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Abstract
20 years since the negotiation of the Palermo Protocol on Trafficking in 2000, the 
anti-trafficking field has gone from an early, almost exclusive preoccupation with 
sex work to addressing extreme exploitation in a range of labour sectors. While this 
might suggest a reduced focus on the nature of the work performed and a greater 
focus on the conditions under which it is performed, in reality, anti-trafficking dis-
course remains in the grip of polarised positions on sex work even as the carceral 
effects of anti-trafficking law become evident and the Swedish model of criminalis-
ing the purchase of sexual services spreads. In this article, I demonstrate how despite 
the recent discursive shifts to ‘modern slavery’ and ‘forced labour’, the anti-traffick-
ing transnational legal order itself reinforces, rather than diffuses cultures of sex 
work exceptionalism. The growing international sex workers’ movement has offered 
resistance, yet a closer look at the movement and the widespread support that it has 
garnered for decriminalisation from international organisations, while valuable, 
helps reveal the greatest cost yet of anti-trafficking discourse, namely, the inabil-
ity of the sex workers’ movement to produce a sophisticated theory of regulation to 
reduce levels of exploitation within sex work, one which is commensurate with the 
informality and heterogeneity of sex markets the world over. Finally, to the extent 
that neoabolitionist projects derive legitimacy from interventions abroad, especially 
in the global South, I chronicle the edifice on which it rests in one such context, 
namely India, to demonstrate how countries in the global South are not merely con-
duits for the global North’s preoccupation with moral gentrification through neo-
abolitionism, but rather, that the circuits of global governmentality while influential, 
are highly contingent, thus producing opportunities for creative forms of mobilisa-
tion by sex workers.
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Introduction

It is 2020, almost 20 years since the 2000 United Nations (UN) Protocol to Prevent, 
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (UN 
2000a), supplementing the UN Convention against Transnational Organised Crime 
2000 (UN 2000b), was negotiated in Palermo in December 2000. The anti-traffick-
ing field has gone from an early, almost exclusive preoccupation of trafficking with 
sex work in the 1990s (Andrijasevic 2007) to addressing extreme exploitation in 
the production of commodities (Hodal et al. 2014; Richardson 2016; Anti-Slavery 
International 2016), in manufacturing, e.g. garment factories in India (Clean Clothes 
Campaign 2020), mining sites in Ghana (Human Rights Watch 2015), service pro-
vision e.g., nail salons and car washes in the UK (Kelly 2018) and domestic work 
in Lebanon (De Stone and Suber 2019).1 This would suggest a reduced focus on 
the nature of the work performed and a greater focus on its conditions. However 
20 years on, anti-trafficking discourse remains in the grip of the myth of the inno-
cent girl duped into prostitution against her will; a myth that continues to colonise 
our imagination and interpellate us no matter where we go—at airports, shops and 
sports events and through primetime TV shows, Hollywood movies and the main-
stream media (Hill 2016; Sanford et  al. 2016; Austin and Farrell 2017; Sardina 
2019; Boecking et al. 2019).

Indeed, at a recent event to mark the end of Maria Grazia Giammarinaro’s term 
as UN Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, Lou de Baca, head of the US 
State Department’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons during 
the Obama Administration admitted that the US’s attempt in 2000 to bring its 13th 
amendment2 jurisprudence to bear on the prostitution and sexual slavery of women 
and girls through the Protocol had misfired.3 Sex trafficking, he claimed, had “eaten 
the entire field” of trafficking and had chipped away at the 3Ps that the Protocol 
sought to promote, namely, prevention, protection and prosecution by unduly focus-
ing on prosecution leaving us with a security paradigm. He called for a balance 
whereby law enforcement could prevent trafficking while minimising the collateral 
damage to already marginalised communities.4

In 2018 Maneka Gandhi, India’s Minister of Women and Child Development 
attempted such a balance. In an op-ed published soon after the passage of an anti-
trafficking bill in 2018 in the lower house of Parliament, she wrote:

Firstly, there is an apprehension that the bill will criminalise voluntary sex work. 
This is completely false. On the contrary, the bill provides safeguards to voluntary 
sex workers against persecution and prosecution, while giving them the option to 
approach the magistrate for long term institutional, psychological, social and eco-

1 Art 3 of the Protocol defines exploitation to “include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution 
of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to 
slavery, servitude or the removal of organs.”
2 Abolishing slavery and involuntary servitude.
3 https ://www.ohchr .org/Docum ents/Issue s/Traffi ckin g/Conce ptNot eAgen da20t hAnni versa ryPal ermoP 
rotoc ol.pdf.
4 Comments made during a webinar 29–30 June 2020, see: https ://www.ohchr .org/EN/Issue s/Traffi ckin 
g/Pages /20-Years -After .aspx.

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Trafficking/ConceptNoteAgenda20thAnniversaryPalermoProtocol.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Trafficking/ConceptNoteAgenda20thAnniversaryPalermoProtocol.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Trafficking/Pages/20-Years-After.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Trafficking/Pages/20-Years-After.aspx
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nomic support if she wishes to discontinue. I urge those representing the rights of 
sex workers to recognize the value of this choice in the lives of the people they 
work so hard to defend. (Gandhi 2018)

Such a concession would have been unimaginable 20 years ago when many coun-
tries ratifying the Protocol would have treated any form of sex work as trafficking per 
se (GAATW 2007, 13, 17–23; Chuang 2010, 2; Wijers 2015). The minister’s statement 
may signal a shift in anti-trafficking discourse on sex work or may simply be a red her-
ring. Nevertheless, it offers us an occasion to take stock of the sexual politics of anti-
trafficking discourse and to tally what has changed and what has remained the same in 
the global North, but also in the global South. Feminists earlier spoke of a sex panic and 
unlikely alliances with the Christian Right (Chuang 2010, 2, 19–24) but now visualise 
deeper shifts such as the rightward move of radical feminists and the leftward move of 
evangelical Christian organisations (Bernstein 2007). Sex workers earlier emphasised 
the forced-free distinction within the Protocol and sex worker agency (Doezema 2005) 
but now look at the impact of raids, rescues and rehabilitation (Sangram 2018). To take 
stock, I start by offering a quick snapshot of how anti-trafficking law and policy have 
developed at the international level, reinforcing rather than diffusing cultures of sex work 
exceptionalism. By sex work exceptionalism, I mean (a) the characterisation by neo-abo-
litionist groups (who model themselves after 18th century abolitionists of slavery, like 
William Wilberforce) of the sale of sexual services for money as an egregious violation 
of human dignity and as an exceptionally harmful activity and (b) the overwhelming 
association of trafficking with trafficking for sex work and with sex work itself.

In part one, I examine the relationship between anti-sex work laws and anti-traffick-
ing laws to illustrate the laws’ productive role in entrenching sex work exceptionalism 
such that the distinction between trafficking and voluntary sex work cannot be opera-
tionalised. In part two, I consider the role of the international sex workers’ movement 
in resisting sex work exceptionalism and how its strategies reveal the greatest cost yet 
of anti-trafficking discourse, namely, an inability to go beyond countering anti-traffick-
ing discourse to produce a sophisticated theory of regulation to reduce levels of exploi-
tation within sex work, one which accounts for the informality and heterogeneity of 
sex markets. Finally, in part three, while recognising that anti-trafficking discourse and 
sex work exceptionalism derive considerable mileage by locating the problem as being 
‘out there’ in the developing world, I argue against an assumption that countries in the 
global South are merely conduits for the global North’s preoccupation with what Nicola 
Mai terms moral gentrification through neo-abolitionism (Mai 2018). I interrogate the 
sexual politics of anti-trafficking discourse by showing through the Indian experience, 
how the circuits of global governmentality while influential, are highly contingent, pro-
ducing opportunities for creative forms of sex worker mobilisation.

The Anti‑Trafficking Transnational Legal Order

Sexual politics has been core to the framing of anti-trafficking law, policy and dis-
course since the 1900s. The most recent wave of legislative activity starting in the 
late 1990s is built around the Protocol. Negotiated within two years “at lightning 
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speed on the UN clock” (Lloyd and Simmons 2015, 423), the Protocol was adopted 
in 2000, came into force in 2003 and has been exceptionally well ratified by 178 
countries to date. The period between 2000 and 2009 witnessed the heyday of sex 
work exceptionalism after which closer attention to labour trafficking produced the 
competing frames of ‘modern slavery’ and ‘forced labour’ legislated upon in turn at 
the national and international levels. I have discussed the emergence of the anti-traf-
ficking transnational legal order elsewhere (Kotiswaran 2019a). Suffice it to say that 
despite the prolific ratification of the Protocol, the criminal law response has been 
“stagnating at a low level” (UNODC 2016, 50–2). The concept of trafficking has 
however been remarkably resilient and adaptive over the past 20 years because of its 
reliance on “plausible folk theory” which Terrence Halliday and co-authors claim is 
built not on robust empirical foundations but on face validity, a compactness of rhe-
torical expression, sufficient ambiguity to accommodate conflicting understandings 
and an affinity with extant beliefs on crime, dirty money (Halliday et al. 2019, 17) 
and one might add, sex.

Sex Work Exceptionalism

The number of states that criminalised both sex and labour trafficking in domes-
tic laws increased from 10 percent in 2000 to about 73 percent in 2013 (Lloyd and 
Simmons 2015, 436) to 90 percent in 2014 (UNODC 2014). Despite this, cultures 
of sex work exceptionalism are alive and well because the Protocol allowed coun-
tries to regulate sex work as they saw fit. Sex work exceptionalism is operationalised 
through national law in at least six different ways. The most obvious form is where 
a state (e.g. Brazil) defines trafficking in terms of sexual exploitation (Davida 2015, 
162); extreme exploitation in other sectors is considered ‘slavery’ (Skrivankova 
2010, 10; ILO 2009). Similarly, the US state of Alaska redefines prostitution as sex 
trafficking (Mac and Smith 2018, 78). A second approach is to have a general traf-
ficking offence (as in Romania and South Korea) that demarcates women trafficked 
into sex work into those who discontinue sex work (legally innocent) and those that 
continue (guilty) (Wijers 2015, 75, 77). A third approach is where countries which 
are signatories to the Protocol selectively incorporate the Article 3 definition into 
their domestic laws by omitting the requirement for coercion or exploitation.5 Thus 
Mexico and Bulgaria have removed coercion from their definition of trafficking thus 
equating adult sex workers with children (Id., 75).

In most countries though, even if the domestic law defines trafficking as per Art 
3 extending beyond trafficking for sex work, in practice, anti-trafficking strategies 
focus on women and girls trafficked into sex work (Gallagher 2016, 6). Even here, 
the law does not necessarily benefit victims of trafficking because the Protocol does 

5 Art. 3 requires three elements to be proved for the trafficking of adults—an action element which 
includes transporting or movement or harboring; a means element which includes fraud, deception, coer-
cion, abuse of power, abuse of a position of vulnerability and finally, the purpose of trafficking, namely, 
any one of the various forms of exploitation, including, slavery, practices similar to slavery, the exploita-
tion of the prostitution of others, forced labour and so on.
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not exempt them from prosecution for offences committed when trafficked. Thus in a 
US study covering 12 counties, victims were shown to have been arrested in 59 per-
cent of all state-level cases; these were all for low level prostitution-related offences 
(Farrell et al. 2016, 63). EU law has protections in this regard,6 and the Office of the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights issued principles and guidelines in 2002 
(OHCHR 2002) which call for human rights protections for victims of trafficking.7 
However, the 2002 Guidelines are not binding and states have enacted highly unsat-
isfactory non-criminalisation clauses (Kotiswaran 2018). Where such clauses exist, 
immunity from criminal prosecution is available only for serious crimes perpetrated 
as a direct consequence of the coercion applied by the trafficker. The continued pun-
ishment of trafficked victims has been serious enough for the former UN Special 
Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, Maria Grazia Giammarinaro to issue a 2020 
report on non-punishment (OHCHR 2020).

Consider also, initiatives such as the New York City’s Human Trafficking Inter-
vention Courts set up in 2013 with a view ensuring harm reduction and promoting 
decarceration rather than the incarceration of sex workers. Instead of being sent to 
jail, sex workers can avail of an adjournment in contemplation of dismissal or ACD. 
If they complete the mandated program and are not rearrested within a period of 
time, typically six months, then the charge for violating anti-sex work laws is sup-
posed to be dismissed and all records of it sealed (Cohen and Gruber 2019, 98). Yet, 
in interviews, judges at these courts were unwilling to support the decriminalisation 
of sex work, the very source of the arrests to begin with (id. 101). Similarly, a 2019 
amendment to the California Evidence Code disallows evidence as to the conduct 
of sex work where a sex worker is a victim of a violent crime, or where she can 
provide testimony as a witness to such a crime.8 A violent crime includes sexual 
assault, domestic violence, extortion, sexual battery, stalking, human trafficking, and 
robbery. In these situations, she need not fear being prosecuted or arrested for pros-
titution. Note that even here, there is no immunity per se, only an evidentiary shield 
and sex work remains criminalised outside of these situations. In other parts of the 
country, even when women are trafficked into sex work, anti-sex work laws are used 
against them.

The fifth way in which the Protocol promotes sex work exceptionalism is by trig-
gering the reform of anti-sex work criminal laws, particularly, the adoption of the 
Swedish model, criminalising demand for sex work, in several countries including 
South Korea (2004), Finland (2006), South Africa (2008), Iceland (2009), Norway 
(2009), Canada (2014), Northern Ireland (2015), Spain (2015), France (2016), the 
Republic of Ireland (2017) and Israel (2018). This further criminalises sex work, 
except in South Africa which has a prohibitionist system, so the Swedish model 

6 Council of Europe 2005 Art 26; EU Directive 2011 Art 8.
7 Principle 7 states: Trafficked persons shall not be detained, charged or prosecuted for the illegality of 
their entry into or residence in countries of transit and destination, or for their involvement in unlawful 
activities to the extent that such involvement is a direct consequence of their situation as trafficked per-
sons.
8 California Evidence Code 1965, Senate Bill No. 233.
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ironically is a minor rollback on criminalisation.9 A possible sixth method is as 
follows. India has tried to pass an anti-trafficking law that ostensibly deals with 
extreme exploitation in several sectors but is based on strategies imported from its 
anti-sex work law. Thus, a provision on the closure of a brothel is applied to other 
sectors threatening to produce absurdities such as the closure of a farm or a house-
hold where forced labour is used (Kotiswaran 2018).

Finally, even where anti-sex work laws are not revamped, trafficking has become 
a reason to use these laws to escalate the brutalisation of sex workers (GAATW 
2018, 30–41), through enhanced police profiling, heightened surveillance, entrap-
ment, repressive raids, forced detention in government facilities, persistent risk 
of arrest and deportation, and increased vulnerability to exploitation and violence 
(Amnesty International 2016b, 9–16). Thus, the anti-trafficking transnational legal 
order is structured such that despite a ‘secular’ definition that covers sectors beyond 
sex work, it is deeply implicated in producing, maintaining and expanding sex work 
exceptionalism in the ways detailed above.

The Rise of the International Sex Workers’ Movement

Sex workers have long been sceptical of the Protocol. Chronicling its negotiation 
in the late 1990s, Jo Doezema demonstrated how deploying the forced/voluntary 
divide was meant to resist a discourse of sex workers as deviants, but that it had 
been “co-opted and inverted, and incorporated to reinforce systems that abuse sex 
workers rights” (Doezema 1998, 47). The operationalisation of the Protocol in the 
intervening years and its instantiation of various forms of sex work exceptional-
ism only bear this out. Sex workers have however been at the forefront of resisting 
sex work exceptionalism. Over the past two decades, the international sex workers’ 
movement has formed alliances with the influential liberal medical establishment to 
contest neo-abolitionist discourse in the corridors of UN organisations, in courts, in 
academic peer-reviewed literature on HIV and on the streets through political strug-
gle (Ahmed 2017). I detail the growing visibility and successes of the movement 
while also probing its critique of anti-trafficking discourse and its implications for 
redistributive projects within the sex sector. In particular, I demonstrate the high 
opportunity cost of engaging with the anti-trafficking complex by considering how 
the movement deals with issues of exploitation, regulation and hierarchies within 
the sex sector.

To gauge the extraordinary strides made by the international sex workers’ move-
ment, we only need to recollect the 1980s when face to face interactions between 

9 Some clarification here about the four main policy approaches to sex work. These are: prohibition or 
complete criminalization where all aspects of sex work and actors, including sex workers, are criminal-
ized; complete decriminalization where any special anti-sex work criminal law is repealed, leaving sex 
work to be regulated by other laws applicable to all citizens, including, the general criminal law; aboli-
tion or partial decriminalization where all aspects of and players in sex work, including customers, are 
criminalized although sex workers themselves are not; and legalization, where the form of regulation 
could vary, but where in addition to the repeal of the anti-sex work criminal law, special rules regulating 
sex work are put into place. (Halley et al. 2006). 
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feminists and sex workers were rare and tense. Thus Laurie Bell chronicled how 
feminists and sex workers met at a potluck dinner in Toronto only to remain in dif-
ferent rooms of the same house because sex workers smoked but feminists didn’t 
(Bell 1987). What began as a debate between feminists versus prostitutes/ ‘sex trade 
workers’/sex workers morphed into contestations between radical feminists, sex pos-
itive feminists, sex radical sex workers and materialist feminists across various itera-
tions of the sex wars (Bazelon 2015; Cossman 2019). Fast forward 20 years, along-
side the expansion of the Swedish model, the sex workers’ movement has grown 
from strength to strength. One only has to look at the website of the Global Network 
of Sex Work Projects and its global map highlighting where sex worker groups are 
active to understand this.

Even in the US, where most states adopt prohibitionist laws, the limited de facto 
immunity from prosecution in California presents a glimmer of hope. In South 
Africa, the Labour Appeals Court upheld a sex worker’s right against unfair dismissal 
although sex work is criminalised (Kylie v CCMA).10 In many South American coun-
tries that are not prohibitionist, governments and courts have recognised that sex 
work is work. In Mexico, constitutional challenges yielded positive results with the 
government recognising sex workers as non-salaried workers and acknowledging the 
distinction between sex work and human trafficking (GAATW 2018, 273, 294–295). 
Sex work is recognised as labour in Nicaragua; the Ministries of Labour in Nicara-
gua, Colombia and Gautemala recognise sex workers’ unions (Cabezas 2019, 49). 
Argentinian sex workers succeeded in having local laws that criminalised sex workers, 
repealed and fought for the repeal of a code in Buenos Aires that authorised fines and 
arrests of sex workers (id., 50). In Brazil, the Ministry of Labour and Employment 
recognises sex work as an occupation and buying and selling sex are not criminal-
ised. The default position is that “not all prostitution is trafficking” and sex workers 
are represented on state and federal anti-trafficking councils (Blanchette and Murray 
2016, 75, 79). These achievements are matched by improved mobilisation and organi-
sational presence. In India for example, there are two national networks—the National 
Network of Sex Workers and the All-India Network of Sex Workers, each with doz-
ens of members. Further, international sex workers’ networks like the Network of Sex 
Work Projects, now called the Global Network of Sex Work Projects, has 273 mem-
ber organisations and is on par with an international NGO, complete with a strategic 
plan for 2016–2020, a theory of change and a monitoring and evaluation framework 
(NSWP 2020).

Testament to the strength of the international sex workers’ movement is the 
increasingly strong support for decriminalisation that we see today. Numerous 
international organisations have called for decriminalisation, many of them UN 

10 [2010] (10) BCLR 1029 (LAC).
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entities.11 Then there are civil society organisations supporting decriminalisation, 
including, the Open Society Foundation, the Global Alliance against Traffic in 
Women (GAATW), Human Rights Watch, Lambda Legal Defense and Education 
Fund, American Civil Liberties Union, Freedom Network US and Lancet. This cul-
minated in Amnesty International’s call in 2016 for the decriminalisation and depe-
nalisation of sex work even in the face of intense pressure from neo-abolitionists. In 
a rigorously argued report on decriminalisation, drawing on various international 
human rights law instruments, Amnesty International (AI) stated that:

Criminalisation and penalisation have a foreseeably negative impact on a range 
of human rights. These include the right to life, liberty, autonomy and secu-
rity of person; the right to equality and non-discrimination; the right to be free 
from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; the right 
to privacy; to the right to the highest attainable standard of health, the right 
to information and education; the right to freedom of opinion and expression; 
the right to adequate housing; the right to just and favourable conditions of 
work; the right to family life and to found a family; and the right to remedy for 
human rights abuses. (Amnesty International 2016a, 10)

The Amnesty Report holistically maps the radiating effects of criminalisation on 
sex workers’ lives, whether it is violence perpetrated by the state or by industry or 
societal stakeholders. The report focuses on sex workers’ civil and political rights, 
but acknowledges their socio-economic rights to social security in case they do not 
want to rely on sex work. It expands the policy vocabulary on sex work by introduc-
ing de jure and de facto prohibition to cover not only criminalisation on the books 
but also penalisation under administrative and municipal laws in the form of fines, 
detention for rehabilitation, deportation, loss of child custody and loss of social ben-
efits. Hence, decriminalisation is not enough, depenalisation is essential. Further, 
states should not impose blanket criminalisation conflating trafficking and sex work. 
The Amnesty policy is thus an extraordinary victory for sex workers who can mar-
shal its policy and evidence base in domestic constitutional litigation.

Upon a close reading, however, the AI policy and explanatory notes have a 
thin understanding of coercion, consent and exploitation. Consent is defined as a 
voluntary and ongoing agreement to engage in a particular sexual activity in the 
absence of force, deception, fraud and abuse of power—a liberal feminist formu-
lation, accompanied by a reliance on rights discourse. However, as critical legal 
scholars like Jane Scoular have cautioned, rights are not just about democratising 
power but are themselves a mode of power which we must use with great caution 
(Scoular 2015, 101). Indeed we can take every right that AI argues is offended 
by criminalisation and flip it around to argue (as neo-abolitionists have) that sex 

11 These include the World Health Organization, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, 
United Nations Development Program, UN Women, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health, the UN Special Rapporteur on Vio-
lence Against Women, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Committee on Tor-
ture and the UN Human Rights Committee (Amnesty International 2016b, 27). Support is also found in 
the ILO Recommendation on HIV and the World of Work, the Report of the Expert Group Meeting for 
the Commission on the Status of Women, and several commissions on HIV and the Law (id.).
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work violates these very rights of sex workers (see Geist 2016). Also, there is 
no critique in the Amnesty report of the anti-trafficking paradigm; instead it is 
the very distinction between voluntary sex work and trafficking which is coerced, 
that enables Amnesty’s robust claim for the decriminalisation of sex work. Recol-
lect here the forms of sex work exceptionalism which I have demonstrated, are 
entrenched by anti-trafficking law itself.

These weaknesses of Amnesty’s policy also affect the international sex work-
ers’ movement. Feminists and sex workers around the world have recently come 
together in a remarkable effort to comprehensively document the negative effects 
of anti-trafficking policy. In the space of just a few years, we have a six-country 
empirical study of sex work commissioned by GAATW (GAATW 2018), two 
special issues of the Anti-Trafficking Review on sex work (2016, 2019), at least 
three special issues of the Open Democracy blog Beyond Trafficking and Slavery 
on sex work (2016, 2017, 2020) and a Red Umbrella Fund supported study in 
2016 focusing on 13 sex worker organisations in nine countries and two regional 
networks (Vollbehr 2016). The 2016 AI Report was also based on an empirical 
study of sex work in four countries (Amnesty International 2016c). Sex workers’ 
groups have also produced reports: the 2010 Report, Human Rights, Sex Work 
and the Challenge of Trafficking by the x:talk project in the UK (x:talk, 2010), 
the 2012 Report Hit and Run by Bangkok-based sex workers’ group Empower 
(Empower 2012) and the 2018 report Raided by Indian group Sangram (Sangram 
2018).

These reports while crucial, are formulaic in demonstrating the negative conse-
quences of anti-trafficking policies for sex workers and in insisting on the distinc-
tion between trafficking and sex work and between trafficking for sex work and 
trafficking into other labour sectors. Further, they claim an indispensable role for 
sex workers alongside governments in the struggle against trafficking (GAATW 
2018, 9). But Juno Mac and Molly Smith, both UK based sex worker activists 
chide the movement for this strategy as it suggests “that the current mode of anti-
trafficking policy is broadly correct and merely—on occasion—misfires” (Mac 
and Smith 2018, 85). They convincingly argue why the anti-trafficking paradigm 
must be contested, root and branch. Katie Cruz similarly mobilises a Marxist fem-
inist critique of the free-forced dichotomy of the anti-trafficking paradigm to map 
the continuum of unfreedom (Cruz 2018, 74, 84). I have also already shown how 
the anti-trafficking paradigm is deeply complicit with sex work exceptionalism 
such that prising it apart from its unintended consequences is impossible. I fur-
ther argue that the current strategy of the sex workers’ movement also illustrates 
the highest cost yet—of anti-trafficking discourse, namely, how it prevents valu-
able research and strategic thinking on redistributive justice within the sex sector. 
Here, I interrogate and critique the movement’s theory of exploitation, regulation 
and internal redistribution, which it must prioritise going forward.
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Exploitation

In the desire to critique anti-trafficking discourse and draw a bright line between 
force and consent, one is hard-pressed to detect a theory of exploitation. Consider 
the following quote protesting the raid, rescue and rehabilitation strategy of neo-
abolitionist groups in India:

As one child of a sex worker said, ‘I am so happy that our younger children are 
getting educated and have alternative ways by which they can earn their liveli-
hood without necessarily coming into sex work… When a woman wants to 
give up sex work after her children are working is that not punarvasthi [reha-
bilitation]?’ (GAATW 2018, 23)

Battle weary from the trafficking debates, we are conditioned to read this state-
ment as a rejection of neo-abolitionism’s focus on rehabilitation which is aimed at 
abolishing sex work. But from a redistributive standpoint, we should instead be ask-
ing if in fact the goal is to exit from sex work, on one’s terms, then does not remov-
ing the state from the sex sector, say by decriminalising sex work, go only half way 
towards realising this goal? We need a better understanding of how sex workers can 
protect their economic interests by earning more and improving their working con-
ditions and bargaining power within sex work.

Similarly, Danielle, a sex worker from New Zealand offers a pithy critique of 
anti-trafficking discourse:

It means you ignore the ways in which you are being exploited, which are 
the same boring ways that anyone’s exploited under capitalism… The kind 
of exploitation that most of us are facing is the exploitation of working long 
hours, the uncertain pay, of management trying every trick they can to scam 
every dollar out of you that they can… It’s not the exploitation of being 
chained to a bed and raped for twelve hours straight… And in saying that that’s 
what we’re experiencing just invalidates when something bad does happen to 
you. And it makes it hard to recognise when bad things are happening when 
you’re always thinking, “Well at least I’m not, you know, at least I’m not in 
‘Taken.’” (GAATW 2018, 20)

This extract highlights Chantal Thomas’ legitimation critique (Halley et  al. 2006, 
390), which is that focusing on the sensationalist cases of sex trafficking masks mun-
dane exploitation in other sectors and in sex work itself as Danielle’s statement sug-
gests. Why then are sex workers’ groups not studying the political economy of sex 
work enough to tell us more about the long working hours, uncertain pay and devious 
management techniques in New Zealand, a country that is routinely held up as a pio-
neer for decriminalising sex work? These reports also mention but do not elaborate on 
the oppressive bar rules in Thailand’s sex sector, alcohol consumption laws in South 
Africa, usury laws in Sangli, India and tenancy laws in London, Mumbai and South 
Africa where sex workers face the routine threat of eviction (Amnesty International 
2016c, 4, 8, 11, 16, 22; AATW 2018, 58, 136, 169, 222). This is not to say that all 
sex workers’ groups are silent on exploitation. Thailand-based Empower has applied 
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the ILO’s decent work parameters to its working conditions (Empower 2016) and the 
South African Sex Workers Education and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT) has drafted 
a Counter Sexual Exploitation in Sex Work Protocol (Yingwana et al. 2019, 84). But 
these initiatives are uncommon, amidst the flurry of reports from sex workers’ groups 
on the ills of anti-trafficking policy.

Regulation

Sex workers have rightly rejected conventional forms of legalisation in favour of 
decriminalisation to get the state off their backs and avoid onerous regulatory burdens 
on what is an informal economy. The various reports above also assert that there is 
no proof that decriminalisation and legalisation increases or decreases trafficking or 
increases or decreases the size of the sex sector (International Committee on the Rights 
of Sex Workers in Europe 2016, 99; Amnesty International Explanatory Notes 2016b, 
45; see also Bettio et al. 2017). While these claims are made to counter unsubstanti-
ated and alarmist neo-abolitionist arguments that such policies expand the sector and 
increase sex trafficking, sex workers’ groups must rethink their assertions. Amnesty’s 
report has improved the policy vocabulary on sex work but remains geared towards for-
mal state law, particularly criminal law. In reality, we already have considerable levels 
of de facto decriminalisation and therefore need a more nuanced assessment of pre-
cisely how formal rule changes to decriminalise or legalise sex work will in fact affect 
sex workers in relation to other laws, norms and governance structures that shape sex 
work. The results, as I argue elsewhere, can be counter-intuitive (Kotiswaran 2011).

In refining the regulatory vocabulary, we also need to appreciate informality in crim-
inal justice systems from a comparative perspective. In developing countries, the crimi-
nal justice system is under-resourced, leading to a gap in enforcement but also perverse 
enforcement of the criminal law due to the rent-seeking practices of state officials. The 
size of the sex sector must also be considered for reworking a theory of regulation. 
To illustrate, the Swedish model is often held up to represent neo-abolitionism and the 
New Zealand model to represent decriminalisation. But both countries have around 
3000 sex workers. Can these models realistically work in countries with larger sex 
worker populations like South Africa (153,000), Spain (45,000 to 300,000), Thailand 
(300,000), Mexico (600,000), or India (two to 10 million) (GAATW 2018)? The result-
ant gap in enforcement due to limited state resources results in self-regulation in these 
very jurisdictions—the self-regulatory boards in Kolkata, the Thantha Mukti Commit-
tee or dispute resolution committees in Sangli (GAATW 2018, 109), the role of gang 
members in preventing trafficking and resolving disputes in South Africa (id., 223) and 
the appointment by the Nicaraguan Supreme Court of sex workers as judicial mediators 
(Cabezas 2019, 48–49).
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Hierarchies Within the Sex Sector

Finally, reports on sex work and trafficking assume that sex workers comprise a dis-
crete group whose common interests can be served if only we could achieve the 
right kind of reform through advocacy. The conflicting stakes that sex workers have 
vis-à-vis each other rarely come up except with migrant sex work given its link with 
the visible and polarising issue of immigration. Ava Caradonna of the x:talk project 
in the UK notes:

What is clear is that we have reached a historical moment, one in which the 
political significance of sex worker rights has finally started to gain momen-
tum and traction. That is why it is crucial that we, as migrant sex workers, 
address some of the conflicts of interest between the aims and strategies of the 
sex workers’ movement as they are currently configured and the strategies and 
realities of migrant sex workers themselves. (Caradonna 2016, 25)

 Caradonna claims that even sex workers’ main demand to recognise sex work as 
work is a double-edged sword for migrants as their right to work is not always guar-
anteed and that full decriminalisation would not help undocumented sex workers in 
the UK (id., 26). This leads to a splintering in positions amongst sex workers vis-à-
vis anti-trafficking law. Caradonna claims that the sex workers’ movement cannot 
offer migrant sex workers much, while the rescue industry can offer access to legal 
aid, counselling, temporary housing, professional training, and possibly asylum (id., 
28). Nicola Mai’s ethnography of migrant sex workers in Europe confirms the value 
of a trafficking visa (Mai 2018, 118). Thus the anti-trafficking complex hurts sex 
workers’ interests but can also benefit the most marginalised sex workers. Remark-
ably, the mainstream sex workers’ movement in France and Canada have linked their 
demands with those of migrant sex workers. However, we also need to consider the 
differentiated stakes of non-migrant sex workers as this queries the ethics of repre-
sentation within the sex workers’ movement which at its current moment of strength 
needs to take stock of which sex worker voices are filtering through into the advo-
cacy space, and at whose expense.

The Postcolonial Politics of Anti‑trafficking Discourse

In part one, I have shown how anti-trafficking law and policy entrench sex work 
exceptionalism despite the adoption by states of a secular Art 3 definition of traffick-
ing in their domestic laws. In part two, I have shown how the efforts of the interna-
tional sex workers’ movement to counter it by contesting the conflation of trafficking 
with voluntary sex work is not only bound to fail but is also a distraction from the 
urgent pursuit of a radical politics for redistribution within sex work. In particular, I 
have elaborated on how this focus has severely undermined the sex workers’ move-
ment’s ability to produce a sophisticated theory of regulation to reduce levels of 
exploitation within sex work, one which is commensurate with the informality and 
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heterogeneity of sex markets the world over. In this final part, I return to influen-
tial theories for the persistence of sex work exceptionalism in the global North and 
how it depends on legitimation through its international travels yet how global South 
countries are not always the passive recipients of sex work exceptionalism.

The sex panic accompanying the rise of the anti-trafficking complex in the West 
has long relied on transnational ‘others’, memorialised by New York Times journal-
ist Nicholas Kristof’s expeditions into third world red-light areas in India and Cam-
bodia to rescue sex slaves from brothels. Postcolonial feminists have castigated such 
anti-trafficking campaigns for reinforcing problematic colonial-era constructs of the 
third world victim “as thoroughly disempowered, brutalised and victimized” (Kapur 
2005, 115) and infantilised or passive (Sanghera 2005, 13). Kamala Kempadoo has 
also criticised the neocolonialist exclusion by Western sex workers’ groups of third 
world sex workers from their struggles (Kempadoo 1998, 13).

But the relation between sex work exceptionalism in the global North and global 
South is deeper and warrants closer examination. Elizabeth Bernstein and Nicola 
Mai have recently explained the cause for sex work exceptionalism in the US and 
Europe. Bernstein has reworked the idea of the ‘sex panic’ and the ‘strange bed-
fellows’ thesis between radical feminists and evangelical Christians to theorise the 
sexual politics of anti-trafficking discourse in terms of carceral feminism, militarised 
humanitarianism and redemptive capitalism. Carceral feminism in her words, is a 
“cultural and political formation in which previous generations’ struggles for gender 
justice and sexual liberation are recast in terms of criminal justice” (Bernstein 2018, 
21). Militarised humanitarianism refers to neo-colonial humanitarian interventions 
in the global South using undercover raid, rescue and rehabilitation missions on the 
part of Western anti-slavery crusaders to save third world women from third world 
men (id., 22). Redemptive capitalism meanwhile aims to solve the problem of sex 
trafficking rather than address poor labour conditions within post-Fordist working 
arrangements, but in the process extends its surveillance over sex work (id., 23, 
147–154). Feminists and evangelists alike, Bernstein argues, subscribe to a “new 
politics of sex and gender” (id., 13), converge on criminal justice responses to social 
problems (id., 78) and support market-based agendas for gender freedom. She maps 
how such thinking finds expression and legitimation through charity tourism in 
Thailand where Western tourists are taken to trafficking ‘hotspots.’ Mai similarly 
uses the term ‘sexual humanitarianism’ to describe the global emergence of a neo-
abolitionist epistemology that legitimises targeted forms of control and protection of 
social groups, defined as vulnerable in relation to their sexual orientation and behav-
iour (Mai 2018, vii). The export of the Swedish model he notes, is an example of 
moral gentrification by the global North (id., xi). If this alliance of social actors in 
the global North derives legitimacy from its international ventures, we need a robust 
account for what sustains or refracts anti-trafficking discourse abroad. We need to 
ask why despite the rapid expansion of the Swedish model, only one country which 
has adopted the Swedish model, namely, South Africa is in the global South. This 
requires us to take a closer look at a developing world context which may help us 
reimagine an alternate politics of sex worker organising. I draw on experiences in 
one such context, namely, India to trace the path that neo-abolitionism has taken 
there and why the fortunes of global governmentality in the global South produce 
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quite unexpected outcomes for sex workers’ mobilisation. I consider India in par-
ticular because it continues to capture the imagination of the leading anti-modern 
day slavery crusaders of our times like Kevin Bales. The Global Slavery Index also 
estimates that India has the highest absolute numbers of modern slaves in the world, 
18 million being the flow figure (Walk Free Foundation 2016) and eight million, 
the stock figure (Walk Free Foundation 2018). Significantly, India is also home to 
around a million sex workers (NACO 2016, 39) and remains the backdrop against 
which victim narratives of enslaved third world sex workers make it into anti-traf-
ficking and neo-abolitionist discourse.

At the outset, feminist interventions on sex work and trafficking in India trace a 
path different to carceral feminism in the US. Given the strong materialist feminist 
tradition of the Indian women’s movement, feminists have been ambivalent about 
sex work and have not prioritised sex work or trafficking in their advocacy efforts 
(Kotiswaran 2019c, 393). Intra-feminist disagreements have resulted in policy paral-
ysis rather than pitch-forked battles over law reform (unlike on say rape) (id.). Their 
abdication of this space has generated a vacuum, which has been occupied by neo-
abolitionist NGOs comprising both radical feminist NGOs but also non-feminist 
conservative groups which seek to abolish sex work to restore the dignity of Indian 
women and children. These NGOs rely on militarised humanitarian interventions 
such as raids, rescue and rehabilitation, enabled by substantial international, espe-
cially USAID funding to counter trafficking. Since 2000, India alone has received 19 
million USD a year (Gleason and Cockayne 2018, 8). Various state feminists in turn, 
support these NGOs, the most influential being the Ministry of Women and Child 
Development.

Sex workers meanwhile have been at the receiving end of the state’s brutal vio-
lence through the Immoral Traffic Prevention Act, 1956 or ITPA,12 India’s anti-sex 
work criminal law, which does not criminalise the sale of sex per se but criminalises 
activities necessary for sex work. However, sex workers have also been exposed to 
the state’s softer discursive power through HIV prevention projects. They have used 
HIV prevention resources to build a robust sex workers’ movement and push back 
against abolitionist proposals. The first such occasion arose in 2004 when the US State 
Department placed India in the Tier Two Watch list in its annual Trafficking in Persons 
(TIP) report, leading the Indian government to propose criminalising customers of sex 
workers. Sex workers protested before Parliament but also leveraged their centrality 
to HIV prevention efforts to argue that the Swedish model would undo the govern-
ment’s own HIV prevention work. They mobilised the dissonance at the heart of the 
Indian state by pitting the Ministry of Health against the ministries of Home Affairs 
and Women and Child Development. Despite their success, however, they shied away 
from state-oriented reform, whether to repeal the ITPA or pursue litigation.

Unlike sex workers’ groups, from the 1990s, neo-abolitionist NGOs actively 
engaged with the state. They were repeat players before the courts when they used 
the liberal locus standi requirements of public interest litigation to secure the pros-
ecution of traffickers and protection for victims. They collaborated outside the 

12 https ://india code.nic.in/.

https://indiacode.nic.in/
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courtroom with the police, district magistrates, anti-human trafficking units and chil-
dren’s welfare committees to conduct raid and rescue operations and draft stand-
ard operating procedures and manuals. Thus, they became the ‘expert’ go-to groups 
when the state decided to legislate on trafficking pursuant to India’s ratification of 
the Protocol. Further, after the 2012 rape and murder of Jyoti Pande, when the gov-
ernment appointed the Verma Committee to suggest rape law reform, these groups 
prevailed on the Committee to introduce an offence which conflated trafficking with 
voluntary sex work. Sex workers’ groups, with the help of feminist lawyers obtained 
a retraction from the Committee (Pawar 2013). The resultant anti-trafficking offence, 
Sect. 370 of the Indian Penal Code, 1860 (IPC) is modelled on the Protocol’s Art 3 
definition.

This victorious pushback was however short-lived. A lawsuit filed by a neo-aboli-
tionist NGO in 2004 came alive in 2015 and became the impetus for the government 
to propose the Trafficking of Persons (Prevention, Protection and Rehabilitation) 
Bill in 2016 (Government of India 2016). The 2018 version (‘Trafficking Bill’) was 
a highly draconian law which built out Sect. 370 into a substantial penal and welfare 
bureaucracy, using state surveillance to prevent trafficking. It further provided for 
the state and private NGOs to operate protective and rehabilitation homes for vic-
tims of trafficking; the Bill had a provision where a judge could discount a victim’s 
desire not to be sent to such a home, if the judge thought he/she had been coerced. 
The Bill was passed in July 2018 by the lower house of Parliament where it lapsed.

It would be easy to read the Bill’s passage as a show of strength for the neo-abo-
litionists who had the ear of the then Minister of Women and Child Development, 
Smt Maneka Gandhi. However, testament to the strength of sex worker organising 
were her repeated reassurances that the Bill would not affect voluntary sex work. 
In an op-ed (quoted at the start of this article), she even aligned the Bill’s objec-
tive with the interests of the sex workers’ movement. Neo-abolitionist commenta-
tors followed suit, by arguing that the Bill would pave the way for decriminalisation 
because its drafters were non-judgmental and provided victims a right to rehabilita-
tion but did not mandate it (Bharadwaj 2018). A chimera of sex worker agency was 
permitted, that too to assert the right to rehabilitation, continuing in a long tradition 
of a complex middle-ground feminism wherein both state feminists and feminists in 
the women’s movement believe that given India’s high levels of poverty, we can only 
recognise the rights of sex workers but not the right to sex work (Kotiswaran 2019b, 
11–12). Yet there is no better illustration of the seductive offer of a secular anti-traf-
ficking law that apparently exempts voluntary sex work when in fact, the Trafficking 
Bill channelled the very spirit of the ITPA, did not repeal the ITPA and was on all 
counts, a draconian criminal law bound to adversely affect several vulnerable groups 
in addition to sex workers.

The sexual politics of anti-trafficking discourse in India resonates with devel-
opments in the West, particularly the international spread of militarised humani-
tarianism fuelled by USAID funding. However, underlying this is an indigenous 
paternalist approach to sex work that emerged post-independence when women 
leaders of the nationalist movement lobbied for the passage of the Suppression 
of Immoral Traffic Act 1956 (the predecessor of the ITPA). Rather than penalise 
sex workers, who they considered to be fallen women and victims of economic 
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circumstance, law-makers prioritised rehabilitation by female police officers 
in state-run homes staffed by female social workers (De n.d., 29–30, 33). Con-
servative neo-abolitionists have today donned this paternalist mantle within a 
space abdicated by materialist feminists (rather than form coalitions with car-
ceral feminists as they have in other contexts). Thus, India is not simply a play-
ground for moral gentrification by international neo-abolitionists. Also, while 
states in the global South converge with international neo-abolitionist groups on 
carceral anti-trafficking agendas, the fortunes of what Akhil Gupta calls global 
governmentality (Gupta 2012, 239) are unpredictable. Thus, the Indian govern-
ment has long resented the TIP ranking system, has recently protested the Global 
Estimates of Modern Slavery (GEMS) released by the Walk Free Foundation 
and the ILO (Debroy 2017) and reportedly denied visas to researchers from the 
Walk Free Foundation after the 2016 Global Slavery Index claimed that India had 
the world’s largest number of ‘modern slaves.’ Similarly, although international 
actors claim legislative success (Grono 2016), law reform is often triggered by 
domestic political opportunities like the 2012 rape case and the extensive use of 
public interest litigation by neo-abolitionist NGOs which led to the formulation 
of the Trafficking Bill.

Both Bernstein and Mai also explain carceral feminism, sexual humanitarian-
ism and redemptive capitalism in terms of the rise of neoliberal penality alongside 
a withdrawal of the state’s welfare functions. The coherence of neoliberal penality 
has been challenged in the West (O’Malley 2016), and resonates even less in the 
Indian context given the trajectory of the developmental state, the decrepit criminal 
justice system inherited through colonial rule and a leaky welfare bureaucracy. Para-
doxically, the inauguration of neoliberal economic policies in the 1990s alongside 
structural adjustment has meant not a reduction, but rather an increase in its wel-
fare function. There has thus been less of a radical break with the 1970s and 1980s, 
when India pursued a socialist model of development and also enacted laws on 
bonded labour, contract labour and inter-state migrant work to prevent what is today 
understood as ‘trafficking.’ An activist Supreme Court even held that any labour 
paid below the minimum wage was ‘forced labour,’ reiterating it more recently in 
the context of the large-scale national rural employment guarantee scheme launched 
almost anachronistically after India introduced neoliberal economic policies in the 
early 1990s. Connections were however rarely made between this forced labour 
jurisprudence and trafficking; the latter was and continues to be understood as pros-
titution. Consequently, the labour movement has offered sex workers’ groups little 
support in countering the neo-abolitionist complex.

The expansion rather than retraction of the developmental state has how-
ever presented Indian workers, most of whom work in the informal economy, 
an opportunity to bargain for their rights outside of labour laws which cater to 
workers in the formal economy. In a study of social movement unionism in the 
cigarette and construction sectors in three Indian states, Rina Agarwala concludes 
that rather than fight flexible production structures and demand traditional work 
benefits such as minimum wages and job security, these workers demand state 
responsibility as voters, for meeting their social consumption and reproductive 
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needs for education, housing and health care (Agarwala 2013, 15). The state is 
open to these demands while continuing to pursue neoliberal economic policies.

For years, sex workers have pursued a similar strategy. Rather than follow neo-
abolitionist NGOs in pursuing legislative change, or litigating or working with 
the executive on the ground, sex workers instrumentalise the law as a ‘shield’ 
against the state’s attempts to abolish sex work, rather than as a ‘sword’ to further 
their workers’ rights. Their mobilisational efforts are fragile and contingent. They 
reshape themselves according to governmental categories as ‘day labourers’, 
‘people living below the poverty line,’ demand inclusion in welfare programs as 
a ‘needful’ category, and demand land titles as landless people, as well as old age 
pension, night shelters and a safe working environment (Kotiswaran 2013, 541). 
Even when campaigning for workers’ rights, they align with rag pickers, street 
vendors, and scavengers in the ‘unorganised sector.’ Instead of mounting a consti-
tutional challenge to the ITPA, they have lobbied provincial governments to add 
sex work to the occupation schedule of the central and state Ministries of Labour. 
The state has been responsive to such demands although it is hostile to appeals 
for decriminalisation, much less workers’ rights (id.). More recently, in the after-
math of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdowns, sex workers’ groups 
approached state governments, the National Human Rights Commission and the 
Supreme Court (in an ongoing case) to demand dry rations and financial assis-
tance on a monthly basis. The National Human Rights Commission issued a 
human rights advisory on the rights of women during the COVID-19 pandemic 
which recognised sex workers as informal workers who it stated should be regis-
tered for worker benefits and welfare measures even if they are unable to produce 
ration cards or citizenship documents (NHRC 2020) but this has since been modi-
fied to offer sex workers these benefits on “humanitarian grounds” instead.

Thus anti-trafficking discourse has been sustained in India by a different matrix 
of arrangements: by a middle-ground feminism that supposedly speaks to ‘India’ 
realities and through the unpredictable play off between international militarised 
humanitarianism and indigenous traditions of paternalist protectionism which 
leads to alliances between domestic and international neo-abolitionists, but is 
punctured by moments of nationalist pride and resistance to US imperialism 
and global governance. Further, the Indian state is thoroughly governmental-
ised, presenting both neo-abolitionists and sex work advocates with opportuni-
ties for influencing those in power. Neo-abolitionists have actively engaged with 
the executive, judiciary and legislature while sex work advocates have been on 
the defensive and warded off the Swedish model. Tragically, although India has 
embraced criminal, labour and development approaches to extreme exploitation, 
it is the criminal law approach of the Trafficking Bill that has gained ascendance. 
Sex workers meanwhile have become more visible, formed alliances with active 
social movements (e.g. transgender rights activists), effectuated de facto decrimi-
nalisation through informal arrangements with the police and resorted to novel 
self-regulation, while aligning with workers in the informal economy to secure 
their social reproduction needs through the logic of competitive populism.



60 P. Kotiswaran 

1 3

Conclusion

In conclusion, anti-trafficking discourse has morphed considerably over the past 
20  years with the term ‘trafficking’ managing to hold various disparate carceral 
projects together and intensifying sex work exceptionalism rather than diffusing it. 
The international sex workers’ movement has defied sex work exceptionalism but 
at the cost of redistributive efforts within the sex sector. As the Protocol continues 
its international travels fuelled by neoabolitionist funding, it meets resistance in the 
global South where each country has its own deep histories of contestations over 
sex work and indigenous approaches to extreme exploitation. Allies remain few and 
far between; feminists are either guilty of commissioning a carceral approach as in 
the US or of the error of omission as in India. Labour movements are themselves 
embattled, and where they are not, sex workers remain the lumpen proletariat and 
therefore ignored. Strategic choices for future action are highly contextual but sex 
workers continue to find their strength in movements for structural reform such as 
Black Lives Matter, Occupy Wall Street, migrant solidarity, reforming drug pol-
icy and with other labour groups as this image of a May Day Rally in Kolkata in 
2018 shows, where sex workers marched along with domestic workers, agricultural 
workers, embroidery workers, and local cigarette workers to demand that they be 
included as workers in the labour schedule of the federal government. It is this hope 
that animates sex workers’ struggles for the future.
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