
How Abolition 
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Xenophobia, 
Anti-Trafficking, and Sex 
Work in the United States



COYOTE-RI: Call Off Your Tired Old Ethics
● A group of sex workers, former sex 

workers, trafficking victims and 
allies advocating for the safety and 
protection for people involved in 
the sex industry

● Impacting litigation, policy 
statements, and voicing concerns in 
political arenas

● Education/outreach
● Evaluating/outputting research 



Abolition in the 
U.S. Conscious

● Most people think of abolition of 
slavery

● Whitewashing of movement
○ Idea that “Lincoln freed the slaves”

○ Not centering the narratives of enslaved

● Lots of sex trafficking/sex work 
abolitionists compare it to ending 
enslavement of African Americans
○ False comparison

○ Continues to whitewash and classwash

○ Still ignore voices of those affected

● In both cases actually about white 
social control



Chinese Exclusion
● Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882
● Page Act of 1885
● First major legislation limiting immigration in the U.S.
● Similar to “Muslim ban” today



Mann Act
● AKA the “White Slave Traffic Act”
● Moral panic about white women’s sexuality
● Makes anything related to the sex trade across state lines illegal
● Now more and more falls under this because of how supply chains have become 

more complex



History of anti-trafficking legislation in the 
US
● The passing of FOSTA (Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act 2018) rests on history of 

abolitionist attempts to pass legislation that restrict sex work
● Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000: provides protection for 

“victims” but few visas are granted 
● Law outlines that globally no US funding can go to organizations that “promote, 

support, or advocate the legalization or practice of prostitution 
● Consequences of the anti-prostitution clause have included ending services for 

sex workers who are at-risk for HIV
● Brazil has refused to accept funding from UNAIDS, fear of TVPA ramifications



What is the anti-trafficking industrial 
complex?
● Anti-trafficking industrial complex, organizations who receive funding to 

combat trafficking based on faulty statistics and overstatements on sex 
trafficking prevalence.

● The 50 most prominent anti-trafficking organizations in the United States 
share around $686 million

● Three pillars from Milivojevic et al. (2012): 
1) Sex trafficking as a moral crusade against women’s sexuality
2) Anti-migrant narratives that portray traffickers as non-white foreigners 
intent on harming the West through “invasive” immigration
3) Fear of organized crime networks prompted by media



Sex work and trafficking: understanding 
conflation
● Trafficked women racialized as 

trafficked as the migrant “other” who 
are stripped of their agency and must 
be saved

● Statistics 1) based in moralism and 2) 
anecdotal

● Workers’ demographics and reasons 
for pursuing sex work vary





TVPA and FOSTA: the global effects 
● U.S. policy requires all organizations that receive HIV/AIDS funding to explicitly 

oppose prostitution
● Brazil refuses $40 million to fight AIDS  because of fears of the anti-prostitution 

pledge 
● 2015: anti-prostitution pledge is struck down as unconstitutional

○ First Amendment applies “beyond borders” 
● Brazil and the World Cup: fear over trafficking at sporting events


























