improvement of the Union’s democratic legitimacy in matters of gender equality. It produces 

authoritative knowledge, in turn, because of its role as an essential source of information on the 

‘reality’ of trafficking in women and its victims (Aradau, 2008b: 90). The Lobby, and through 

it many other feminist abolitionist organisations, transmit their technocratic knowledge as 

experts in the field and, most importantly, the testimonial knowledge that they acquire from 

their work ‘on the ground’ and thus their direct contact with victims of trafficking to the 

European Union (Locher, 2007: 89). Feminist abolitionist organisations are not considered 

‘amateurs’, therefore, but legitimate actors within the Union’s anti-trafficking security field. 

With regards to the logic of security, in contrast, the answer is negative. Even though feminist 

abolitionist organisations do not use the security frames as much as feminist actors inside the 

European Union do, and sometimes even explicitly reject them, they still replicate their gender 

frames, which, as argued in chapter four, contain within themselves the key elements that enable 

the securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation and its exclusionary effects.  

As the above summary shows, feminist abolitionist organisations replicate the strategy of 

dis-identification that feminist actors inside the Union articulate, which separates trafficked 

victims from traffickers, irregular immigrant and sex workers along the lines of agency and 

abuse. They do so in exactly the same terms, moreover, through the logics of denial premised 

on a notion of vulnerability that is psychologised, and the metonymic displacement of selling 

sex into selling oneself, which is premised on the notion of sexual commodification. Feminist 
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abolitionist organisations fully endorse the emancipatory model articulated by feminist actors 

inside the Union, therefore, which is based on exclusionary intersectionality and gendered 

forms of cultural essentialism, and in turn, reproduces them. As a result, feminist abolitionist 

organisations cannot prevent the construction of victims of trafficking as becoming risks in 

themselves, as underdeveloped versions of the (neo)liberal self, which results from the 

instability of their (dis)identification from dangerousness and the subversion of their 

vulnerability by risk. Neither can they prevent the restriction of the measures of protection that 

they propose through their individualisation and foreignisation, their limitation to the most 

extreme cases, and to those in which victims collaborate and demonstrate that they entail no 

risk for the Union, as either bogus irregular immigrants, a health risk or an ensemble of 

psychological risk factors. Lastly, they cannot avoid strengthening the solutions proposed 

within the security frames, and thus the compassionate conservatism effects of anti-trafficking. 

Indeed, most feminist abolitionist organisations contribute to the compassionate conservatism 

effects that affect sex workers through their promotion of client criminalisation, as does the 

European Women’s Lobby. While those organisations that separate prostitution and trafficking 

could avoid such effects, this is hindered by their negative use of the forced/voluntary 

dichotomy, which allows for the prioritisation of forced prostitution to the detriment of a focus 

on the rights of (migrant) sex workers.   

Feminist abolitionist organisations in the European Union, therefore, cannot disarticulate 

the logic of security. Like all the strategies outlined in the previous chapter, they find their limit 

in the other that is deemed dangerous. In fact, their de-securitising strategy is based on 

presenting trafficked victims as being non-dangerous. This does not de-active the exclusionary 

and inimical logic of security, however, but involves the recursive substitution of some referent 

objects for others; a substitution that in this case does not even work, as the mechanism by 

which it takes place ends up rendering trafficked victims a risk in themselves. Feminist 

abolitionist organisations, ultimately, cannot articulate an emancipatory project outside of the 

logic of security that could effectively suspend it. As was the case with their historical 

antecedents, they cannot avoid their endeavours from becoming part of a conservative and 

repressive agenda that actually increases states’ intervention in and control over prostitution, 

women in general, and also incidentally subaltern men. What is most interesting is that there 

seems to be a contradiction between the question of authority and the logic of security in the 

context of the European Union. Feminist abolitionist organisations seem to be able to positively 

address the question of authority, i.e. their proximity to and resonance with the European 
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Union’s problematisation of prostitution and trafficking in women, which in turn forecloses the 

possibility of suspending the logic of security at play in its securitisation. In this regard, it seems 

that the de-securitisation of trafficking in the European Union is impossible, as feminist actors 

either have authority but then cannot undo the logic of security, or can undo the logic of security 

but do not have authority. As we will see in the following chapter, however, sex worker 

organisations have the potential to positively address both dimensions, albeit in a radically 

different way. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FEMINIST STRUGGLES AGAINST THE SECURITISATION OF TRAFFICKING IN 

WOMEN FOR SEXUAL EXPLOITATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION: THE SEX 

WORK APPROACH 

 

“It's their own fault. They should have never given us uniforms if they didn't 

want us to be an army.” (June: The Handmaid’s Tale, Season 1, episode 10). 

 

 “If I cannot dance to it, it’s not my revolution” (Emma Goldman, apocryphal 

quote).    

 

1. Introduction: Feminist Struggles against the Securitisation of Trafficking in Women for 

Sexual Exploitation in the European Union: The Sex Work Approach.   

This chapter analyses the anti-trafficking endeavours of sex worker organisations in the 

European Union. After outlining the emergence and evolution of the contemporary sex worker 

movement, I turn to the advocacy strategies that sex worker organisations developed and the 

problematisation of sex work and trafficking in women they offer. I start by pointing out the 

particular obstacles that the collective mobilisation of sex workers face, including the obstacles 

posed by the Union’s rules of engagement. I then analyse the 2005 ‘European Conference on 

Sex Work, Human Rights, Labour and Migration’ and the advocacy strategies developed 

therein, as they epitomise those of sex worker organisations in general. Then I turn to the 

problematisation of sex work and trafficking in women that they offer. As was the case with 

feminist abolitionist organisations, sex workers also share a very similar problematisation 

amongst themselves. They all conceptualise voluntary prostitution as sexual self-determination, 

as a choice and as work, thus countering the logics of denial and the metonymic displacement 

of selling sex into selling oneself. They also propose a more nuanced understanding of the 

intersection of migration and sex work, identifying the Union’s labour and migration policies 

as a fundamental cause of trafficking and denouncing the collateral effects that its anti-

trafficking policies have on both migrants and sex workers. The main difference that can be 

found between them is that sex worker organisations in the national domain do not just engage 

in advocacy, but also in outreach and service provision activities, which, I will argue, are crucial 

in overcoming the obstacles that their collective mobilisation faces.  
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Having analysed the problematisation of sex work and trafficking in women that sex worker 

organisations offer and the activities that they engage in, I assess whether they have the potential 

to de-securitise trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in a way that feminist abolitionists 

both inside and outside of the European Union do not. To answer this question, I critically 

engage with the de-securitisation strategy proposed by Claudia Aradau, who locates the 

potential to de-securitise trafficking in women, in migrant sex workers and the recognition of 

prostitution as sex work. In this regard, I argue that while Aradau is right when she states that 

the principles of universality and equality that define the event can be reclaimed from within 

liberal political institutions and not just against them, she is wrong in identifying such principles 

with the notion of work. Indeed, the notion of work and those of freedom and of the subject that 

underpin it played a fundamental role in the securitisation of trafficking in women in the first 

place. I also argue that Aradau’s adherence to what Chris Rossdale calls an ‘hegemonic 

ontology of agency’ leads her to prioritise the question of authority and to assume an 

insurrectional model of resistance that makes her disavow the de-securitising potential of the 

practices of sex worker organisations that take place at a distance from the state, particularly 

the prefigurative forms of direct action that they engage in and the ‘anarchistic’ subjective 

resistance they enact. It is in the ‘politics of the act’, I argue, that sex worker organisations 

developed an understanding of freedom, equality and the subject that can overcome the 

limitations of their ‘politics of demand’, actively rejecting the question of authority rather than 

failing to address it, and subverting the logic of security at play in the securitisation of 

trafficking in women, by subverting the in/security binary and those associated with it in a way 

that reduces the chances of being re-appropriated by it.   

2. Historical Antecedents: Sex Work, Human Rights and the Global Sex Workers’ Movement.  

The individual and collective struggles against the legal, social and cultural norms 

regulating the commercial provision of sexual services by those engaged in them have existed 

at all times and in all places in which such norms have been perceived as an essential factor 

fostering the harassment, discrimination and violence that sex workers endure. It was during 

the 1970s, however, in North America and Western Europe, that the contemporary sex worker 

movement originated, defined by the emergence of self-identified and highly politicised sex 

worker organisations which framed their claims through the notions of sex work, citizenship 

and human rights, and sought to establish alliances with the women and worker’s movements, 

amongst others. The celebration of two ‘World Whore Congresses’ in the mid-1980s was taken 

to mark the internationalisation of the movement. This was not really the case, however, as non-
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western sex workers and sex worker organisations were largely absent. It was not until the 

1990s that sex worker movements became truly global, therefore, as a result of the impetus 

provided by the international concern with AIDS and with trafficking in women. These issues 

created new opportunities for sex worker organisations to acquire funding and to build alliances, 

giving way to genuine international sex worker organisations for the first time. It also fostered 

the reformulation of their approach to human rights in a way that sought to counteract the 

skewed conception of universality and the stereotypical depiction of ‘third world women’ that 

they had previously articulated.  

2.1. Western Sex Worker Movements in the 1970s and 1980s: Sex Work and Human Rights.   

The origin of contemporary sex worker movements tends to be located in the emergence of 

the highly politicised and self-identified prostitutes’ groups in North America and Western 

Europe during the 1970s, such as ‘Call Off Your Tired Old Ethics’ in San Francisco in 1973 or 

the ‘French Collective of Prostitutes’ that emerged in France in 1975 (Delacoste and Alexander, 

1987). It is important to emphasise, however, as Kamala Kempadoo does, that “sex worker 

struggles are neither a creation of a western prostitutes’ rights movement or a privilege of the 

past three decades” (1998: 21). Indeed, while historical research on the individual and collective 

resistance of prostitutes are limited, there is enough evidence to affirm that feminist abolitionists 

were not the only ones fighting the regulation of prostitution in nineteenth-century Europe; 

prostitutes did so too, both individually and collectively (Corbin, 1990: 329). It was not just in 

the West that prostitutes engaged in individual resistance and collective mobilisation, moreover, 

neither in the nineteenth century (McGreery, 1986; Oldenburg, 1990) nor the 1970s, even 

though the resistance and mobilisation of prostitutes in non-western contexts have been largely 

disavowed and still remains under-theorised. If the origin of the contemporary sex worker 

movement is located in the West in the 1970s, however, it is because it was there and then that 

it acquired the characteristics that have come to define it: the use of the term ‘sex work’, the 

appeal to human rights frameworks and the attempt to link their struggle to that of other 

constituencies, primarily but not exclusively to that of women and workers.  

The term ‘sex work’ appeared in the late-1970s as a broader and more inclusive category 

than ‘prostitution’, which in turn reflected sex workers’ fundamental demand to be recognised 

as workers. It was a category that could bring together the variety of forms that the commercial 

provision of sexual services could take while still recognising their heterogeneity, as it could 

highlight the similarities and differences of sex work with other types of work, especially those 
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involving the body and/or emotional skills in the fulfilment of human needs (Truong, 1990). 

Most importantly, the term ‘sex work’ was used to counteract the derogatory nature and stigma 

associated with other terms such as ‘prostitute’ or ‘whore’, though it is important to note that 

these terms were also re-appropriated and revalorised by sex workers themselves and are thus 

neither opposite to nor excluded from the notion of sex work. The term ‘sex work’, however, 

did seek to reframe prostitution “not as an identity, a social and/or psychological characteristic 

of women, often indicated by ‘whore’, but as an income generating activity or form of labour 

for both women and men” (Kempadoo, 1998: 3). In this regard, the idea of sex work was 

inextricably linked to the recognition of women’s work, by appealing to the notions of self-

determination and choice, to the longstanding feminist tradition vindicating women’s sexual 

and economic autonomy (Doezema, 2005). Sex workers’ concern with increasing their control 

over, and improvement of, their working conditions, moreover, aligned them with the workers’ 

movement (McClintock, 1994: 8). While these alliances have not been easy or straightforward, 

as I will discuss later, they are nonetheless essential for contemporary sex workers’ movements.   

A fundamental advocacy strategy used by sex worker organisations and the women’s 

movement in general during the 1980s was to frame their demands in the language of human 

rights. The proliferation of sex worker organisations across North America and Western Europe 

and their coming together under the International Committee for Prostitutes Rights in 1985 led 

to the celebration of two ‘World Whore Congresses’, one in Amsterdam in 1985 and another 

in Belgium in 1986, which resulted in the adoption of the ‘World Charter of Prostitutes’ Rights’. 

The Charter demanded the recognition and protection of sex workers’ human rights, particularly 

the rights to free movement, work, motherhood, health and housing; rights that were 

systematically violated by practices of discrimination, harassment and violence, as well as by 

the failure of public authorities to investigate and redress these crimes (Saunders, 2004). The 

two World Congresses and the Charter were said to mark the definitive internationalisation of 

the sex workers movement. As Kempadoo notes, however, “the international character of the 

movement was more wishful thinking than political reality” (1998: 20). In fact, not one non-

western sex worker participated, and even sex worker advocates from non-western contexts 

were limited (Pheterson, 1989). Crucially, this was not because sex worker organisations in 

non-western countries did not exist; such organisations had been created during the mid-1980s 

in Ecuador, Uruguay, Brazil and India amongst others (Kempadoo, 1998: 20). The problem was 

that Western and non-western organisations remained largely disconnected. It was not until the 
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1990s that they came together as a result of the impetus provided by the irruption in the 

international agenda over issues such as AIDS and trafficking in women for sexual exploitation.  

2.2. The Internationalisation of Sex Workers’ Rights Movement in the 1990s: AIDS, Trafficking 

in Women and the Reformulation of the Movement’s Human Rights Demands.  

The global economic downturn of the 1980s together with the social and economic policies 

advocated by international governance institutions and the resulting restructuring of capitalist 

production contributed to the growth and transnationalisation of the sex industry. This was 

compounded with the increase in international concern over the recently discovered AIDS 

epidemic and with trafficking in women, both of which were linked to sex work in general and 

migrant sex work in particular. The connection of AIDS with sex work had ambivalent effects 

for sex workers and their organisations. On the one hand, it reactivated the old and stigmatising 

association of sex work with venereal diseases, potentially resulting in the adoption of 

repressive measures against them. On the other hand, however, AIDS was a reality that had to 

be addressed and, most importantly, as Jo Doezema explains, it “gave new impetus to the 

flagging international movement by providing an issue around which to organise much needed 

funds and new alliances with gay organisations” (Doezema, in Kempadoo, 1998: 21). 

International concern with AIDS contributed significantly to the proliferation of sex workers 

organisations during the 1990s, mainly through development aid and thus largely but not 

exclusively in non-western countries. International AIDS conferences, in addition, provided a 

new platform in which sex worker organisations could meet and form new alliances. Of 

particular importance was the 1994 AIDS Conference in Yokohama, where sex worker 

organisations from across the world devised a collective activism plan and a common set of 

demands (NSWP, 1994). It is in this context that the first veritable international sex worker 

organisations were created.  

Trafficking in women was another issue that contributed to the internationalisation of sex 

workers organisations, as its re-emergence on the international political agenda in the 1980s 

was accompanied by a strong abolitionist discourse. While sex worker organisations are divided 

on whether or not to engage in the trafficking debate, as I will explain in more detail below, the 

issue fostered an important alliance between ‘third world’ feminists and sex worker 

organisations that sought to offer a more nuanced and less exclusionary understanding of the 

issue (Kempadoo, 2012). This alliance, which materialised most clearly in the creation of the 

Global Alliance against Trafficking in Women, participated in the Beijing Conference and in 
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the preparation of the Palermo Protocol with considerable success, mainstreaming the 

voluntary/forced distinction in the international domain. Interestingly, while this alliance was 

critical of the use of human rights by western abolitionist and sex worker organisations, it also 

used the human rights framework. Against the skewed conception of universality and the 

stereotypical depiction of ‘third world women’ who were allegedly employed by the former, 

however, it argued that human rights had to be understood “in the specific discursive context 

in which collective struggles for recognition, citizenship and justice take place”, and migrant 

sex workers as complex subjects that challenged “distinctions between innocent and knowing 

and between mere exploitation and severe abuse” (Kempadoo, 2012: 22). As we will see, this 

reformulation of human rights is at the centre of sex workers’ anti-trafficking struggles in the 

European Union today. 

3. Sex Worker Mobilisation and Anti-Trafficking Struggles in the European Union. 

The contemporary sex worker movement in the European Union has been greatly shaped 

by the characteristics outlined above. In fact, two of the most important sex workers’ 

organisations in the European Union today, the International Committee for the Rights Sex 

Workers in Europe (ICRSE) and the European Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) reflect 

the alliance between ‘third world’ feminist and sex workers, while the third, the European 

Network for the Promotion of Rights and Health among Migrant Sex Workers (TAMPEP), was 

created with funds from the European Union’s AIDS Program. Most national sex worker 

organisations form part of at least one of these organisations. The evolution of sex worker 

organisations from the 1970s until today has been marked by the development of three types of 

organisations: advocacy groups, service providers and unions. The advocacy nature of the 

organisations, which were created in the 1970s gave way to the proliferation of organisations 

centred on direct service provision in the 1980s as a result of the funds received in relation to 

AIDS. The perceived negative impact of the latter, however, in terms of the side-lining of 

advocacy, the perpetuation of stigma and the risk of co-optation led to the reactivation of 

advocacy groups in the 1990s, and to the novel strategy of unionisation, which sought to 

strengthen the labour dimension of sex workers’ mobilisation (Beer, 2010: 63). While these 

different categories can be appreciated in the European Union today, it is important not to 

overstress them, as the majority of organisations engage in all types of activities. Indeed, sex 

worker organisations in Europe tend to address all the issues outlined above, pressuring for law 

reform, for the recognition of sex workers’ rights as human rights and the improvement of their 

working condition, as well as fighting stigma, promoting the cultural redefinition of sex work 
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and a more nuanced conceptualisation and regulation of trafficking in women. Before turning 

to the anti-trafficking struggles of sex worker organisations in the European Union, however, it 

is important to address the specific obstacles that their collective mobilisation faces.  

3.1. The Specific Obstacles Faced by Sex Workers’ Collective Mobilisation in the European 

Union.  

The few accounts of sex worker mobilisation that have been issued from the perspective of 

social movement theory tend to stress the specific obstacles that their collective mobilisation 

faces; obstacles that radically curtail their ability to create and maintain internal momentum and 

external support. Such obstacles can be grouped into three main categories. First, with regard 

to the legal and social regulation of sex work, authors have stressed the extent to which 

criminalisation and social stigma hamper sex workers’ mobilisation, mainly because of the 

strong desire for anonymity and feelings of ambivalence towards sex work that they create. 

‘Coming out’ not only entails costs in relation to the police and other public authorities but also 

in terms of the social costs imposed on sex workers and their acquaintances (Vanwesenbeeck, 

2001). Social stigma, in addition, is said to give way to ambivalent positions among sex workers 

regarding their own work, as they often internalise the stigma and indignity associated with it 

(Mathieu, 2003). This is accentuated in turn by the legal, medical and feminist discourses that 

have dominantly conceptualised sex work, which tends to depoliticise sex workers as being 

either security threats, health risks or absolute victims. These authors highlight the importance 

for collective mobilisation or what McAdam calls ‘cognitive liberation’: the definition of a 

group of their situation as “unjust and subject to change through collective action” (1982: 51). 

It is important not to exaggerate the absence of cognitive liberation and the internalisation of 

stigma among sex workers, however, as it is often the nature of sex work itself that most directly 

hampers their collective mobilisation.  

In this regard, another important set of constraints is said to emerge from the intermittent 

and often seasonal nature of sex work; the dishevelled working hours, geographic dispersion 

and precarious living conditions of sex workers and the diversity, hierarchy and even 

competition that exists among them, which criminalisation and stigma only exacerbate 

(Bernstein, 1999; Day, 1996). Sex workers’ lack of pre-existing social networks, subcultural 

foundations and material assets, moreover, is said to hinder the attainment of both material and 

organisational strength (Weitzer, 1991). That sex worker organisations often choose to restrict 

their membership to just sex-workers and reject funding for fear of co-optation and 
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bureaucratisation also adds to these problems. The third category of constraints that are often 

stressed refers to the sociological characteristics of sex workers themselves. While less 

prevalent, some authors have nonetheless argued that the sociological background of sex 

workers entails that they often lack the political competences necessary to organise and 

mobilise collectively (Mathieu, 2003: 34). Likewise, it has been argued that they lack members 

with important mobilisation skills, such as lawyers, fundraisers or bookkeepers (Beer, 2010: 

70). These authors often compare the sex workers’ movement with the gay liberation movement 

and argue that the latter’s success can be explained by its ability to build a critical mass 

constituency and solid alliances that provide it with crucial financial, social and ‘moral’ 

resources (van der Poel, 1995; Weitzer, 1991). Sex workers’ marginal social position and their 

often critical and confrontational stance, to the contrary, create significant impediments for the 

formation of alliances; impediments that are shored up by their common preference for self-

representation and autonomy. In light of the above, social movement approaches to the sex 

worker movement have tended to characterise it as a movement that is doomed to fail.  

In the European Union, sex worker organisations face additional constraints, as the Union’s 

own rules of engagement tend to have exclusionary effects for those defending the rights of sex 

workers. Regarding presence, even though sex worker organisations do operate at the European 

level the fact that they organise autonomously and receive no funding from the Union entails 

that they are rather isolated in the European political scene. The strong abolitionist tendencies 

of both the European Parliament and the European Women’s Lobby, moreover, which in turn 

enjoys a financial monopoly, entails that sex worker organisations are largely excluded from 

informal consultations. Regarding structure, even though sex worker organisations operating in 

the Union are umbrella organisations they do not have members in all member states and thus 

neither the membership base nor the area of coverage that is required. These are further hindered 

by the different prostitution regimes found in member states, some of which render sex workers’ 

self-organisation extremely difficult. With regards to transparency, the fact that sex worker 

organisations receive no funding from the Union has sometimes fostered suspicion, even to 

accusations that they are being financed by the sex industry or traffickers. Lastly, regarding 

their interests, they are often not considered to represent general interest, given their relatively 

small numbers, their focused demands, and that they clearly do not ‘tally with the interests of 

European society’ as expressed in the Union’s values and policies, which are strongly 

abolitionist. Neither do sex worker organisations speak with a unitary voice given the 

intersectionality of their constituency. Sex worker organisations are not formally excluded from 
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the European Union’s consultation process, therefore, but informally they are excluded, for not 

meeting its funding and representativeness requirements. However, this does not mean that sex 

worker organisations do not engage with the Union and with significant degrees of success. As 

I will show, the analysis of sex worker movements as the ones outlined above tend to disavow 

the intricate strategies they adopt to overcome the obstacles that their mobilisation faces and 

misjudge as obstacles what are in fact assets. As a result, they tend to underestimate their 

political potential. This becomes clear in relation to sex workers anti-trafficking struggles in 

the European Union. 

3.2. Transnational Sex Worker Organisations’ Anti-Trafficking Struggles in the European 

Union. 

Sex worker organisations are divided on whether or not to engage in the trafficking debate. 

Some organisations prefer to refrain from engaging all together, arguing that sex work and 

trafficking are totally different and should be treated separately. They are concerned that their 

engagement with trafficking might convey the opposite impression. Others, however, reject 

such differentiation on the grounds of three basic arguments. First, they contend that it is based 

on a forced/voluntary distinction that is not only fictitious but counter-productive for sex 

workers, particularly when used in the realm of trafficking. Second, they argue that such a realm 

has been dominated by abolitionist arguments and thus eminently serves anti-prostitution 

purposes. Consequently, they believe it is important that sex workers also participate therein to 

counter its instrumentalisation against sex work. Lastly, they argue that the concerns of sex 

workers and trafficked victims are actually related, because sex workers are the first of many 

who would be interested in eliminating all forms of exploitation from their industry, because 

anti-trafficking endeavours also negatively affect victim of trafficking and because the 

recognition of prostitution as work has the potential to benefit everyone: native and migrant sex 

workers as well as trafficked victims. This position is predominant today. In the international 

domain, it materialised in the participation of sex worker organisations in the Beijing 

Conference and the preparation of the Palermo Protocol. In the European Union, the most 

important sex worker mobilisation that explicitly included concerns over trafficking for the first 

time was the 2005 ‘European Conference on Sex Work, Human Rights, Labour and Migration’. 

The content and form of the advocacy developed therein epitomised those of sex worker 

organisations in general, so I will outline them in detail and then specify the problematisation 

of sex work and trafficking that sex worker organisations in the European Union offer.  
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3.2.1. The 2005 European Conference on Sex Work, Human Rights, Labour and Migration.  

The 2005 European Conference on Sex Work, Human Rights, Labour and Migration 

bought together more than two hundred delegates, most of them sex workers, from over thirty 

European countries both inside and outside of the Union. It produced a declaration, a set of 

policy recommendations and a manifesto and was accompanied by a demonstration in the 

streets of Brussels. The ‘Declaration on the Rights of Sex Workers in Europe’ was drafted 

collectively and presented in the European Parliament on the 17th October 2005 with the 

collaboration of two parliamentarians from the Green party. Its aim was to set out the context 

of injustice that was to be challenged, identifying “the human, labour and migrants rights that 

sex workers should be entitled to under international law” (2005: 4). The declaration, therefore, 

summarises all the rights contained in international treaties signed by the European Union’s 

member states that sex workers should but do not enjoy, including the right to life, health, 

freedom of movement and residence, freedom from slavery, forced labour and servitude, equal 

protection by the law and peaceful assembly and association (2005: 7). The declaration specifies 

the ways in which these rights are violated in the case of sex workers, including through 

legislative and policy measures irrespective of whether they are abolitionist or regulationist, 

and discriminatory practices in the areas of health care, social security, housing, education, 

employment and justice. The declaration stressed, however, that it was not “a demand for 

special rights”, but was “based on the principle that selling sexual services is no grounds to be 

denied the fundamental human rights to which all human beings are entitled” (2005: 5). It was 

sex workers’ exclusion from the purported universality of human rights, therefore, that was 

denounced. In this regard, the declaration showed particular concern for the situation of migrant 

sex workers and with the fact that the violation of sex workers’ rights is often justified “on the 

grounds of protecting public health and combating organised crime” (2005: 1). That the 

declaration was presented in the European Parliament is not trivial. As the paradigmatic site of 

democracy, deliberation and representation in the European Union, the European Parliament 

was used by sex workers to present their claims as being democratic and their frequent 

exclusion from such an arena as undemocratic.  

In addition to operating within established frames and participatory channels through the 

declaration, sex workers also exceeded them by means of the manifesto and the demonstration, 

both of which took a more overtly political and confrontational stance. While framing and 

presenting their claims through formalised legal instruments and channels was necessary to 

outline the context of injustice and claim a political voice, therefore, sex workers also 



203 
 

denounced them as exclusionary and insufficient. The manifesto, for example, stressed how the 

human rights of sex workers have been curtailed by means of an elaborate regime of norms 

including social stigma, victimising discourses, criminalisation, migration control and anti-

trafficking measures, which affect all sex workers but migrant ones in particular (2005a). In 

this regard, two issues became of particular importance: freedom of movement and sex work 

as labour (Andrijasevic et al., 2012). Free movement became a crucial concern because the 

mobility of all sex workers is curtailed both inside and outside the European Union. Inside it is 

restricted to red light districts and through the absence of guarantees for the exercise of free 

movement between member states, while outside it is impeded by restrictive migration and visa 

regulations. Anti-trafficking endeavours were also denounced for obscuring the issue of 

migrants’ rights and reinforcing their exploitation and discrimination by favouring a “simplistic 

approach to a complex issue” (2005a: 2). In response, sex workers claimed the recognition of 

human rights for all sex workers living and working in the Union, irrespective of their 

nationality and/or migration status. The defence of sex work as labour served similar objectives. 

Significant efforts were made to challenge the categories that distinguish and hierarchically 

organise sex workers, not just along the lines of race, ethnicity and migratory status but also in 

terms of gender, age, sexuality and the services provided (2005a: 2). This was done through an 

emphasis on sex work, which enabled the simultaneous assertion of their internal diversity and 

common interests. Sex workers articulated a political subjectivity that could be collectively 

enacted, and at the same time abstracted from the identitarian features and communitarian 

relations that divided them and that rendered European citizenship and human rights ultimately 

exclusionary.   

This collective subjectivity was ratified and further developed in the demonstration that 

took place in the streets of Brussels. Over one hundred female, male and transgender sex 

workers, from over thirty different nationalities, marched the streets of Brussels behind a banner 

reading “sex workers rights = human rights”. This simultaneous display of diversity and 

common interests was further enacted through the attire worn by the sex workers, which 

included “wigs, slits, tits, masks, stiletto heels, big hair, short skirts, silk, leather and lace” 

(ICRSE, 2005b: 18). Such attire is significant in at least three ways. First, it operates as a form 

of collective identification and individual camouflage, that is, it works as a collective signifier 

while hampering individual identification, both in terms of the disclosure of identitarian 

features and of being recognised. This is particularly the case when masks are used, which has 

become common in sex worker demonstrations as a way of enabling their participation while 
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simultaneously protecting their desire for anonymity. Secondly, while such attire is 

representative of a stereotypical image that is specific to ‘whores’, it resonates with the broader 

notion of ‘sluts’ and thus with ‘slut-walks’, which are a novel form of protest used by feminists 

and their allies to denounce sex and slut-shaming, patriarchal and misogynistic codes that 

distinguish ‘good’ and ‘bad’ women in terms of their sexual behaviour and the control and 

limitation of women’s sexuality more generally (Carr, 2013). That all these issues have been 

denounced by sex workers since at least the 1970s reveals the strong link between their 

struggles and feminist vindications of women’s sexual autonomy. Indeed, ‘whore-walks’ can 

be considered the political antecedent of ‘slut-walks’. A third way in which the attire used by 

sex workers is important is the festive and carnivalesque atmosphere that it inspires. As with 

LGBT parades and slut-walks, sex workers’ public demonstrations tend to be accompanied by 

music, singing, dancing and other playful performances that foster an upbeat and cheerful 

mood. In the case of sex workers, such a mood is particularly transgressive as it challenges their 

depiction as both victims and criminals simultaneously.  

3.2.2. Transnational Sex Worker Organisations’ Problematisation of Sex Work and Trafficking 

in Women for Sexual Exploitation.  

As was the case with feminist abolitionists, sex worker organisations in the European Union 

also share a strikingly similar problematisation of both sex work and trafficking in women. All 

the organisations I interviewed, for example, conceptualise voluntary prostitution as a form of 

sexual self-determination and as a choice. While they are weary of speaking of such a choice 

as ‘free’, often questioning the very meaning of the term, they affirm that engaging in sex work 

is a conscious choice made, like all choices, in conditions where people sometimes have a broad 

range of options and sometimes only have limited ones. As my ICRSE interviewee stated: “sex 

workers decide as much as others under the options they have what work to do, so it is not that 

I am less capable of deciding If I chose sex work than if I decide to work in McDonalds” (2018: 

3). Sex worker organisations, therefore, explicitly reject the logics of denial that feminist 

abolitionists enact. Interestingly, however, they often also refer to the situation that sex workers 

choose as being one of ‘vulnerability’, though they tend to understand it in strictly structural 

terms and through an inclusive approach to intersectionality. As my interviewee from TAMPEP 

affirmed in relation to migrant sex workers: “they are not vulnerable persons at all, it is the 

process of migration and the laws that make them vulnerable” (2017: 8). Intersectionality is, in 

fact, a defining feature of the constituency of sex worker organisations and its inclusive 

representation is thus an essential concern. The ICRSE, for example, pays particular attention 
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to the intersection of sex workers’ rights with those of women, migrants, workers and LGBT 

people. To cite my ICRSE interviewee, “sex work is one of the few professions that is mostly 

accessed by people belonging to a specific gender, sexual identity, class and migrant 

background so a discourse on sex workers rights is necessarily also speaking to women’s and 

migrant and LGBT rights” (2018: 2). A key strategy in this regard has been to foreground these 

intersections and seek alliances with other organisations. This has been difficult in the European 

Union, however, as the main women and migrant organisations have a strong abolitionist 

approach and those defending LGBT rights enact a politics of respectability that excludes sex 

work, as do the majority of trade unions. It is in the international domain, therefore, that sex 

worker organisations have found their most important allies, mainly among human rights and 

AIDS organisations, such as Amnesty International and UNAIDS.  

Another common feature of the problematisation of sex work offered by sex worker 

organisations is that, in treating it as work, they reject the metonymic displacement of selling 

sex into selling oneself. They argue that sex workers do not sell themselves, not even their body. 

As my TAMPEP interviewee stated: “sex workers do not sell their body but their sexual labour 

power, they sell sexual services” (2017: 6). While the idea of ‘free labour’ outlined in chapter 

three is inherent in this affirmation, it is important to note that sex worker organisations often 

criticise this idea. My ICRSE interviewee, for example, argued that the rejection of prostitution 

as work was motivated by the fact that it centres the involvement of the body in work, 

challenging the separation of the body and its labour power: “rather than saying sex work is 

like any other, I would say that every other job has got elements of sex work in it, of involving 

the body, that is the utter most expression of oppression, but it is problematic to see, because of 

the liberal myth that we sell labour power” (2018: 3). Despite this criticism, sex worker 

organisations agree that recognising sex work as work is the best way to address it. We find a 

strong call for the complete decriminalisation of sex work and its regulation through general 

labour laws. This would entail the elimination of all mentions of sex work in criminal law and 

of all laws specifically targeting sex work. As a result, sex worker organisations are critical of 

all the prostitution regimes that can be found in the European Union today, not just Sweden’s 

model of client criminalisation, but also the Netherlands’ and Germany’s regulatory model, 

which are said to impose too many restrictions on sex work and obligations on sex workers, 

and, most importantly, to exclude migrant sex workers. 

It is client criminalisation, nonetheless, and abolitionist discourses more generally, that 

attract the greatest and most vociferous part of their critiques. With regards to client 
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criminalisation, sex worker organisations tend to argue that there is no empirical evidence that 

there has been a decrease in either sex work or trafficking since its implementation and that 

there are empirical data, instead, showing its negative impact on the health, safety and human 

rights of sex workers, as it pushes them underground and erects new barriers in their access to 

health services and justice. It also increases their discrimination and stigmatisation as it 

reinforces negative stereotypes of and attitudes towards sex workers, and migrant sex workers 

in particular, as it is an indirect and sometimes quite direct criminalisation of sex workers 

themselves (ICRSE, 2015: 23). With regards to abolitionist arguments, in turn, they tend to 

stress their tautological nature, in that they portray sex work as a form of violence against 

women because it is not free, and as not free because it is a form of violence against women. 

They also accuse them of actually engaging in what they accuse sex work of doing: objectifying 

women, ignoring their agency, sexuality and voice and increasing the violence and rights 

violations that they endure. For sex worker organisations, therefore, feminist abolitionists are 

actually complicit in patriarchal oppression and its punishment of women who freely use their 

sexuality for their own benefit. Sex worker organisations explicitly define themselves as 

feminists, therefore, and often accuse abolitionists of not being ‘true’ feminists, in the same 

way that abolitionists do. They also tend to reproach them for being complicit with the 

repressive and punitive agendas of states, particularly against migration and sex work. As my 

ICRSE interviewee stated: “[abolitionism] works fantastically on both levels, giving countries 

an image of progressiveness and of being for equality while keeping subaltern subjects at bay 

and controlling immigration” (2018: 3). It is in relation to this that sex worker organisations 

seek to offer a more nuanced problematisation of trafficking in women. 

Sex worker organisations tend to argue that the problematisation of trafficking in women 

for sexual exploitation offered by feminist abolitionists collapses the complexity of the 

intersection of migration and sex work through racialised narratives of victimhood. They are 

particularly critical of the way such a problematisation has incorporated the voluntary/forced 

distinction in exclusionary ways. As my interviewee from TAMPEP argued, “it is not that you 

start from a total situation of self-determination or victimhood, there is not a line in between, 

the lives of people are not in this way, they depend on many circumstances” (2017: 2). Instead, 

sex worker organisations stress that the root causes of trafficking in women are to be found in 

the complex relation between “local patriarchies, globalised capitalism and widening gaps in 

income and wealth, as well as the reconfiguration of empire under late-twentieth century 

globalisation, which re-inscribed international hierarchies around notions of racial, religious 
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and national difference” (Kempadoo, 2012: xix). Of particular importance in this regard is the 

intersection of the global feminisation of migration and poverty with the restrictive migration 

and labour policies adopted in the West, and particularly in the European Union, which are said 

to be one of the main factors rendering migrant women vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. 

As my TAMPEP interviewee put it: “the question is why since the seventies women’s migration 

has been bound to informal work, especially in services to the person, where there is a broad 

demand for cheap labour” (2017: 2). Sex worker organisations understand trafficking in women 

to be a problem of female migrant labour, therefore, where sex work is just another form. As a 

result, they tend to emphasise the migratory agency of migrant sex workers and, while fully 

acknowledging that exploitation and abuse takes place in the sex industry, they refuse to 

understand them as its defining features. 

Another element of anti-trafficking policies that sex worker organisations sturdily criticise 

is their collateral damage, that is, their negative effects on migrants and sex workers. They stress 

that the compatibility of feminist abolitionist arguments with the punitive and repressive 

agendas of states has rendered anti-trafficking policies instrumental in the fight against 

migration and sex work. As a result, they argue that anti-trafficking policies also have 

exclusionary effects for victims of trafficking. As my ICRSE interviewee explains: “on the one 

hand all sex workers get pictured as trafficked to reinforce border control and a moral stance 

against sex work, on the other hand, when it comes to supporting migrant sex workers in 

difficult conditions, they will find all sorts of reasons to say that they are not trafficked, so that 

they don’t get any support” (2018: 5). In this regard, while sex worker organisations are divided 

as to whether trafficking in women should be addressed via special laws or dealt with through 

the general laws protecting labour and migrant rights, they all agree that an indispensable 

element is to guarantee the human and labour rights of both migrants and sex workers, and thus 

recognise sex work as work. In this regard, they all agree that it is necessary to eliminate all 

references to sexual exploitation in relation to human trafficking. If sex work is work then the 

exploitation that takes place in relation to it is labour exploitation. Most of them also agree that 

the recognition of sex work as work and its regulation in the terms that they propose would 

reduce exploitation, as it would allow migrant sex workers to attain a regularised status on the 

basis of sex work. It would also ensure greater control over the industry and greater autonomy 

for sex workers, which would, in turn, empower them to report cases of exploitation and abuse 

without fear of being ignored, ridiculed or deported. Sex worker organisations understand 

trafficking in women, as being the result of the criminalisation of migration and sex work. As 
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my ICRSE interviewee stated, “the only real ‘solution’ to trafficking is to decriminalise migrant 

sex work, basically” (2018: 8). 

3.3. Sex Worker Organisations in the National Domain: Political Outreach and Service 

Provision.  

Sex worker organisations in the national domain largely replicate the advocacy strategies 

and problematisations of sex work and trafficking outlined above. The main difference between 

them and their transnational counterparts is that, in addition to advocacy, they engage in a wide 

range of activities that focus mainly on political outreach and service provision. One of the 

main sex worker organisations in Spain for example, Colectivo Hetaira, focuses on providing 

sex workers, particularly those that are street-based, with material support. Much of their work 

is thus centred on outreach activities. Before it broke down, they would drive their van, 

nicknamed ‘the libertine’, to the places where street-based sex workers were based and invite 

them to rest in the small ‘living room’ they provided in the back, offering them food, coffee, 

condoms and the like. Knowing that it was difficult for sex workers to reach their headquarters, 

they decided to take their headquarters to them, in order to get to know them and make 

themselves known (2015: 2). The main sex worker organisation in the Netherlands, PROUD, 

instead works as a union. It also offers sex workers legal counselling and organises workshops 

on issues such as advertising and taxes, in addition to undertaking its own fieldwork research 

so as to “know what sex workers actually want and how we can help them” (2017: 1). The main 

sex worker organisation in France is also a union, the Syndicat du Travail Sexuel (STRASS), 

which seeks “to ensure that every sex worker has the same rights as any other worker” (2018: 

1). It also provides sex workers with a mutual aid health insurance and offers workshops to 

assist in their professionalisation, wellbeing and safety, such as self-defence classes and courses 

on how to deal with the police and with clients. While both organisations self-identify and 

operate as unions, they are sui generis when compared to traditional unions, in that they address 

many issues beyond the workplace. They do, however, share their strong emphasis on 

solidarity, self-help and self-reliance (Gall, 2014). 

These activities are very important for sex worker organisations and their advocacy, as they 

contribute significantly to overcoming the obstacles that their collective mobilisation faces. 

First, they contribute to the cognitive liberation and empowerment of sex workers, reducing 

their internal stigma and building their legal and political capacity to defend and claim their 

rights. Secondly, they contribute to the cultural re-definition of sex work and to the formation 
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of a subcultural foundation for the sex worker movement, producing alternative forms of 

knowledge, shared resources of identification and spaces for socialisation, which foster the 

emergence of solidarity between sex workers and thus enhance their organisational strength. 

Many of these activities, lastly, can also be considered anti-trafficking measures, as they often 

entail the direct supervision of the working conditions and well-being of those engaged in the 

sex industry and in any case help prospective victims to become empowered and aware. In this 

regard, Sweden is the outlier among my case studies, as the only sex worker organisation that 

exists there, the Rose Alliance, is essentially an advocacy organisation, not engaging in any of 

the activities outlined above on a regular basis. As was the case with feminist abolitionist 

organisations, this is due to the particular prostitution regime adopted in each member state, in 

this case in Sweden. Where feminist abolitionism is the official position of the government and 

of large parts of civil society, as is the case in Sweden, it is harder to find civil society 

organisations made of sex workers and/or who defend sex workers’ rights, than where sex 

workers are the ones who are criminalised as in France; where sex work is regulated as work, 

as in the Netherlands or where sex work is not regulated at all, as in Spain.  

4. The De-Securitising Potential of Sex Worker Organisations in the European Union.  

Having analysed the problematisation of sex work and trafficking in women that sex worker 

organisations offer and the activities that they engage in we can now assess whether they have 

the potential to de-securitise trafficking in women in a way that feminist abolitionists inside and 

outside of the European Union do not. In order to answer this question, I will engage critically 

with the de-securitisation strategy proposed by Claudia Aradau, which locates the potential to 

de-securitise trafficking in women in the figure of migrant sex workers and in the recognition 

of prostitution as sex work, as outlined in chapter five. In this regard, I argue that while Aradau 

is right when she argues that the principles of universality and equality that define Badiou’s 

event can be reclaimed from within liberal political institutions and not just against them, she 

is wrong in identifying such principles in the notion of ‘work’. Indeed, the notion of work and 

that of freedom and the liberal subject that underpins it plays a fundamental role in the 

securitisation of trafficking in women in the first place. I will also argue that Aradau’s 

adherence to what Rossdale calls a ‘hegemonic ontology of agency’ leads her to prioritise the 

question of authority and to assume an insurrectional model of resistance that makes her 

disavow the de-securitising potential of the practices of sex worker organisations that take place 

at a distance from the state, particularly the prefigurative forms of direct action that they engage 

in and the ‘anarchistic’ subjective resistance they enact. It is in such ‘politics of the act’, I argue, 
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that sex worker organisations develop an understanding of freedom, equality and the subject 

that can overcome the limitations of their ‘politics of demand’, actively rejecting the question 

of authority rather than failing to address it and which subverts the logic of security at play in 

the securitisation of trafficking.        

4.1. The Limits of Work and the Disavowal of Sex Worker Organisations’ ‘Politics of the Act’. 

As outlined in chapter five, Claudia Aradau has proposed a particular strategy for unmaking 

security that seeks to deactivate the exclusionary and inimical logic of security and to positively 

address the question of authority, at the same time as it surmounts poststructuralism’s inability 

to translate ethical principles into political practice and avoids the re-appropriation of resistance 

by the security dispositif. To do so, Aradau draws on the notions of emancipation and 

democracy that other approaches also employ but radically reformulates both in line with the 

post-Marxist approaches of Alain Badiou, Etienne Balibar and Jacques Rancière. Drawing on 

Badiou, Aradau argues that the unmaking of security must start from the position of the abject 

understood as an ‘excess’, and an ‘event’ understood as a form of action that disrupts the 

situation, suspends its forms of representation and subjection and addresses everyone therein. 

The open-endedness of the principles of universality and equality that define the event, 

ultimately, creates a collective process of subjectification that suspends the logic of security 

and simultaneously avoids the re-appropriation of resistance. According to Aradau, in relation 

to the situation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation, migrant sex workers constitute 

the excess and the recognition of prostitution as sex work the event.  To address the question of 

authority, instead, Aradau pits Rancière against Badiou and argues that the principles of 

universality and equality can be reclaimed from within liberal political institutions, not just 

against them, as they are already inscribed therein in the rights bestowed equally to all the 

members of the community. They can be mobilised in a way that displaces their limits, 

therefore, through the verification of the contradiction between their universal proclamation 

and their limited recognition in practice; a verification that can be enacted by the excessive 

subjects themselves, through their self-affirmation as joint sharers of the rights bestowed to the 

community, or through a ‘ternary strategy’ in which those belonging to the political community 

challenge the exclusionary practices that it adopts against excessive subjects. In this regard, 

Aradau cites the Jany and Others v. Staatssecretaris van Justitie case of the European Court of 

Justice, as an example of how migrant sex workers enacted equality through the notion of work 

that was inscribed in the Union’s Association Agreements.  
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I fully agree with Aradau that the principles of universality and equality that define the 

event can be reclaimed from within liberal political institutions in a way that expands their 

limits. In fact, I believe this is exactly what sex worker organisations in the European Union do 

with the notions of human rights and European citizenship. During the 2005 conference, for 

example, sex workers inscribed themselves with an institutional body of rights that is often 

negated to them and did so through formal political channels that often depoliticise and exclude 

them, thus extending their limits in significant ways. By claiming that the human rights afforded 

to European citizens should apply to all sex workers living and working in the Union 

irrespective of their nationality and/or migratory status, moreover, they questioned and 

expanded the ‘who’, the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of both human rights and European citizenship. 

First, they questioned the ‘who’ by suspending the identitarian features and communitarian 

relations that render both exclusionary. Second, they questioned the ‘what’ of human rights and 

European citizenship by pitting the universality of the former against the exclusivist nature of 

the latter; by reframing such universality along the lines outlined above, which demands that 

human rights be understood “in the specific discursive context in which collective struggles for 

recognition, citizenship and justice take place” (Kempadoo, 2012: 22), and by linking the rights 

derived from European citizenship to one’s presence and work in the European Union and not 

member state citizenship. Lastly, they questioned the ‘how’, particularly of European 

citizenship, by contesting the Union’s territorially and culturally bound demands for civil 

society and citizen participation, which only addresses member state citizens. In making claims 

that they were not entitled in principle to make, therefore, sex workers and their organisations 

enacted themselves as European citizens, by affirming themselves as joint sharers of the rights 

bestowed to the community (Andrijasevic et al., 2012). They mobilised the principles of 

universality and equality inscribed in human rights and European citizenship, radically 

displacing their limits. 

Where I disagree with Aradau is with regards to her idea that the principles of universality 

and equality are also inscribed in the notion of work, and as a result, that framing prostitution 

as sex work has the potential to suspend the logics of security at play in the situation of 

trafficking. As I argued in chapter three, the commodification of labour and the depiction of 

wage labour as being ‘free’ are underpinned by liberalism’s association of freedom with 

autonomy, of autonomy with self-determination and self-ownership and of these concepts with 

the notions of choice and consent. Through these associations, Liberalism connects political 

and economic freedom and places them within a narrative of progress that ignores the gendered, 
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racialised and class-based exclusions that liberal notions of autonomy gave rise to and its 

development alongside colonialism and slavery rather than against them. The concept of ‘work’ 

is therefore not universal and equal but dependent on a particular understanding of freedom and 

of the liberal subject that is exclusionary. It is precisely these exclusionary notions of freedom 

and the subject that underpin the racialised logics of denial and the metonymic displacement of 

selling sex into selling oneself that feminist abolitionists enact, and which render prostitutes 

and trafficked victims a risk in themselves, as the antithesis of the  (neo)liberal entrepreneurial 

self. As a result, such notions play a cardinal role in the securitisation of trafficking in women. 

While Aradau is right when she argues that work is not a particular identification, in the sense 

that it is not linked to a particular identity, she obviates the extent to which it is linked to a 

particular notion of the subject; one that is highly exclusionary and deeply entangled with the 

securitisation of trafficking. Work does not suspend the representations of the security 

dispositif, therefore; it does not make ‘difference indifferent’. Indeed, when sex worker 

organisations frame sex work as work in order to contest the logic of denial and the metonymic 

displacement of selling sex into selling oneself, they mobilise the exact same terms that feminist 

abolitionists use to discredit it: sexual self-determination and choice. As a result, they cannot 

transcend the indiscernibility of sex work and, most importantly, they reproduce the model of 

emancipation that excludes sex workers and trafficked victims in the first place.  

In this regard, I have shown, contrary to Aradau, that sex workers in the European Union 

are themselves impossible subjects; subjects that do not ‘belong to the situation’, to use 

Badiou’s terminology, even in the situation of trafficking, at least not as right-bearing subjects. 

Moreover, I have shown that their exclusion and that of trafficked victims are inextricably 

linked, as the cultural othering that takes place through the universalisation of a particular model 

of emancipation could not take place without the normalisation that allows such a model to 

become a benchmark in the first place. In using the same terms that underpins such a model, 

therefore, sex worker organisations cannot suspend the complex logic of othering that sustains 

the securitisation of trafficking in women. This becomes clear in the Jany v. Staatssecretaris 

van Justitie case outlined above. While Aradau takes the case to be an example of the universal 

and equal appeal of work by and for excessive subjects, I contest both her premises. First, the 

migrant sex workers claiming the right to settle and work in the Union were not irregular 

migrants, as the Association Agreements dis-identified them from such a category. Indeed, 

while the ruling of the European Court of Justice recognised their right to settle and work in the 

Union as self-employed sex workers, it did not extend such a right to third-country nationals. 
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Secondly, the right conceded to the claimants was itself limited, as the European Court of 

Justice recognised their right to settle and work as sex workers in those member states that 

already recognised sex work. The notion of work inscribed in the Association Agreements not 

only excluded third country nationals, therefore, but also created a hierarchy among sex workers 

inside the Union, some of which were freer and more equal than others. The notion of work 

does not suspend the representations of security in the situation of trafficking, therefore, but 

simply reshuffles their boundaries; just as the radical extension of the limits of equality and 

universality does not suspend such limits, it only displaces them. 

To suspend the logics of security at play in the securitisation of trafficking, sex worker 

organisations need to mobilise alternative notions of freedom, equality and the subject than 

those presupposed in the notion of work. In this regard, I contend that they articulate such 

alternative notions in the practices that they engage in at a distance from the state. Here, it is 

useful to draw on the distinction that Richard Day makes between a ‘politics of demand’ and a 

‘politics of the act’. While the former refers to a “mode of social action that assumes the 

existence of a dominant nation attached to a monopolistic state, which must be persuaded to 

give the gifts of recognition and integration to subordinate identities” (2005: 14); the latter 

“relies upon, and results from, getting over the hope that the state and corporate forms, as 

structures of domination, exploitation and division are somehow capable of producing effects 

of emancipation” (2005: 15). It is in sex worker organisations’ politics of the act, therefore, 

particularly in the prefigurative forms of direct action that they engage in and the ‘anarchistic’ 

subjective resistance they enact, that we find alternative notions of freedom, equality and the 

subject. Before turning to such practices, however, it is important to address why Aradau 

disavows them. Following Rossdale, I argue that this is because she adheres to a ‘hegemonic 

ontology of agency’ that “disciplines explorations of possibility in particular terms” (2013: 20).  

As Rossdale argues, such terms are rooted in ‘statism’, that is, the idea “that the ‘doing’ of 

politics (and, significantly, security) must eventually, ideally, derive from a singular and 

sovereign locus of legitimacy such as the state” (2013: 20); and ‘hegemony’, “which presumes 

the totalising nature of political intervention and possibility which will either be subordinated 

within an existing order or perform an ‘all the way’ break” (2013: 29). In the case of Aradau, 

these elements can be found in her prioritisation of the question of authority and her assumption 

of an insurrectional model of resistance.  

First, while Aradau is critical of other authors for rendering de-securitisation the 

prerogative of securitising actors themselves, against which she prioritises the abject, she 
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nonetheless agrees that security emanates from specific institutional locales that are shielded 

from ‘amateurs’ on the basis of political authority or authoritative knowledge (2004: 396). She 

reifies such locales as the place of security’s agency, therefore, and assumes that successful de-

securitising strategies must authoritatively confront them. This explains her criticism of other 

approaches for not addressing the question of authority, and her insistence, against Badiou, that 

the principles of universality and equality that define the event can be reclaimed from within 

existing institutional locales. It also explains why she considers the self-organisation of sex 

workers at a distance from the state to be insufficient to de-securitise trafficking, and thus why 

she focuses only on their ‘politics of demand’. Second, this concern with authority together 

with the concern that subjective forms of resistance always run the risk of being re-appropriated 

by the security dispositif lead Aradau to reject a Foucauldian understanding of power in favour 

of the post-Marxist one articulated by Badiou, Balibar and Rancière. The latter, unlike the 

former, enables a form of resistance that is neither individuated, “entangled in the process that 

constitutes subjects” nor internal to power: “the order of what is”, but collective and ‘excessive’ 

(Aradau, 2008a: 122). Such resistance, however, is necessarily counter-hegemonic, as it 

assumes that “effective social change can only be achieved simultaneously and en masse” (Day, 

2005: 8). As a result, it remains firmly within a hegemonic ontological framework. Indicatively, 

Aradau refers to the type of resistance that can suspend the logic of security as ‘insurrectional’ 

and ‘revolutionary’, which is the type of resistance that is also presumed in Badiou’s event, 

Balibar’s equaliberty and Rancière’s ternary strategy. It is an understanding that occludes other 

forms of resistance, however, particularly those that do not rest on “hegemonic or totalising 

political logics, and which might remain mobile and creative whilst retaining the capacity to 

make critical interventions” (Rossdale, 2013: 1).  

4.2. The De-securitising Potential of Sex Worker Organisations’ ‘Politics of the Act’: 

Prefigurative Forms of Direct Action and ‘Anarchistic’ Forms of Subjective Resistance. 

As stated above, the politics of demand of sex worker organisations in the European Union 

cannot de-securitise trafficking in women because they mobilise the exact same terms that lie 

at the heart of its securitisation. As such, they cannot transcend the indiscernibility of sex work 

and reproduce the model of emancipation that excludes sex workers and trafficked victims in 

the first place. I contend, however, that there is some de-securitising potential in their ‘politics 

of the act’, concretely, in the ‘prefigurative’ forms of direct action they engage in and the 

‘anarchistic’ forms of subjective resistance they enact. These take place at a distance from the 

state, in this case from both European Union institutions and its member states. Moreover, they 
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are intimately connected, as ‘prefigurative’ refers to the performance of one’s aims and the 

means employed to attain them and the avoidance of replicating that which one contests. This 

results in a continual process of self-interrogation; while ‘anarchistic’ refers to the presence, 

implicit or explicit, of anarchist elements in a given group or tactic, such as the rejection of 

authority, hierarchy and domination (Day, 2005: 20). When applied to the realm of subjective 

resistance, therefore, the term points to the development of alternative ways of being and of 

relating to others that refuse such terms, prefiguring dissenting subjectivities and more 

pluralised forms of relationality that remain open and thus also recurrently turn critically back 

upon themselves. Both activities, therefore, articulate an understanding of freedom, equality 

and the subject that refuse the hegemonic ontology of agency, thus actively rejecting the 

question of authority rather than failing to address it; and subvert the logic of security by 

subverting the in/security binary and those associated with it in a way that reduces the chances 

of being re-appropriated by it. The intersection of these two forms of resistance and the effects 

that I prognosticate can be seen in the public demonstrations of sex workers and in the outreach 

and service provision activities they undertake, both of which take place at a distance from the 

state.  

First, in sex workers’ public demonstrations such as the one that took place during the 2005 

conference, we find the enactment of prefigurative forms of direct action that refuse a 

hegemonic ontology of agency. Sex worker demonstrations can be considered forms of direct 

action in that they do not demand anything from anyone but that they themselves ‘take to the 

streets’, often with no precise objectives. They are prefigurative in that they are organised and 

deployed in accordance with their anti-exclusionary objectives. They reject the statist 

dimension of the hegemonic ontology of agency through their refusal to engage in official 

channels and validated modes of participation, deploying instead a strong anti-representational 

ethos. As such, they actively reject the question of authority rather than failing to address it. 

They also reject its hegemonic element in that they do not articulate counter-hegemonic 

demands from the position of an insurrectional sovereign self, but perform a multiplicity of 

demands from the position of a collective subject that nonetheless allows for the valorisation 

and affirmation of individuality. The relation between individual and collective resistance is 

thus more complex and constructive than the one Aradau envisions, in which its antagonistic 

nature entails that individuality has to be sacrificed to the collective. Conversely, in the case of 

sex workers organisations the collective is strong precisely because it does not fully integrate 

individuals but unites them temporarily on the basis of what Day calls an ‘affinity for affinity’, 
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that is, “for non-universalising, non-hierarchical, non-coercive relationships based and mutual 

aid and shared ethical commitments” (2005: 9).    

Such forms of prefigurative direct action are intimately connected to the development of 

‘anarchistic’ forms of subjective resistance. Aradau’s concern with subjective resistances is that 

they always run the risk of being re-appropriated by security. Anarchistic forms of subjective 

resistance, however, with their focus on constant openness, perpetual insurrection and continual 

self-interrogation, provide another way of avoiding re-appropriation that does not throw the 

baby of subjective resistance out with the bathwater of particular identifications. In the case of 

sex worker organisations, they engage in a particular form of ‘anarchistic’ subjective resistance 

that follows the basic tenets of what Tatiana Sentamans and Miriam Solá describe as 

‘transfeminist’ subjectivities. According to the latter, transfeminism articulates a political 

subject that starts from the postmodernist intersectional critique of the subject of feminism, that 

is, the idea that women do not exist because they are fragmented along multiple axes of power 

and oppression, but which “materialises the political need to take charge of such multiplicity” 

(Solá and Urko, 2013: 19). This can be seen in the proliferation of identities that appear under 

the ‘trans’ umbrella, which also reflects a strong vocation of self-representation. An essential 

part of this self-representation is the notion of ‘dis-identification’, which is linked to the 

capacity of dislocating oneself from dominant models of identification in order to become 

visible outside of heteronormative and patriarchal identity categories. As a result, transfeminist 

subjectivities tend to articulate temporal, hybrid and/or liminal identities, which stress the 

processual and strategic nature of identity and actively reject stability, totality and permanence. 

Transfeminist subjectivities reject the existence of any subjective ‘truth’ yet to be discovered 

or created, opting instead for a continual insurrection of the self “with a clearly playful and 

humorous component… and with the vocation of giving value to other ways of being through 

transgression and provocation; not so much as individual forms of signification but as a way of 

extending limits by trespassing them” (Sentamans, 2013: 38–39).  

This ‘anarchistic’ and ‘transfeminist’ form of subjective resistance is definitely at play in 

sex workers’ public demonstrations, particularly when they take the form of ‘whore-walks’. 

Whore-walks enact a form of collective lack of discipline that seeks to create fleeting moments 

of unmediated autonomy through the re-appropriation of a pejorative and stigmatised category 

that is then deployed against sex workers’ identification as either victims or threats, and by 

rendering political what they are usually accused of doing apolitically: inappropriately ‘taking 

the streets’. Such autonomy, however, is in turn based on one’s total reliance and dependence 
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on others. In this sense, they are a less totalising and ‘anti’ rather than a counter-hegemonic 

version of Badiou’s event or Balibar’s ‘equaliberty’, in that they too can only exist through the 

simultaneous enactment of liberty and equality. It is collectively that sex worker’s attire 

functions as a form of collective identification and individual camouflage, and most 

importantly, it is collectively that the playful and upbeat mood that characterises whore walks 

is created. It is precisely the festive and playful mood, I argue, that works to subvert the 

in/security binary and the distinctions between order and chaos, and sovereignty and anarchy 

associated with it, in a way that suspends the logic of security while reducing the chances of 

being re-appropriated by it.  

In their public demonstrations, sex worker organisations politicise the question of agency 

and security, questioning the ‘who’ and ‘how’ of state protection. They humorously attack 

orthodox understandings of security that treat them as victims by denouncing how attempts to 

secure them actually render them insecure and thus by rejecting them. The farcicality of their 

attire works to highlight the absurdity of such ‘securing’ attempts, of states’ interest in ‘saving’ 

them, which actually conceals their ‘securitisation’, that is, their treatment as threats. Crucially, 

however, this rejection of security does not turn into its opposite, into ‘insecurity’, but as 

Rossdale puts it into a “gleeful and ironic chaos” (2013: 116). It turns into a carnival, a party, 

in which sex workers neither reject nor celebrate their insecurity, as Butler’s notion of 

‘vulnerability’ suggests. Instead, they tactically address such insecurity through the use of 

masks and other forms of camouflage. In this way, sex workers subvert easy attributions of 

security and insecurity, order and chaos and sovereignty and anarchy. They simultaneously 

challenge their depiction as victims and criminals and demonstrate “the violence of the state’s 

(dis)order and (in)security whilst affirming their own creative politics of dis/order and 

in/security” (Rossdale, 2013: 116). This is inherently linked to the ‘anarchistic’ and 

‘transfeminist’ forms of subjective resistance outlined above, as it is the alternative forms of 

being and relating to each other that they foster which enables the performance of this ‘secure 

insecurity’ in the first place. It is also linked to the rejection of the hegemonic ontology of 

agency, as “traditional narratives of security are not subverted to show the truth of another 

totality but to render the concept of security as statist, authoritarian and totalising, insecure” 

(Rossdale, 2013: 127). In articulating such subjective resistance and rejecting a hegemonic 

ontology of agency they reduce the chances of re-appropriation, as they substantially 

disarticulate the subjects, relations and practices on which security depends.  
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The intersection of prefigurative forms of direct action and anarchistic forms of subjective 

resistance that reject the hegemonic ontology of agency and subvert the in/security binary also 

operate in sex worker organisations’ outreach and service provision activities. Through these 

activities sex worker organisations reject the role of the state as a provider and protector, 

engaging in direct and collective forms of self-help, mutual aid and self-protection. These range 

from highly structured initiatives such as the mutual aid health insurance provided by STRASS, 

through less structured but still stable endeavours such as the outreach activities undertaken by 

Hetaira, to sporadic and everyday activities that sex workers engage in, such as the sharing of 

information about clients. All of them, however, reject orthodox understandings of security and 

pragmatically address sex workers’ insecurity through self-help and mutual aid.  Sex worker 

organisations also engage in alternative forms of knowledge production and dissemination, thus 

actively rejecting the question of authority rather than failing to address it. Indeed, such 

initiatives are oriented towards the production of autonomous, collective and situated forms of 

knowledge rather than the production of ‘expert’ knowledge that can be used or appropriated 

by the state. All of these practices, in addition, tend to be prefigurative and anti-hegemonic, in 

that they are based on the understanding of affinity outlined above, as non-universalising, non-

hierarchical and non-coercive relations based on mutual aid and shared ethical commitments. 

They are also intimately connected to the development of ‘anarchistic’ and ‘transfeminist’ 

forms of subjective resistance by disarticulating the subjects and relations on which the security 

dispositif depends, and sometimes quite directly fostering the emergence of dissenting and 

disobedient subjectivities, for example, through courses that teach sex workers how to 

successfully avoid the police .   

In summary, it is through sex worker organisations’ prefigurative forms of direct action and 

anarchistic forms of subjective resistance that take place at a distance from the state, that they 

develop alternative understandings of freedom, equality and the subject. This allows them to 

overcome the limitations of their ‘politics of demand’, actively rejecting the question of 

authority and subverting the logic of security at play in the securitisation of trafficking, by 

subverting the in/security binary in a way that reduces the chances of re-appropriation. Contrary 

to Aradau, I am not suggesting that through their ‘politics of the act’ sex worker organisations 

extricate themselves from power relations and forms of representation entailed by the logic of 

security and thus totally suspend them from ‘outside’. I do not believe that such a pure subject, 

form or place of resistance exists. What I do argue is that rejecting a hegemonic ontology of 

agency allows us to see that de-securitising instances and attempts are taking place all the time 
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at a distance from the state and in the margins of security practices; attempts that might have 

greater de-securitising potential than the politics of demand, which have been the main concern 

of critical security studies. While the politics of demand of sex worker organisations in the 

European Union largely reproduce the logic of security at play in the securitisation of trafficking 

in women, it is their politics of the act, instead, that makes productive suspensions in such logic. 

It is important to note, however, that the politics of demand and those of the act are not 

incompatible. Indeed, they can and often must be developed together, as is the case of sex 

worker organisations in the European Union. Re-appropriation is thus always possible and even 

probable, though not necessary. The risk of reproducing that which one contests is also always 

there. Both are features of any form of resistance that emerges from the abject. They need not 

be paralysing, however, as long as resistance remains open, in continual self-interrogation and 

perpetual insurrection. According to Rossdale, this is the meaning that must be ascribed to the 

fixation of many anarchist thinkers with dance and ‘the dancer’, as she who “evades capture 

within frameworks of discipline, morality and ressentiment and which instead commits to a 

ceaseless and creative insurrection of-and-against the self” (2015: 116). It is the meaning that 

must be ascribe to Emma Goldman’s apocryphal quote ‘if I can’t dance it’s not my revolution’, 

which sex workers seem to enact in their work and through their resistances. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSIONS: FILLING THE GAPS IN CRITICAL SECURITY STUDIES AND 

FEMINIST INSIGHTS INTO PROSTITUTION AND TRAFFICKING 

 

“‘There's no sort of use in knocking’, said the Footman, ‘and that for two reasons. 

First, because I'm on the same side of the door as you are; secondly, because they're 

making such a noise inside, no one could possibly hear you’. And certainly there 

was a most extraordinary noise going on within—a constant howling and sneezing, 

and every now and then a great crash, as if a dish or kettle had been broken to 

pieces… ‘How am I to get in?’ asked Alice again, in a louder tone. ‘Are you to get 

in at all?’ said the Footman. ‘That's the first question, you know’ (Lewis Caroll, 

Alice in Wonderland, 1865). 

 

“Nolite te bastardes carborundorum” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, 1985).  

 

The fundamental aim of this thesis has been to analyse the triangular dynamics of 

securitisation and de-securitisation that underpins the European Union’s policies addressing 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation; that is, the growing tendency of the European 

Union to conceptualise and address trafficking in women as a security issue and the distinct and 

competing approaches that coexist within feminist struggles against such a trend, which largely 

follows the two opposing views that structure feminist debates on prostitution: an abolitionist 

approach that is defended primarily from within European Union institutions and a sex work 

approach defended primarily from outside of it. The main contention I have defended in this 

regard is that the European Union’s securitising tendency and the abolitionist ideals defended 

therein are not antithetical, but in fact inextricably linked. I have shown that the evolution of 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation as a security issue within the European Union’s 

Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, and its evolution as a form of violence against women 

in its gender equality and sexual diversity policies are inextricably linked, and that such a link 

is central to its securitisation, having a crucial bearing as well on the de-securitisation strategies 

of feminist civil society organisations on both sides of the abolitionist versus sex work debate. 

As such, this thesis fills major gaps in the literature, particularly those created by the mutual 

disavowal of critical security studies and feminist insights into prostitution and trafficking.  

Following the insights of Claudia Aradau and critical security studies more generally, I 

have shown that trafficking in women for sexual exploitation in the European Union is 
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securitised by ‘contagion’, that is, by being conceptualised and addressed as an epiphenomenon 

of organised crime, irregular immigration and prostitution. The key mechanism enabling this 

‘contagion’ is the spillover of the internal market into a project of internal security; a spillover 

that is itself the result of a process of securitisation in which terrorism, organised crime and of 

irregular migration were linked in a ‘security continuum’ and depicted as threats to the internal 

security of the Union. The inclusion of human trafficking as a form of organised crime and 

irregular immigration in such a continuum, therefore, is what allows trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation to be securitised as a result. In being problematised as a form of organised 

crime, trafficking in women for sexual exploitation is conceptualised as an existential threat, 

which emerges outside of the Union, mainly in Central and Eastern Europe, and which threatens 

not just free movement and the internal market, but the very foundations of European societies 

and the fundamental values of the Union. As a form of irregular immigration, it is depicted as 

a threat to free movement, to people’s subjective feeling of security, to the effective realisation 

of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice and to social integration and economic stability.  

Trafficking in women for sexual exploitation is inserted into the wider domain of insecurity 

forged by the security speech-acts of political actors and the risk-management practices of 

security professionals, therefore, and subjected to the European modality of government 

articulated therein, which are not exhausted by internal security but, crucially, also bear upon 

the European Union’s politics of belonging. Security, as critical security studies have argued, 

is not an instrument that protects the identity and functional integrity of political units but one 

that creates them, carving out a political unity in a plural and heterogeneous world (Walker, 

1993). Indeed, the particular modality of government employed by the Union to address internal 

security constitutes its territory and population as objects of government, making its identity as 

a territory and a ‘people’ a political reality (Huysmans, 2006b: 102). The dispersion of political 

power by globalisation and the dislocation of the coincidence between the state, the political 

community and citizenship, ultimately, do not render the latter obsolete but give way to a new 

spatiality of government that actually strengthens them (Nyers and Rygiel, 2012). It is precisely 

this new spatiality that the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice creates; one which the 

securitisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation contributes to, not just as an 

internal security issue, but most importantly, as one that allows the European Union to construct 

its identity as ‘progressive’ in gender and sexual terms. As I have shown, even though 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation is fully integrated into the taxonomies of organised 

crime and irregular immigration, the fact that it is defined as forced immigration and such a 
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force is linked to organised crime renders trafficked women ‘victims’ and thus a humanitarian 

exception to the latter’s repressive and punitive regime. Trafficking in women is considered an 

internal security threat, therefore, as a form of organised crime and irregular immigration, but 

the threatening nature of trafficked women themselves is deactivated by their victim status. 

They are not to be prosecuted or returned, therefore, but assisted and protected, which the 

European Union does because of its alleged commitment to democracy, human rights, gender 

equality and sexual freedom.   

In this regard, I have shown that the problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation as an epiphenomenon of prostitution, and thus as a form of violence against 

women, plays a fundamental role that critical security studies, even their feminist variants, and 

feminist insights into prostitution and trafficking have largely ignored. Concretely, I have 

shown that the politics of contemporary prostitution has unfolded nationally as well as 

transnationally in the context of the European Union, with the increasing involvement of the 

Union itself. Starting in the mid-1990s and intensifying in the mid-2000s the European Union, 

and particularly the European Parliament, abandoned its previously ambivalent position 

towards prostitution and began to side with Sweden in its definition of prostitution as a form of 

violence against women and in the defence of client criminalisation. This was essentially the 

result of the successful exportation of Sweden’s domestic prostitution agenda to the European 

Union. Such success was made possible, however, by the gender and sexual democratisation 

processes already taking place in the European Union and materialising in its gender equality 

and sexual diversity policies. It is the latter, ultimately, and the complex relation between 

neoliberalism, security and vulnerability they articulate, that justifies the Union’s involvement 

in prostitution and favours its adoption of the abolitionist approach.  

With regard to the Union’s gender equality policies, and its policies addressing violence 

against women in particular, which is where prostitution is most thoroughly addressed, I have 

shown that it is the notions of gender equality, women’s human rights, female vulnerability and 

sexual self-determination articulated therein that justify the Union’s involvement in prostitution 

and favour its adoption of the abolitionist approach. First, women’s human rights and gender 

equality are said to depend on their economic independence and sexual self-determination, 

which in turn depend on the (neo)liberal notions of self-determination and self-ownership as 

matters of bodily control and free choice. All these notions, in addition, coalesce to construct 

an exclusionary sexual topology that follows the basic tenets of compulsory heterosexuality: 

private, reproductive, non-commercial, in coupledom and for love, stigmatising everything that 
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does not fit within such parameters. Secondly, prostitution is constructed as the antithesis of all 

of the above by means of the ‘logics of denial’ that depicts wrong choices as non-choices, and 

the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself that renders it a form of sexual 

commodification. As a result, prostitution can only figure as a form of violence against women 

and a violation of women’s human rights. The notion of vulnerability plays a crucial role in this 

regard, as does the fact that it is prostitutes’ vulnerability as women, not as workers that is 

recognised. As a signifier of women’s lack of autonomy and victimised status, vulnerability 

sustains the logic of denial and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself. 

By contributing to the portrayal of prostitution as a cause of gender inequality, violence against 

women and trafficking, moreover, it allows mapping the vulnerability of prostitutes onto that 

of the community. When combined with orthodox notions of security, therefore, which depict 

the European Union as a protector, it justifies the latter’s intervention into prostitution.  

With regard to the Union’s sexual diversity policies, in turn, I have shown that it is the 

notions of sexual diversity, sexual freedom and LGBT human rights that favour the adoption 

of an abolitionist approach. They do so by omission, however, articulating a conception of the 

sexual rights-bearing subject, sexual rights and legitimate sexuality that excludes sex work. 

First, the privilege that the notion of sexual diversity grants to identity as the basis from which 

sexual rights can be claimed, together with the restriction of claims based on sexual practices 

to the private realm, precludes sex workers from being considered sexual subjects of rights in 

either domain, given the non-identitarian and public nature of the sex that they engage in. The 

conception of sexual freedom exclusively in relation to non-discrimination, as a right to equal 

treatment in the public sphere because of who one ‘is’ rather than what one ‘does’, strengthens 

this point. So does the fact that legitimate sexuality is again defined in line with some of the 

parameters of compulsory heterosexuality, excluding sex work from the forms of sexuality that 

merit public recognition and legal protection. The endurance of sexuality as a technology of 

government that converts sexual practices into sexual identities based on the liberal notions of 

self-determination and self-ownership, lastly, strengthens the logic of denial and the metonymic 

displacement of selling sex into selling oneself at work in the Union’s gender equality policies.  

Sweden was successful in transferring its domestic prostitution agenda to the European 

Union, ultimately, because it succeeded in framing it as a form of violence against women, a 

violation of women’s human rights and a cause of gender inequality and trafficking issues 

over which the European Union does have competences and which are already predisposed 

towards an abolitionist approach. Two elements are particularly important in this regard, which 
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can be found in both its gender equality and sexual diversity policies. First, they both ground 

the rights of women and sexual minorities in a notion of sexual self-determination that is highly 

indebted to liberal conceptions of the self and autonomy, which are reformulated as an 

‘enterprise’ by neoliberalism. Despite widespread criticism of liberalism’s exclusions, 

particularly because of its masculinist and heterosexist assumptions, contemporary processes 

of gender and sexual democratisation continue to depend on the liberal fiction of a sovereign 

and unified self and the concomitant equation of freedom with autonomy, autonomy with self-

determination and self-ownership and of these with self-control and free choice. Secondly, and 

relatedly, both policy domains continue to define legitimate sexuality according to the basic 

tenets of compulsory heterosexuality. The result is a limited conception of sexual freedom that 

normalises difference as a prerequisite for inclusion and rights, creating new exclusions on the 

basis not just of gender and sexual norms, but also of racial and cultural ones. Sex workers are 

a good example of this exclusion, as the limit of contemporary processes of gender and sexual 

democratisation and the constitutive other of the emancipated and fully integrated gender and 

sexual subject of rights.  

The form of such exclusion, however, is novel. It is not enacted by means of an explicit 

disparagement but through well-intentioned narratives of victimhood, based on the logic of 

denial and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself, in which the notion 

of vulnerability plays a cardinal role. The problem, however, is that the capacity to choose and 

to take responsibility for the risks derived from one’s decisions is central to contemporary 

definitions of the self, and as such, a fundamental prerequisite for being recognised as a rights-

bearing subject. The vulnerable subject is thus the antithesis of the entrepreneurial self and not 

just ‘at’ risk but ‘a’ risk, particularly when its vulnerability is thus mapped onto that of the 

political community. Neoliberalism, security and vulnerability, ultimately, combine to include 

prostitutes as vulnerable women in the realm of protection while excluding them as rights-

bearing subjects. This explains why protection and control coexist in prostitution policy in the 

national domain, as well as the elements of risk-management that can be found in both. It also 

explains why the European Union actively participates in contemporary prostitution debates 

and defends a strong abolitionist approach. It is precisely that approach that intersects with 

security in the problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation.  

In this regard, I have shown that feminist attempts to redefine trafficking in women for 

sexual exploitation within the European Union have been highly successful, consolidating a 

gendered, human rights and victim-centred approach in its anti-trafficking policies. This, 
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however, has not resulted in the extrication of trafficking in women from the realms of 

organised crime and irregular immigration. Instead, it has reinforced its location therein and 

thus contributed to its securitisation, while also radically altering it. The cardinal element that 

feminist actors inside the European Union add to the problematisation of trafficking in women 

that is offered in the domain of internal security is the insistence that trafficked women are 

victims and must be treated as such. They seek to render trafficked women referent objects of 

security, therefore, rather than threats. This is done fundamentally through a negative process 

of identification in which trafficked victims are dis-identified from traffickers, irregular 

immigrants and prostitutes along the lines of agency and abuse. As was the case with 

prostitution, trafficked women are rendered victims through the notion of vulnerability, the 

logic of denial and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself. In the context 

of trafficking, however, these become explicitly racialised and culturalised, giving way to 

exclusionary forms of intersectionality that locate the causes of trafficking ‘outside’ the Union 

and depict trafficked victims in stereotypical terms, as well as to gendered forms of cultural 

essentialism that are exclusionary, both collectively, depicting whole populations as unmodern 

and backwards, and individually, dividing cultural others into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ones.  

The construction of the identity of trafficked victims by means of their dis-identification 

from traffickers, irregular immigrants and sex workers along the lines of agency and abuse, 

ultimately, gives way to a very specific understanding of who ‘real’ trafficked victims are: non-

western women, poor and un-emancipated, forced into migration and into prostitution by 

traffickers and subjected to illegitimate and extreme forms of sexual abuse and economic 

exploitation therein by traffickers and/or clients. This, together with the fact that the causes of 

trafficking in women are located outside of the Union, works to strengthen the diagnosis and 

solutions offered within the field of internal security while carving out a space of protection for 

victims. First, the problematisation of organised crime, irregular immigration and prostitution 

as threats are reinforced, as is that of trafficking itself. Second, the solutions deployed against 

organised crime, irregular immigration and prostitution become anti-trafficking measures 

themselves and are strengthened as a result, allegedly giving way to a multidisciplinary 

approach that can address all issues simultaneously, including trafficking. The possible 

contradiction between the European Union’s endeavours against organised crime, irregular 

immigration and prostitution, on the one hand, and the prevention and protection of trafficked 

victims, on the other, therefore, is obviated. In fact, the latter are not just rendered compatible 
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but mutually reinforcing, so long as trafficked victims are identified correctly and exempted 

from the repressive and punitive regimes of crime, migration and prostitution control.  

As I have shown, however, the mechanisms by which trafficked victims are dis-identified 

from the threatening nature of organised criminals, irregular immigrants and prostitutes 

ultimately work to render them a problem in themselves. The intersection of security and gender 

in the problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation also affects the diagnosis 

and solutions offered by the gender frames, thoroughly constraining them. The fact that the 

identity of trafficked victims hinges on a notion of vulnerability and an orientalising logics of 

denial that foster exclusionary forms of intersectionality and gendered forms of cultural 

essentialism explains why they are constrained through their individualisation and 

foreignisation. It also explains why the Union’s intervention is limited to the most extreme 

cases, as exclusionary intersectionality and gendered cultural essentialism combine to construct 

a hegemonic trafficking narrative that sets the threshold of victimhood extremely high. Even 

then, however, security is reintroduced, as the instability of the process of dis-identification 

entails that suspicion continues to hover over narratives of victimhood and abuse, while the 

subversion of vulnerability by risk renders them not just at risk but also a risk, and not just as 

potentially bogus, but also in health and psychological terms. This explains why protection 

mutates into control, particularly in relation to women’s mobility and work; why it is only 

temporary and made conditional upon victim’s collaboration, and on the demonstration that 

they do not entail a risk for the Union. It also explains why the protection is essentially oriented 

towards helping victims to recover their autonomy, reconstruct their entrepreneurial self, 

forcefully if need be, and to be reinserted into society and the labour market or returned home.  

In summary, the intersection of security and gender in the problematisation of trafficking 

in women for sexual exploitation, strengthens and expands the diagnosis and solutions proposed 

within the field of internal security by including victims as referent objects and carving out a 

space of protection within them, while it constrains those proposed within the fields of gender 

equality and sexual diversity through their individualisation and foreignisation, their limitation 

to the most extreme cases, by being rendered conditional upon victims’ collaboration and the 

demonstration that they entail no risk for the European Union. As a result, the Union’s anti-

trafficking policies have major exclusionary effects, not just for organised criminals, irregular 

immigrants and sex workers but for trafficked victims themselves. With regards to the former, 

as I have shown, the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies deploy what Wendy Chapkis 

calls ‘compassionate conservatism’: the “willingness to provide assistance and protection for a 
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few by positioning them as exceptions proving the need for punitive measures used against the 

many” (2003: 930). With regard to sex workers, in particular, I have shown that the Union’s 

anti-trafficking policies and its approach to prostitution have contributed significantly to the 

extension of repressive measures against sex workers, particularly migrant ones, and to the 

diffusion of client criminalisation across Europe. In all my case studies, the implementation of 

the Union’s anti-trafficking policies and the European Parliament’s resolutions on violence 

against women featured significantly as justifications for the policy reforms regarding 

prostitution and/or human trafficking in the second half of the 2000s; all of which increased the 

surveillance, control and even punishment of sex workers and introduced some form of client 

criminalisation, or at least contemplated it. The relation between prostitution and trafficking in 

women in the context of the European Union is thus characterised by the existence of recurrent 

feedback loops between the two that traverse the national and transnational policy domains.  

The exclusionary effects of the European Union’s anti-trafficking policies do not only 

affect sex workers, however, they also affect victims of trafficking themselves, albeit through 

a different and more complex process of othering. The latter is not articulated through the 

outright disparagement of ‘others’ or their construction as existential threats. Instead, it is a 

process that deploys a profoundly exclusionary logic in the guise of allegedly progressive and 

inclusionary ideals. This happens because such progressive and inclusionary ideals are defined 

in very concrete terms and yet are rendered universal. In relation to the problematisation of 

trafficking in women for sexual exploitation offered by the European Union, they are premised 

on a particular understanding of women’s emancipation that is grounded on the notion of sexual 

self-determination; a notion that relies heavily on liberal understandings of the self and 

autonomy and thus on the ideas of self-determination and self-ownership, which are 

reformulated as an ‘enterprise’ by neoliberalism. Despite its concrete historical and 

geographical origins, however, this understanding of women’s emancipation is set as the 

benchmark by which the emancipation of all women is measured and the validity of all 

emancipatory projects determined. It is this universalisation that renders it exclusionary, 

therefore, both collectively, by reaffirming the boundaries of the west and of the European 

Union in particular in gender and sexual terms, and individually, through the compulsory 

assimilation of some and the attendant exclusion of others.  

A fundamental contribution of this thesis is thus to have demonstrated and illustrated that 

security discourses need not entrench an inimical logic between the self and the other in order 

to render the latter security threats, nor to depict them as enemies. In the case of trafficking in 
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women for sexual exploitation, the othering processes enacted by security are more complex 

and ambiguous than a simple self-other duality. They depend on a web of identities, including 

those of traffickers, irregular immigrants, sex workers and trafficked victims themselves, all of 

which are constitutive of the identity of the self, that is, the emancipated western women and 

the fully integrated western queer. Others, moreover, are rendered a threat not as enemies, but 

as underdeveloped versions of the self.  

In this regard, the thesis makes another fundamental contribution as it shows that the 

cultural othering that takes place through the universalisation of a specific, western model of 

gender and sexual emancipation and the normalisation of gender and sexual diversity inside the 

west are linked, as it is the latter that allows this model to become a benchmark in the first place. 

The exclusion of sex workers as right-bearing subjects and that of trafficked victims, therefore, 

are inherently related, as both are dependent on the same conception of women’s emancipation 

that is put forward by the European Union, on the notion of sexual self-determination that 

defines it, on the metonymical conversion of selling sex into selling oneself and the orientalising 

logics of denial that sustains it. The main difference between the othering of sex workers and 

that of trafficked victims is the nature of their orientalisation. While prostitution is depicted as 

a historical legacy and thus a sign of backwardness in relation to time, trafficking in women is 

racialised and culturalised as a sign of the backwardness of others. Both are depicted as sexual-

cultural others, however, as standing in opposition to the values and defining features of the 

West in general and the European Union in particular. Crucially, therefore, the intersection of 

security and gender and sexuality in the problematisation of trafficking in women for sexual 

exploitation, in this case between the latter’s securitisation and abolitionist ideals, is not a case 

of feminist co-optation. It is not that feminist concepts and ideals have been used for purposes 

that run counter to their original goals. Feminist actors have actively contributed to the 

intersection of security and gender and sexuality in the problematisation of trafficking in 

women for sexual exploitation in pursuit of their own abolitionist agenda. Its de-securitisation 

in feminist terms, therefore, is rendered very complicated for civil society organisations on both 

sides of the abolitionism versus sex work debate.   

With regard to feminist abolitionist organisations, I have shown that even though they use 

the security frames employed by feminist actors inside the European Union to a much lesser 

extent and sometimes even actively reject them, they still replicate their gender and sexuality 

frames. As a result, while they successfully address the question of authority, primarily through 

the European Women’s Lobby and its official consultative position, they cannot de-activate the 
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logic of security at play in the securitisation of trafficking in women, because the gender frames 

they employ contain within themselves the key elements that enable its securitisation in the first 

place. Indeed, feminist abolitionist organisations fully endorse the emancipatory model 

articulated by feminist actors inside the Union, which is based on exclusionary intersectionality 

and gendered forms of cultural essentialism, and in turn, reproduce it. Consequently, they 

cannot prevent the construction of victims of trafficking as an underdeveloped version of the 

(neo)liberal self and thus as a risk in themselves, which results from the instability of their 

(dis)identification from dangerousness and the subversion of vulnerability by risk. Neither can 

they prevent the restriction of the measures of protection that they propose through their 

individualisation and foreignisation, their limitation to the most extreme cases, and to those in 

which victims collaborate and demonstrate that they entail no risk for the Union, as neither 

bogus irregular immigrants, a health risk nor an ensemble of psychological risk factors. Lastly, 

they cannot avoid strengthening the diagnosis and solutions proposed within the field of internal 

security, and thus the compassionate conservatism effects of anti-trafficking. In fact, most 

feminist abolitionist organisations contribute to the compassionate conservatism effects that 

affect sex workers through their promotion of client criminalisation.  

In contrast, with regard to sex worker organisations, I have shown that they do have the 

potential to positively address both the question of authority and the logic of security, albeit in 

a radically different way. Critically engaging with the de-securitisation strategy proposed by 

Claudia Aradau, I have argued that, while she is right when she states that the principles of 

universality and equality that define the event can be reclaimed from within liberal political 

institutions and not just against them, she is wrong in identifying such principles with the notion 

of work. In this regard, I have shown that the notion of work, as well as those of freedom and 

of the subject that underpins it plays a fundamental role in the securitisation of trafficking in 

women in the first place. The notion of work might not entail a particular identification, in the 

sense of being linked to a particular identity, but it is linked to a particular notion of the subject; 

one that is highly exclusionary and deeply entangled with the securitisation of trafficking. As a 

result, when sex worker organisations frame sex work as work in order to contest the logic of 

denial and the metonymic displacement of selling sex into selling oneself, they mobilise the 

exact same terms that feminist abolitionists use to discredit it: sexual self-determination and 

choice. They cannot transcend the indiscernibility of sex work, therefore, and, most 

importantly, they reproduce the model of emancipation that excludes sex workers and trafficked 

victims. 
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I have also shown, however, and this is another fundamental contribution of this thesis, that 

it is in sex worker organisations’ politics of the act rather than their politics of demand that we 

find their de-securitising potential. It is in the practices that they enact at a distance from the 

state, particularly in the prefigurative forms of direct action they engage in and in the 

‘anarchistic’ subjective resistance they enact, that they develop an understanding of freedom, 

equality and the subject that can overcome the limitations of their ‘politics of demand’. They 

actively reject the question of authority rather than failing to address it and subvert the logic of 

security at play in the securitisation of trafficking in women by subverting the in/security binary 

and those associated with it, in a way that reduces the chances of its re-appropriation. As a 

result, this thesis is a good example of the productiveness of adopting a more sociological 

approach to the question of agency in processes of securitisation and de-securitisation rather 

than a meta-theoretical and ethical-political one, as well as an example of the importance of 

abandoning the hegemonic ontology of agency that still permeates critical security studies. It is 

now up to the readers of this thesis to find and critically discuss its lacunae and shortcomings, 

in order to continue the academic and political debate that instigated it in the first place. I will 

be delighted to continue with and further this conversation.  
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ANNEXES 

ANNEX 1. Critical Frame Analysis’ coding template. 

1. General Information:  

Title and date. 

Issue. 

Country, place and-or institution. 

Type and-or status of document. 

Authors and gender if applicable. 

Audience. 

Event, reason, occasion for appearance. 

 

2. Voice: 

Voice(s) speaking. 

References to actors, documents, words and-or concepts. 

 

3. Diagnosis:  

What is represented as the problem? 

Why is it seen as a problem (concern)? 

What is seen as a cause? 

What role do gender and intersectionality play? 

 

 3.1. Attribution of Roles in Diagnosis:  

Whose problem is it seen to be (problem holders)? Is there a problem ‘group’? 

Who is seen to have made the problem (cause)? 

Who is seen as responsible for the problem? 

Are these active or passive roles? 

Who has a voice? 

What role do gender and intersectionality play? 

 

4. Solution:  

What is proposed as a solution? 

What goals are established and in what hierarchy-priority? 

How are these goals to be achieved (strategy, means, instruments)? 

What role do gender and intersectionality play? 

 

4.1. Attribution of Roles in Solution:  

Call for action and non-action (who should [not] do what)? 

Who is acted upon (target group)? 

Who has a voice? 

What role do gender and intersectionality play? 

 

5. Balance:  

Emphasis on different dimensions. 

Contradictions or frictions between different dimensions. 
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ANNEX 2. List of documents analysed through Critical Frame Analysis.  

 

First Phase:  

 Internal Security: 

1. 1985 Schengen Agreement of 14 June 1985 between the Governments of the State of the 

Benelux Economic Union, the Federal Republic of Germany and the French Republic on 

the Gradual Abolition of Checks at their Common Borders.  

2. 1987 Trevi/Ad Hoc Working Group on Immigration Declaration under the Brussels 

Presidency. 

3. 1989 Declaration of TREVI Group Ministers, concerning Police Co-operation in the 

European Community.  

4. 1990 Convention applying the Schengen Agreement of 14 June 1985 between the 

Governments of the State of the Benelux Economic Union, the Federal Republic of 

Germany and the French Republic on the Gradual Abolition of Checks at their Common 

Borders.  

5. 1993 Maastricht Treaty. 

 

Organised Crime: 

6. Report of the Ad Hoc Working Group on International Organised Crime addressed to the 

EC-Ministers of Home Affairs and Justice (Unpublished).  

 

 Irregular Immigration: 

7. 1991 European Commission Communication on Immigration (SECC(91) 1855 final).  

8. 1994 European Commission Communication on Immigration and Asylum Policies 

(COM(94) 23 final).  

 

 Violence Against Women: 

9. 1986 European Parliament Resolution on Violence against women. 

10. 1994 European Parliament Resolution on the freedoms and fundamental rights of women.  

11. 1995 European Parliament Resolution on the fourth World Conference on Women in 

Beijing. 

 

Sexual Diversity 

12. 1996 European Court of Justice P v. S and Cornwall County Council (13/94 1996). 

13. 1998 European Court of Justice Grant v. South West Trains Ltd (249/96 1998). 

14. 1981 European Court of Human Rights  Dudgeon v. United Kingdom case. 

15. 1994 European Parliament Resolution on equal rights for gays and lesbians in the EC.  

 

Human Trafficking:  

16. 1898 European Parliament Resolution on the exploitation of prostitution and the traffic in 

human beings.  

17. 1993 European Parliament Resolution on trade in women. 

 

Second Phase:  

 Internal Security:  
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18. 1997 Amsterdam Treaty. 

19. 1997 Council Action Plan against organised crime.  

20. 1998 European Commission Communication towards an Area of Freedom, Security and 

Justice (COM(1998) 459 final). 

21. 1998 Action Plan from the Council and the Commission on how best to implement the 

provisions of the Treaty of Amsterdam on an Area of Freedom, Security and Justice (1999/C 

19/01). 

 

Organised Crime: 

22. 1997 Council Action Plan to Combat Organised Crime (97/C 251 /01) 

23. 1998 Council resolution the prevention of organised crime with reference to the 

establishment of a comprehensive strategy for combating it (98/C 408/01). 

24. 1998 Pre-Accession Pact on Organised Crime between the Member States of the 

European Union and the Applicant Countries of Central and Eastern Europe and Cyprus 

(98/C 220/01). 

 

Violence Against Women: 

25. 1997 European Parliament on the need to establish a European Union wide campaign for a 

zero tolerance of violence against women (A4-0250/97).  

26. 1998 European Commission Communication on violence against children, young persons 

and women and Proposal for a COUNCIL DECISION on a medium-term Community action 

programme on measures providing a Community-wide support to Member States action 

relating to violence against children, young persons and women (the DAPHNE Programme) 

(2000-2004). 

27. 1999 European Parliament Recommendation on the common position established by the 

Council with a view to the adoption of a European Parliament and Council decision adopting 

a programme of Community action (the DAPHNE Programme) (2000-2003) on preventive 

measures to fight violence against children, young persons and women (A5-0056/1999).  

 

Sexual Diversity: 

28. 1999 European Commission Proposal for a Council Directive establishing a general 

framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation, COM (1999) 565 final. 

29. 2000 Council Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000 establishing a general 

framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation.  

30. 2004 Directive of 29 April 2004 on the right of citizens of the Union and their family 

members to move and reside freely within the territory of the Member States.  

 

Human Trafficking:  

31. 1996 European Commission Communication on Trafficking in Women for the Purpose of 

Sexual Exploitation (COM(96) 567 final).  

32. 1996 European Parliament Resolution on the European Commission Communication on 

Trafficking in Women for the Purpose of Sexual Exploitation  (A4-0326/95). 

33. 1996 Council Joint Action establishing an incentive and exchange programme for persons 

responsible for combating trade in human beings and the sexual exploitation of children 

(96/700/JHA). 
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34. 1997 Council Joint Action adopted by the Council on the basis of Article K.3 of the 

Treaty on European Union concerning action to combat trafficking in human beings and 

sexual exploitation of children ( 97/154/JHA). 

35. 1998 European Commission Communication on Further Actions in the Fight Against 

Trafficking in Women (COM(1998) 726 final). 

 

Third Phase:  

 Internal Security: 

36. 1999 Tampere European Council Presidency Conclusions. 

37. 2003 Council European Security Strategy: A Secure Europe in a Better World. 

38. 2004 European Commission Communication Area of Freedom, Security and Justice: 

Assessment of the Tampere programme and future orientations (COM(2004) 4002 final).  

39. 2004 European Parliament Report including a proposal for a recommendation of the 

European Parliament to the Council and to the European Council on the future of the area of 

freedom, security and justice as well as on the measures required to enhance the legitimacy 

and effectiveness thereof (A6-0010/2004).  

40. 2005 European Commission Communication STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES 2005 – 2009. 

Europe 2010: A Partnership for European Renewal Prosperity, Solidarity and Security (COM 

(2005) 12 final).  

41. 2005 Council and Commission Action Plan implementing the Hague Programme on 

strengthening freedom, security and justice in the European Union (2005/C 198/01).  

42. 2005 European Commission Communication The Hague Programme: Ten priorities for 

the next five years. The Partnership for European renewal in the field of Freedom, Security 

and Justice (COM (2005) 184 final).  

  

 Organised Crime: 

43. 2000 Council Decision: the prevention and control of organised crime: A European Union 

Strategy for the New Millennium ((2000/C 124/01). 

44. 2001 Joint report from Commission services and EUROPOL “Towards a European 

strategy to prevent organised crime” (SEC (2001) 433).  

45. 2004 European Commission Communication on measures to be taken to combat terrorism 

and other forms of serious crime, in particular to improve exchanges of information (COM 

(2004) 221 final).  

46. 2005 European Commission Communication on “Developing a strategic concept on 

tackling organised crime” (COM (2005) 232 final).  

47. 2005 European Communication on a Proposal for a COUNCIL FRAMEWORK 

DECISION on the fight against organised crime (COM (2005) 6 final).  

48. 2005 European Parliament Report on the proposal for a Council Framework Decision on 

the fight against organised crime (A6-0277/2005).  

 

Irregular Immigration: 

49. 2000 European Commission Communication on a Community Immigration Policy (COM 

(2000) 757 final). 

50. 2001 European Commission Communication on a Common Policy on Illegal Immigration 

(COM (2001) 672 final).  
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51. 2002 European Commission Proposal for a comprehensive plan to combat illegal 

immigration and trafficking of human beings in the European Union (2002/C 142/02). 

52. 2003 European Commission Communication on the development of a Common Policy on 

Illegal Immigration, Smuggling and Trafficking of Human Beings, External Borders and the 

Return of Illegal Residents (COM (2003) 323 final).  

53. 2005 European Commission Communication on The Global Approach to Migration one 

year on: Towards a comprehensive European migration policy (COM (2006) 735 final).  

 

Violence Against Women: 

54. 2003 European Parliament Report on the situation of women from minority groups in the 

European Union (A5-0102/2004).  

55. 2004 European Parliament Report on the consequences of the sex industry in the 

European Union (A5-0274/2004).   

56. 2006 European Parliament resolution on the current situation in combating violence 

against women and any future action (2004/2220(INI)).  

57. 2006 European Parliament resolution Forced prostitution in the context of world sports 

events (P6_TA(2006)0086).  

58. 2006 Euopean Commission Communication on A Roadmap for equality between women 

and men 2006-2010 C 2006 Roadmap to equality (COM (2006) 92 final). 

 

Sexual Diversity: 

59. 2006 European Parliament Resolution on homophobia in Europe.  

60. 2007 European Parliament Resolution on homophobia in Europe. 

61. 2009 Fundamental Rights Agency report ‘Homophobia and Discrimination on Grounds of 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in the EU Member States: Part I - Legal Analysis’. 

62. 2011 Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 December 2011 on 

standards for the qualification of third-country nationals or stateless persons as beneficiaries 

of international protection, for a uniform status for refugees or for persons eligible for 

subsidiary protection, and for the content of the protection granted (recast). 

63. 2012 Fundamental Rights Agency report ‘Towards an EU roadmap for equality on 

grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity’. 

64. 2012 Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing minimum 

standards on the rights, support and protection of victims of crime, and replacing Council 

Framework Decision 2001/220/JHA.  

 

Human Trafficking:  

65. 2001 European Commission Communication Combating trafficking in human beings and 

combating the sexual exploitation of children and child pornography and Proposal for a 

COUNCIL FRAMEWORK DECISION on combating trafficking in human beings 

(COM(2000) 854 final /2).  

66. 2001 European Parliament Report on the proposal for a Council Framework decision on 

combating trafficking in human beings - (2001/0024(CNS)) 

67. Council 2002 Framework Decision of 19 July 2002 on combating trafficking in human 

beings (2002/629/JHA). 

68. 2002 European Union Brussels Declaration on Preventing and Combatting Trafficking in 

Human Beings. 
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69. 2002 European Commission Communication on a Proposal for a Council Directive on the 

short-term residence permit issued to victims of action to facilitate illegal immigration or 

trafficking in human beings who cooperate with the competent authorities (COM (2002) 71 

final). 

70. 2002 European Parliament Report on the Commission Communication on a Proposal for a 

Council Directive on the short-term residence permit issued to victims of action to facilitate 

illegal immigration or trafficking in human beings who cooperate with the competent 

authorities (A5-0397/2002).  

71. 2004 Council Directive 2004/81/EC of 29 April 2004 on the residence permit issued to 

third-country nationals who are victims of trafficking in human beings or who have been the 

subject of an action to facilitate illegal immigration, who cooperate with the competent 

authorities.  

72. 2005 European Commission Communication Fighting trafficking in human beings - an 

integrated approach and proposals for an action plan (COM(2005) 514 final).  

73. 2006 European Parliament Report with a proposal for a European Parliament 

recommendation to the Council on fighting trafficking in human beings - an integrated 

approach and proposals for an action plan (2006/2078(INI)).  

 

Fourth Phase:  

 Internal Security: 

74. 2007 Lisbon Treaty. 

75. 2009 European Commission Communication on An area of freedom, security and justice 

serving the citizen (COM (2009) 262 final).  

76. 2009 European Parliament Resolution on a Multi-annual programme 2010-2014 regarding 

the area of freedom, security and justice (Stockholm programme) (P7_TA(2009)0090).  

77. 2010 Council Stockholm Programme – An Open and Secure Europe Serving and 

Protecting Citizens (2010/C 115/01). 

78. 2010 European Commission  Communication Delivering an area of freedom, security and 

justice for Europe's citizens Action Plan Implementing the Stockholm Programme (COM 

(2010) 171 final).  

79. 2010 Council Internal Security Strategy: Towards a European Security Model.  

80. 2010 European Commission Communication The EU Internal Security Strategy in Action: 

Five steps towards a more secure Europe (COM (2010) 673 final).  

81. 2012 European Parliament Report on the Commission Communication The EU Internal 

Security Strategy in Action: Five steps towards a more secure Europe (A7-0143/2012).  

82. 2014 European Commission Communication on An open and secure Europe: making it 

happen (COM (2014) 154 final).  

83. 2014 Council strategic guidelines for legislative and operational planning for the coming 

years within the area of freedom, security and justice. 

 

 Organised Crime: 

84. 2008 Council Framework Decision 2008/841/JHA of 24 October 2008 on the fight against 

organised crime. 

85. 2010 Council Conclusions on the adoption of the European Union Policy Cycle for 

Organised Crime.  

86. 2011 European Parliament Report on organised crime in the European Union 

(2010/2309(INI)). 
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87. 2013 Council conclusions on setting the EU’s priorities for the fight against serious and 

organised crime between 2014 and 2017. 

 

Irregular Immigration: 

88. 2008 European Commission Communication on A Common Immigration Policy for 

Europe: 

89. Principles, actions and tools (COM (2008) 359 final).  

90. 2008 Council European Pact on Immigration and Asylum. 

91. 2011 European Commission Communication on The Global Approach to Migration and 

Mobility (COM (2011) 743 final).  

 

Violence Against Women: 

92. 2008 European Union guidelines on violence against women and girls and combating all 

forms of discrimination against them.  

93. 2009 European Parliament report and Resolution of 26 November 2009 on the elimination 

of violence against women (P7_TA(2009)0098).  

94. 2010 Council conclusions on the Eradication of Violence Against Women in the European 

Union. 

95. 2011 European Parliament Report and Resolution on priorities and outline of a new EU 

policy framework to fight violence against women (P7_TA(2011)0127).  

96. 2013 European Parliament Report on sexual exploitation and prostitution and its impact 

on gender equality (2013/2103(INI)).  

 

Human Trafficking:  

97. 2009 Council Action Oriented Paper on strengthening the EU external dimension against 

trafficking in human beings. 

98. 2010 European Commission Communication on a Proposal for a DIRECTIVE OF THE 

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on preventing and combating 

trafficking in human beings, and protecting victims, repealing Framework Decision 

2002/629/JHA (COM(2010)95 final).  

99. 2010 European Parliament Report on the proposal for a directive of the European 

Parliament and of the Council on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings, and 

protecting victims, repealing Framework Decision 2002/629/JHA (2010/0065(COD)). 

100. 2011 European Union DIRECTIVE 2011/36/EU OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 

AND OF THE COUNCIL of 5 April 2011 on preventing and combating trafficking in human 

beings and protecting its victims, and replacing Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHA. 

101. 2012 European Commission Communication on an EU Strategy towards the Eradication 

of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012–2016 (COM (2012) 286 final).  
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ANNEX 4. List of civil society organisations interviewed. 

European Union: 

 European Women’s Lobby (EWL). 

 La Strada International. 

 Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women-Europe (GAATW). 

 The International Committee on the Rights of Sex Workers-Europe (ICRSE). 

 The Transnational AIDS/STD prevention among migrant prostitutes in Europe project 

(TAMPEP). 

 Sex Worker’s Advocacy Network (SWAN).  

 The International Labour Organisation- Europe (ILO).  

Sweden: 

 Swedish Civil Society Platform Against Human Trafficking.  

 Fralsningsarmen (Salvation Army Sweden).  

 1000 Möjligheter (1000 opportunities).  

 Unizon. 

 Swedish Association for Sexuality Education (RFSU). 

The Netherlands: 

 PROUD (Dutch Sex Workers Union).  

 CoMensha.  

France: 

 Fondation Scelles. 

 Equipes d’action contre le Proxenetism (EACP). 

 Planning Familial (IPPF). 

 Syndicat du Travail Sexuel (STRASS).   

Spain:  

 Asociación de ayda a la mujer prostituida (APRAMP). 

 Proyecto Esperanza. 

 Women’s Link Worldwide. 

 Accem. 

 Amnistía Internacional España. 

 Colectivo Hetaira. 

 




