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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Human trafficking as a global problem made its way into public consciousness at the start of the 

twenty-first century pressed on by governments and feminists and then got a lot of focus due to 

media, writes Kempadoo (2012). She goes on to state that at the turn of the twenty-first century, 

United Nations identified TIP (trafficking in persons) as a transnational crime and equated it with 

terrorism and drug trafficking, calling it as one of the evils haunting the globe.  

 

She further adds that it was the “global south”, specifically South and Southeast Asia where the 

international interest in human trafficking originated and it may have been because people from 

global South in the twenty-first century have being disproportionately represented in the 

transnational migration flows.  

 

The story of human history is a story of migration with people having migrated historically as 

nomads and then for labor, trade, conflict, war etc. Globalization has enhanced migrations due to 



increased opportunity at one level and disruption of livelihood and food security on the other 

(Jagori, 2012).  Karlekar (1995), Lingham (1998), Pedraza (1991) and Sweetman (1998) wrote 

that the reality of people and women in particular is the search for survival and fulfilment, creating 

new identities and a better life themselves and their families.  

 

It is because of the growth of regular, irregular and/or forced migratory movements in various 

regions which is spurred by factors like economic crisis, lack of sustainable livelihoods, political 

conflicts, civil wars, ethnic persecution, social inequalities, gender-blind macroeconomic policies 

and a wider social transformation coupled with restrictive immigration and asylum policies  that 

people want to migrate through irregular channels of smuggling and trafficking as their means of 

escape (Lee, 2007) . 

 

Besides mobility of people another important aspect of globalization has been the high level of 

mobility of capital and the transnational character of industrial production. This has led to the 

devaluation of human labor and the ability to choose labor from any part of the world leading to 

increase in mass-level migration while also creating a market for female labor and also bringing 

women in the realm of paid labor (Jagori, 2012) 

 

Here let us deviate to describe that illegal movement of persons encompass two activities i.e. 

“migrant smuggling” and “trafficking”. While both involve recruitment, movement and delivery 

of migrants from host countries to destination countries, traffickers enslave and exploit trafficked 

persons while smuggled migrants have a consensual relationship with their smugglers at the onset 

of the journey. Besides this the smuggled individuals are free to go at the end of the journey or 

after a period of indentured servitude in case of debt while trafficked individuals are permanently 

trapped unless freed by law enforcement.   

 

In Unit 1 of MDI 009 you would have seen how human trafficking is defined and also understood 

the basic concepts associated with human trafficking or “Trafficking in Persons” (TIP) while in 

Unit 2 students would have understood about the various types of human trafficking. 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES  



After studying this Unit, a student will be able to  

 understand the causes which lead to human migration and human trafficking 

 learn about literature on causes of human trafficking 

 comprehend associated concepts relating to human trafficking 

 

 

In this Unit, students will read about various causes of human trafficking and migration. Let’s start 

by seeing an infographic on world migration and trafficking to understand them better.  

 

International Migration, 2004 - Mapping Globalization 

Source: https://commons.princeton.edu/mg/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/MG-

International_Migration_2004.jpg 

 

UNODC documents traces the trans-regional trafficking routes as shown below: 



 

Main 

destination areas of Trans-regional trafficking flows and their significant origins, 2010-2012 

Source : UNODC https://www.stopvaw.org/Trafficking_Routes   

 

The above infographic will show the students an overlap in these two activities, the reason we 

study migration and trafficking together. There are multiple causes of human migration and many 

of them mirror the causes of trafficking and they are primarily due to the vulnerabilities of people 

and their search for survival and fulfilment. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3.2 CAUSES OF MIGRATION AND HUMAN TRAFFICKING  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Globalization and Mobility 

 

Shelly (2010) speculates the reasons for the substantial rise of trafficking in persons (TIP) since 

the mid 1980’s even though the various explanations of vulnerability like poverty, lack of 

employment opportunities, economic imbalances, corruption, political instability, conflict, gender 

https://www.stopvaw.org/Trafficking_Routes


and ethnic discrimination etc. have existed since a very long time. She then goes on to answer this 

by asserting that this has been because of globalization. 

 

The globalization process she says has led to free markets, free trade, greater economic 

competition and the decline of state intervention in economy. This process aided by faster 

communication and transportation has led to greater mobility of goods and people with remote 

parts of the world now integrated into the global economy. However affluent countries are now 

trying and restricting migration on their borders leading to a clash between demands of global 

economy and limitations of labor movement. This has resulted in many people seeking illicit 

means to enter affluent countries where there is a demand for labor. To add to the above is the 

growth of illicit trade. As growth of legal trade is hindered by border controls and bureaucratic 

obstacles there has been a rise of illicit trade facilitated by transnational criminal groups where 

human trafficking has been one of the lucrative activities. 

 

Khalid (2001) talks about how even educated individuals may get trapped into labor trafficking 

when they try to get themselves smuggled into countries with barriers to entry with examples of 

Chinese and Pakistanis in United Kingdom. 

 

Shelly quoting research by NGO’s writes about how women and children have been the biggest 

loser of globalization. For example, the global financial crisis of 2008 hit women hard and resulted 

in many girls being pulled out of education, given less food to eat and forced to work at young 

ages to support their families. Without skills and education, they became  vulnerable to traffickers. 

Nigeria was a case in point where an economic crisis and provisions of bailout conditions imposed 

by International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank which included strict financial controls 

on government expenditure and cuts in social programs reduced living standards for poor and 

middle class with women who tried finding employment abroad becoming victims of trafficking. 

Similar scenarios played out in the crisis of late 1990’s in Russia, Argentina, Thailand and 

Indonesia where economic policies adopted in response to IMF bailouts impoverished many 

women and children making them vulnerable. 

 



Unequal development due to globalization between regions and within countries as per Shelly 

leads to capital moving to areas where investors can make a profit. Often these areas or regions 

are with abundant human manpower, good infrastructure, transportation and communications. For 

example, in Asia, internal trafficking as well as trafficking from neighbouring regions have grown 

in India and China to satisfy demands for sexual services in major cities like Mumbai and 

Shanghai. Similarly unequal development between Latin and North America has fuelled 

smuggling and trafficking of persons into the USA. 

 

Another dimension of globalization i.e. speedy low cost and anonymous communication using the 

internet has been a boom for traffickers linking them to a global market for their human goods, 

writes Shelly giving examples of websites which advertise sex tourism overseas, internationally 

market of child pornography and brides available for marriage which are often a discrete cover for 

sexual trafficking. Quoting Siman-Zakhari (2004) she gives the example of a Russian trafficking 

ring from southern Russia near the Black Sea that sent its victims to Alaska arranging the whole 

operation through e-mail, an operation only discovered when the exploited girls were detained. 

 

Socio-Economic Factors  

 

This includes poverty and economic vulnerability, lack of education and awareness which could 

be from being poor, lack of employment opportunities which could be due to lack of education or 

lack of right skills both because of poverty or a combination of various socio-economic factors. 

 

Poverty is often cited as a major factor contributing to human trafficking. Individuals living in 

impoverished conditions may be more susceptible to promises of better opportunities elsewhere, 

making them vulnerable to trafficking schemes. Then individuals with limited education and 

awareness about the risks of trafficking may fall prey to traffickers' deceptive promises. Lack of 

access to accurate information about immigration, employment opportunities and legal rights can 

exacerbate vulnerability. Similarly lack of employment opportunities or lack of employment can 

keep an individual in a perpetual state of poverty, making the person highly vulnerable to deception 

and false promises for a better life. 

 



UNODC (2008) TIP report talks about two important demographic factors which have contributed 

to trafficking. They are population growth and increased imbalances in sex ration in many 

countries. While world population in the last forty years has nearly doubled, growth has been 

confided to the developed world with the rest of world facing unemployment and 

underemployment leading to vulnerabilities and people being taken advantage of by criminals. 

Similarly, the rural to urban migration is contributing to trafficking as families adjust badly in big 

and overcrowded cities leading to family values breaking down. Homelessness, abandonment, 

substance abuse and no social support often follow urban migration with familial abuse and 

exploitation a stepping stone to trafficking exploitation. 

 

Shelly (2010) explains this with the example of Latin America and Africa which are the two 

poorest regions of the world. Both regions are part of what has been coined “global south” 

characterized by large percentage of its population living in absolute poverty often in overcrowded 

cities filled with migrants from rural areas with citizens having limited access to education and 

medical care. These regions have highly stratified societies, high birth rate, large youthful 

population and economies not growing fast enough to absorb expanding workforce. Also they have 

historically suffered permanent damage from colonization and things have not improved even after 

various countries in these regions got their independence.  

 

She goes on to add that with these poor socio-economic characteristics and now with the rise of 

materialism accompanying the drug trade in countries like Nigeria and Mexico, citizens of 

countries in these regions want to migrate out of desperation and/or unrealistic expectations of a 

better life in global north. Hence people from Latin America seek to move to USA while those 

from North and sub-Saharan Africa seek a better life in Europe.  

 

Social Factors 

 

Social aspects include factors like discrimination and marginalization, gender inequality and 

violence and various cultural norms and practices. 

 



Gender Discrimination and Gender-Based Violence affect women and girls disproportionately. 

Gender discrimination, lack of educational and economic opportunities, and societal norms that 

devalue women contribute to their vulnerability to trafficking. Shelly writes about how women 

and girls are victimized in all regions of the world with greater likelihood of trafficking in regions 

where women and girls are denied property and economic rights, access to education and 

participation in the political processes. She adds that women and children are particularly 

vulnerable due to their low social status and lack of investment in girls. There are societies where 

females are used to advance families economic position with girls getting sold off to repay a family 

debt, provide cash for medical emergency or compensate for an absence of revenue in case of crop 

failure. ILO (International Labor Organization) data points towards discrimination against women 

being a major causal factor in their trafficking in regions of Asia, Latin America, Africa and the 

Middle East. 

 

Family Dynamics and Exploitation  

Traffickers sometimes prey on familial vulnerabilities, such as dysfunctional family relationships, 

parental neglect, or abuse. They may lure victims with promises of a better life or exploit familial 

ties to coerce or deceive individuals into trafficking situations. 

 

Social and cultural practices and traditions can facilitate human trafficking. For example, child 

marriage, dowry systems, and caste-based discrimination in some societies contribute to the 

trafficking of women and girls for forced marriage or domestic servitude. Conversely, cultural 

values of solidarity and community support can serve as protective factors against exploitation. 

Later in Block 3, Unit 10 we will dwell more on the Nigerian “juju oath”, a primitive oath and an 

ancient ritual that keeps many young Nigerian women bound to the sex trafficking trade. 

 

Then individuals with disabilities face unique challenges and vulnerabilities in the context of 

trafficking and migration. They may experience barriers to accessing education, employment, and 

healthcare, increasing their dependence on others and making them more susceptible to 

exploitation and abuse. LGBTQ+ individuals often face discrimination, stigma, and violence in 

their communities and countries of origin, leading them to migrate in search of safety and 



acceptance. However, they may encounter further discrimination and abuse during their migration 

journey, making them vulnerable to trafficking and exploitation. 

 

 

 

Historical Context  

 

There is a historical context to trafficking as well some colonial legacies which help explain the 

trafficking phenomenon. Lee (2007) writes that although old forms of slavery with kidnapping, 

auction blocks and chattel slaves forced to work in chains may be rare today, there are parallels 

between traditional and modern forms of human trading in desperate and vulnerable human beings. 

 

Shelly (2010) writes that trafficking today has a historical tradition. Before colonial rule in the 

seventeen and eighteen centuries, millions of captured Africans were sold as slaves for transport 

to Americas, the Caribbean and the Middle East with the sole purpose being to humiliate the enemy 

and profit from their loss. Then there was indentured servitude, the indentured labor from India, 

China and Africa recruited by deception and force with these individuals never returning back 

home providing a legacy of a memory of exploitation. 

Similarly rebel leaders in Africa traffic women and children of their defeated enemies. Hence this 

historical tradition in today’s time has changed from the earlier slave dealer to today’s trafficker. 

 

Today with barriers to entry to Global North and the desire of people in Global South to improve 

their lot, traffickers exploit this desire and facilitates such movements. Added to this this the ties 

to those who once colonized these various countries, facilitate movement of citizens of those 

countries to their former colonizers. This is helped by the presence of diaspora communities in 

affluent destinations as per Shelly (2010).  Giving examples she writes about large number of 

women from Dominican Republic, a Spanish colony being trafficked to Spain and Italy, home to 

a large Nigerian diaspora having a large number of Nigerian women working as sex workers. 

 

Trafficking focus has an interesting socio-political angle as explained by Lee (2007). There were 

concerns about “white slave trade” of women and young girls into prostitution at the end of the 



nineteenth century. This social panic according to some scholars were linked to broader anxieties 

about growing transatlantic migration and fears directed at white Europeans/American women’s 

mobility and sexual freedom as per Chapkis (2003), Doezema (2000), Keire (2001) and Scully 

(2001). This led to a series of agreements adopted in early part of twentieth century on “traffic of 

women” included the 1910 White Slavery Convention, the 1919 Covenant of the League of 

Nations, the 1921 Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic of Women and Children, the 1933 

Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic of Women of Full Age and the 1949 Convention for 

the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others. Lee 

(2007) writes that then as now trafficking narratives have relied heavily on the paradigmatic 

images of female powerlessness and childlike sexual vulnerability and the spectacle of 

transgressive bodies. 

 

Political Instability and Conflict 

 

War and armed conflicts, political oppression and persecution and state failure and governance 

issues push individuals to migrate from their homelands with trafficking often occurring within 

the context of large-scale migrations. Similarly, displacement, breakdown of social structures, and 

lack of law enforcement in conflict zones create conditions ripe for exploitation.  

 

Shelly (2010) states that with an end to cold war and the collapse of USSR, a greater political 

instability resulted leading to widespread devastation and putting individuals in vulnerable 

situations. She gives example of Africa which has become the epicentre of regional wars in past 

two decades creating displaced individuals and refugees vulnerable to traffickers.  

 

Civil conflicts have characterised post-colonial Africa and Latin America displacing millions. 

African strongmen for example in Uganda and Zimbabwe massacred and starved fellow citizens. 

Similarly cycles of military rule and violent repression in Latin America and Central America 

often had combatants receiving support and training from opposing sides in Cold War including 

funding from drug trade in South America. Shelly adds that some of the combatants in those 

conflicts are traffickers today and those displaced in those wars their victims. 

 



Also quoting a briefing for the 4th UN Security Council Open Debate and other sources she writes 

about how women and children are often commodities that finance armed conflicts not just in 

Africa but in many regions with children trafficked to provide soldiers or scouts for land mines, 

for example conflicts in Sudan, Sierra Leone, Liberia, East Timor, Myanmar and Colombia. 

 

Environmental Pressures  

 

Climate change and environment crisis, land degradation, natural disasters etc can displace 

populations and disrupt livelihoods, increasing vulnerability to trafficking. Shelly writes that 

increasing and severe natural disasters possibly as a result of global warming have left millions 

displaced, homeless and impoverished for example the tsunami in South-east Asia, Hurricane 

Katrina in USA, drought in Sudan and earthquake in Haiti. With insufficient assistance, aid 

diverted by corruption and people deprived of land and opportunities making them desperate and 

thus becoming easy targets for criminals who exploit them.  

 

Environment disasters also bring in other myriad ways in which exploitation happens. Browne-

Dianis et. al. (2006) in their study on New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina write that the city 

experienced a huge influx of migrant workers both citizen and noncitizen who were wooed with 

promises of steady, good paying jobs. They found that these workers like their local counterparts 

(mostly people of color) had barriers to safe employment, fair pay, and affordable housing that 

drove them further into poverty with many workers found themselves exploited, homeless, and 

harassed by law enforcement. 

 

Legal and Policy Framework 

 

Weak Legal Enforcement against trafficking, inadequate or adverse immigration policies, 

corruption and lack of victim protection and support are causes for TIP. For example, 

undocumented migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees often lack legal protections and face 

heightened risks of exploitation and trafficking. Fear of deportation, limited access to justice, and 

precarious living conditions make them easy targets for traffickers who exploit their vulnerabilities 

and lack of recourse. 



 

Shelly writes quoting Homes (2009) that in all regions one reason why crime groups are able to 

function effectively is because they cultivate close links with law enforcement, embassy personnel 

and other officials like border guards who help them in their crime.  Phongpaichit, Piriyarangsan 

& Treerat (1998, 2003) give examples of Thailand, Nigeria, and Russia where law enforcement 

officials often facilitate human trafficking and in many cases significant proportion of police 

income is derived as a result of tolerating trafficking. Bales (1999) writes that in Thailand 

organized crime includes police and much of government. 

 

She then goes to state that as the definition of trafficking developed by UN was agreed to be 

member states it was hence a representation of interests of various governments rather than 

individuals as it focuses on border security, illegal migrants and organized crime instead of the 

need to address the needs of the trafficked victims or the causes which leads to trafficking i.e. 

needless border restriction and prevention of free movement of migrants.  This seemed to be 

corrected somewhat by some national and regional legislations on human trafficking.  

 

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 1 

 

1. How does gender discrimination contribute to human trafficking? 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

2. How do socio-economic factors like poverty and lack of education contribute to human 

trafficking? 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………



………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

    

3. How do political instability and conflict contribute to human trafficking? 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Intersectionality and Complexities  

 

There is also the interplay of multiple factors that contribute to individuals' vulnerability to 

exploitation and forced migration as well as the reason why trafficking flourishes. While poverty 

and economic disparities are significant drivers of trafficking and migration, individuals living in 

poverty are more likely to seek employment opportunities abroad, making them vulnerable to 

exploitation. Economic inequalities also intersect with other factors such as gender and race, 

amplifying vulnerabilities among marginalized communities. 

 

Andreas (2001) writes about how well-intentioned international agreements like North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Schengen Agreement enacted to promote free 

trade and cross border movements have also facilitated smuggling and trafficking in persons. 

Vazquez- Castillo (2004) shows a relation between Mexico’s land reforms, NAFTA and increase 

in migration and trafficking. She writes that Mexico introduced land reforms just before adoption 

of NAFTA which contributed to privatization of land and consolidation of land holding displacing 

the traditional farmer and pushing them into poverty. Thus the introduction of NAFTA in 1994 

dramatically increased the number of people crossing US-Mexico border trying to leave Mexico 

legally and illegally. 

 



Then there is the problem of statelessness and trafficking with many border regions in Europe, 

Asia, Africa and Latin America outside the control of central state authorities. Galeotti (2004) 

gives the example of “Transdniester”, a conflict region between Ukraine and Moldova, which has 

declared itself independent from Moldovan central government. Women trafficked from here to 

Turkey and other destinations receive no protection from legal authorities as it is a non-recognized 

state. 

 

Corruption contributes significantly in trafficking as border guards, police customs etc will 

facilitate trafficking to augment their low salaries as per Shelly. While small-scale corruption was 

already there, today globalized large-scale corruption results in distorted economic policies that 

benefit elites and limit economic development. She writes that the speed and scale with which 

political leaders siphon national wealth, foreign assistance funds and loans meant for structural 

adjustment and economic development leading to greater indebtedness for state and citizens. This 

leads to cutting down on economic development and social schemes for citizens in terms of 

education, social services and medical care making citizens vulnerable to traffickers. 

 

Csaka (2008) and O’Brian (2006) write about peacekeepers and aid workers increasingly deployed 

in conflict areas exacerbating the problem of trafficking with youthful males in dangerous 

conditions far from home with adequate oversight becoming customers for trafficked women, 

 

Shelly writes that even the state of public health contributes directly or indirectly to rise in 

trafficking with increased rates of violence and rising health costs leading to family vulnerabilities.  

She gives the example of a documentary “Sex Slaves” to make her point wherein a young woman 

from Ukraine is trafficked into prostitution as she needs money for the medical care of her brother 

suffering from cancer due to Chernobyl nuclear disaster.  

 

Demand Factors like labor market demand and demand for sexual exploitation 

 

Shelly (2010) writes that it is also the demand of a consumerist society which fuels human 

trafficking. The demand for cheap products like clothes produced by the sweatshops 



where trafficked workers are employed; cheap fruits and vegetables from fields where trafficked 

agricultural workers work and services like cheap domestic labor and sex produced by trafficked 

workers employed by private/state industry is a part of the consumer society.  

 

Writing about other demands she writes, demand for adoption by parents in North America and 

Western Europe sees children trafficked from developing world of Latin America, former USSR 

and Asia as well trafficking of pregnant women for their babies from Southeast Asia and Roma 

community of Europe. Also, with more women in the workforce in developed countries, the 

demand for cheap domestic labor to take care of children and homes necessitate trafficked 

domestic workers. Similarly, cheap and accessible sexual service demand necessitate sexual 

slavery.    

 

Demand for sex makes tour operators organize travel by men to regions where trafficked women 

and children can be exploited including arrangements over the internet. Demand gets customers 

from developed nations travel to Asia, Africa and Latin America to obtain sexual services of 

minors they can’t avail legally at home. 

  

Demand for organs in the US is matched from executed prisoner in China with criminal networks 

pairing poor people from developing countries to an affluent buyer in the developed country 

because of this demand.  

 

Countries or regions where there is a demand for Cheap Labor and Commercial Sex are usually 

the destinations for trafficking.  

 

The globalized economy with heightened demand for cheap stuff demand cheap labor which can 

only happen with human exploitation helps flourishes human trafficking. With populations 

continuing to grow in the developing world with highly unequal economic development, people 

remain disposable. Regional conflicts have not abated with millions displaced and with global 

warming adding to more displacement of people due to climate disasters, human trafficking will 

only aggravate and hence human trafficking seems to be a defining problem for the twenty-first 

century.  



 

The demand for cheap labor in industries such as agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and 

domestic work fuels human trafficking for labor exploitation while demand for commercial sex 

drives trafficking for sexual exploitation in the sex industry, including prostitution, pornography, 

and sex tourism. 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3.3 LITERATURE ON HUMAN TRAFFICKING 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Human trafficking as a global problem made its way into public consciousness at the start of the 

twenty-first century pressed on by governments and feminists and then got a lot of focus due to 

media, writes Kempadoo (2012). She goes on to state that at the turn of the twenty-first century, 

United Nations identified TIP (trafficking in persons) as a transnational crime and equated it with 

terrorism and drug trafficking, calling it as one of the evils haunting the globe. It was the “global 

south”, specifically South and Southeast Asia where the international interest in human trafficking 

originated and it may have been because people from global South in the twenty-first century have 

being disproportionately represented in the transnational migration flows. 

  

Besides mobility of people another important aspect of globalization has been the high level of 

mobility of capital and the transnational character of industrial production. This has led to the 

devaluation of human labor and the ability to choose labor from any part of the world leading to 

increase in mass-level migration while also creating a market for female labor and also bringing 

women in the realm of paid labor (Jagori, 2012).  

 

Causes of Migration and Human Trafficking include Globalization and Mobility. Globalization 

process has led to free markets, free trade, greater economic competition and the decline of state 

intervention in economy. This process aided by faster communication and transportation has led 

to greater mobility of goods and people with remote parts of the world now integrated into the 

global economy. However affluent countries are now trying and restricting migration on their 

borders leading to a clash between demands of global economy and limitations of labor movement. 



This has resulted in many people seeking illicit means to enter affluent countries where there is a 

demand for labor. To add to the above is the growth of illicit trade. As growth of legal trade is 

hindered by border controls and bureaucratic obstacles there has been a rise of illicit trade 

facilitated by transnational criminal groups where human trafficking has been one of the lucrative 

activities. 

 

Then unequal development due to globalization between regions and within countries as per Shelly 

leads to capital moving to areas where investors can make a profit. Often these areas or regions 

are with abundant human manpower, good infrastructure, transportation and communications. 

Another dimension of globalization i.e. speedy low cost and anonymous communication using the 

internet has been a boom for traffickers linking them to a global market for their human goods, 

writes Shelly giving examples of websites which advertise sex tourism overseas, internationally 

market of child pornography and brides available for marriage which are often a discrete cover for 

sexual trafficking.  

 

Other factors include Socio-Economic factors which includes poverty and economic vulnerability, 

lack of education and awareness which could be from being poor, lack of employment 

opportunities which could be due to lack of education or lack of right skills both because of poverty 

or a combination of various socio-economic factors. UNODC TIP report talks about two important 

demographic factors which have contributed to trafficking. They are population growth and 

increased imbalances in sex ration in many countries; Social Factors include factors like 

discrimination and marginalization, gender inequality and violence and various cultural norms and 

practices.  

 

Gender Discrimination and Gender-Based Violence affect women and girls disproportionately. 

Gender discrimination, lack of educational and economic opportunities, and societal norms that 

devalue women contribute to their vulnerability to trafficking. Shelly writes about how women 

and girls are victimized in all regions of the world with greater likelihood of trafficking in regions 

where women and girls are denied property and economic rights, access to education and 

participation in the political processes. There are societies where females are used to advance 



families economic position with girls getting sold off to repay a family debt, provide cash for 

medical emergency or compensate for an absence of revenue in case of crop failure. 

 

Social and cultural practices and traditions can facilitate human trafficking. For example, child 

marriage, dowry systems, and caste-based discrimination in some societies contribute to the 

trafficking of women and girls for forced marriage or domestic servitude. Individuals with 

disabilities face unique challenges and vulnerabilities in the context of trafficking and migration. 

They may experience barriers to accessing education, employment, and healthcare, increasing their 

dependence on others and making them more susceptible to exploitation and abuse. LGBTQ+ 

individuals often face discrimination, stigma, and violence in their communities and countries of 

origin, leading them to migrate in search of safety and acceptance. However, they may encounter 

further discrimination and abuse during their migration journey, making them vulnerable to 

trafficking and exploitation. 

 

There is a historical context to trafficking as well some colonial legacies which help explain the 

trafficking phenomenon. Lee (2007) writes that although old forms of slavery with kidnapping, 

auction blocks and chattel slaves forced to work in chains may be rare today, there are parallels 

between traditional and modern forms of human trading in desperate and vulnerable human beings. 

 

Trafficking focus has an interesting socio-political angle as explained by Lee (2007). There were 

concerns about “white slave trade” of women and young girls into prostitution at the end of the 

nineteenth century. This social panic according to some scholars were linked to broader anxieties 

about growing transatlantic migration and fears directed at white Europeans/American women’s 

mobility and sexual freedom as per Chapkis (2003), Doezema (2000), Keire (2001) and Scully 

(2001).  

 

War and armed conflicts, political oppression and persecution and state failure and governance 

issues push individuals to migrate from their homelands with trafficking often occurring within 

the context of large-scale migrations. Similarly, displacement, breakdown of social structures, and 

lack of law enforcement in conflict zones create conditions ripe for exploitation.  

 



Climate change and environment crisis, land degradation, natural disasters etc can displace 

populations and disrupt livelihoods, increasing vulnerability to trafficking. Shelly writes that 

increasing and severe natural disasters possibly as a result of global warming have left millions 

displaced, homeless and impoverished for example the tsunami in South-east Asia, Hurricane 

Katrina in USA, drought in Sudan and earthquake in Haiti. With insufficient assistance, aid 

diverted by corruption and people deprived of land and opportunities making them desperate and 

thus becoming easy targets for criminals who exploit them.  

 

Weak Legal Enforcement against trafficking, inadequate or adverse immigration policies, 

corruption and lack of victim protection and support are causes for TIP. For example, 

undocumented migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees often lack legal protections and face 

heightened risks of exploitation and trafficking. Fear of deportation, limited access to justice, and 

precarious living conditions make them easy targets for traffickers who exploit their vulnerabilities 

and lack of recourse. 

 

There is also the interplay of multiple factors that contribute to individuals' vulnerability to 

exploitation and forced migration as well as the reason why trafficking flourishes. Andreas (2001) 

writes about how well-intentioned international agreements like North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA) and the Schengen Agreement enacted to promote free trade and cross border 

movements have also facilitated smuggling and trafficking in persons.  

 

Then there is the problem of statelessness and trafficking with many border regions in Europe, 

Asia, Africa and Latin America outside the control of central state authorities.  

 

Corruption contributes significantly in trafficking as border guards, police customs etc will 

facilitate trafficking to augment their low salaries as per Shelly. While small-scale corruption was 

already there, today globalized large-scale corruption results in distorted economic policies that 

benefit elites and limit economic development.  

 



Csaka (2008) and O’Brian (2006) write about peacekeepers and aid workers increasingly deployed 

in conflict areas exacerbating the problem of trafficking with youthful males in dangerous 

conditions far from home with adequate oversight becoming customers for trafficked women, 

 

Shelly (2010) writes that it is also the demand of a consumerist society which fuels human 

trafficking. The demand for cheap products like clothes produced by the sweatshops 

where trafficked workers are employed; cheap fruits and vegetables from fields where trafficked 

agricultural workers work and services like cheap domestic labor and sex produced by trafficked 

workers employed by private/state industry is a part of the consumer society.  

 

 

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 2 

 

1. How has globalization contributed to a surge in trafficking? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

2. How does a historical context explain trafficking in persons (TIP)? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

3. What is the role of demand in human trafficking? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 



 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3.4 LET US SUM UP 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

This unit explores the complex causes of human trafficking and migration, emphasizing their 

interconnected nature. It discusses how globalization has increased the mobility of people and 

capital, often creating economic imbalances and opportunities for exploitation. The unit identifies 

various socio-economic factors, such as poverty, lack of education, and employment opportunities, 

as significant contributors to human trafficking. It also highlights social factors like gender 

discrimination, cultural norms, and family dynamics, which can make certain groups more 

vulnerable to exploitation. The historical context of trafficking is examined, revealing how 

colonial legacies and socio-political dynamics continue to influence contemporary practices. 

Additionally, the unit addresses the role of political instability, conflicts, environmental pressures, 

and weak legal frameworks in driving both migration and trafficking. Finally, it discusses how 

demand for cheap labor, sexual exploitation, and organs fuels trafficking, underscoring the need 

for a comprehensive approach to address these challenges. 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3.5 KEY WORDS 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Human Trafficking: The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring, or receipt of people 

through force, fraud, or deception, with the aim of exploiting them for profit. This can include 

forced labor, sexual exploitation, domestic servitude, and other forms of modern-day slavery. 

 

Migration: The movement of people from one place to another, often across international borders, 

for various reasons including economic opportunities, political instability, conflict, environmental 

factors, or personal and family considerations. 

 



Globalization: A process characterized by increased interconnectedness and interdependence 

among countries, primarily due to advances in communication, transportation, and technology. 

Globalization affects economic practices, cultural exchanges, and social structures, often 

influencing migration and human trafficking dynamics. 

 

TIP (Trafficking in Persons): A term used by international bodies like the United Nations to refer 

to human trafficking, emphasizing its nature as a crime against individuals that involves their 

exploitation, often in violation of their human rights. 

 

Gender-Based Violence: Forms of violence directed at individuals based on their gender, often 

disproportionately affecting women and girls. This includes domestic violence, sexual assault, and 

trafficking for sexual exploitation, frequently driven by societal norms and gender discrimination.  
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3.7 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: POSSIBLE ANSWERS 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Check Your Progress 1 

 

Answer 1: Gender discrimination plays a significant role in increasing vulnerability to human 

trafficking, especially for women and girls. Societal norms that devalue women, restrict their 

access to education and economic opportunities, and expose them to gender-based violence make 

them prime targets for traffickers. In many regions, discriminatory practices such as denying 

women property rights and limiting their participation in political processes further exacerbate 

their economic and social vulnerabilities, making them more susceptible to trafficking and 

exploitation.  

 

Answer 2: Socio-economic factors such as poverty and lack of education make individuals more 

vulnerable to human trafficking. People living in poverty are often more susceptible to promises 

of better opportunities, which traffickers use to lure them. Additionally, those with limited 

education may not be aware of the risks associated with trafficking, making them easy targets for 

deception. Furthermore, lack of employment opportunities or the right skills keeps individuals in 

poverty, increasing their vulnerability to exploitation and trafficking. 

 

 

Answer 3: Political instability and conflict create conditions that increase the vulnerability of 

individuals to human trafficking. In conflict zones, the breakdown of social structures and lack of 

law enforcement make it easier for traffickers to exploit people. Displaced individuals, refugees, 



and those in conflict-affected areas often lack protection and are targeted by traffickers. Historical 

examples include civil conflicts in Africa and Latin America, where the absence of stable 

governance and the presence of displaced populations have led to increased trafficking activities. 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

 

Answer 1: The globalization process has led to free markets, free trade, greater economic 

competition and the decline of state intervention in economy. This process aided by faster 

communication and transportation has led to greater mobility of goods and people with remote 

parts of the world now integrated into the global economy. However affluent countries are now 

trying and restricting migration on their borders leading to a clash between demands of global 

economy and limitations of labor movement. This has resulted in many people seeking illicit 

means to enter affluent countries where there is a demand for labor. To add to the above is the 

growth of illicit trade. As growth of legal trade is hindered by border controls and bureaucratic 

obstacles there has been a rise of illicit trade facilitated by transnational criminal groups where 

human trafficking has been one of the lucrative activities. 

 

Answer 2: Shelly quoting research by NGO’s writes about how women and children have been 

the biggest loser of globalization. For example, the global financial crisis of 2008 hit women hard 

and resulted in many girls being pulled out of education, given less food to eat and forced to work 

at young ages to support their families. Without skills and education, they became  vulnerable to 

traffickers. Nigeria was a case in point where an economic crisis and provisions of bailout 

conditions imposed by International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank which included strict 

financial controls on government expenditure and cuts in social programs reduced living standards 

for poor and middle class with women who tried finding employment abroad becoming victims of 

trafficking. Similar scenarios played out in the crisis of late 1990’s in Russia, Argentina, Thailand 

and Indonesia where economic policies adopted in response to IMF bailouts impoverished many 

women and children making them vulnerable. 

 



Unequal development due to globalization between regions and within countries as per Shelly 

leads to capital moving to areas where investors can make a profit. Often these areas or regions 

are with abundant human manpower, good infrastructure, transportation and communications.  

 

Another dimension of globalization i.e. speedy low cost and anonymous communication using the 

internet has been a boom for traffickers linking them to a global market for their human goods, 

writes Shelly giving examples of websites which advertise sex tourism overseas, internationally 

market of child pornography and brides available for marriage which are often a discrete cover for 

sexual trafficking.  

 

 

Answer 2: There is a historical context to trafficking as well some colonial legacies which help 

explain the trafficking phenomenon. Lee (2007) writes that although old forms of slavery with 

kidnapping, auction blocks and chattel slaves forced to work in chains may be rare today, there are 

parallels between traditional and modern forms of human trading in desperate and vulnerable 

human beings. 

 

Before colonial rule in the seventeen and eighteen centuries, millions of captured Africans were 

sold as slaves for transport to Americas, the Caribbean and the Middle East with the sole purpose 

being to humiliate the enemy and profit from their loss. Then there was indentured servitude, the 

indentured labor from India, China and Africa recruited by deception and force with these 

individuals never returning back home providing a legacy of a memory of exploitation. 

 

Today with barriers to entry to Global North and the desire of people in Global South to improve 

their lot, traffickers exploit this desire and facilitates such movements. Added to this this the ties 

to those who once colonized these various countries, facilitate movement of citizens of those 

countries to their former colonizers. Lee (2007) writes that then as now trafficking narratives have 

relied heavily on the paradigmatic images of female powerlessness and childlike sexual 

vulnerability and the spectacle of transgressive bodies. 

 

 



 

Answer 3: Shelly (2010) writes that it is also the demand of a consumerist society which fuels 

human trafficking. The demand for cheap products like clothes produced by the sweatshops where 

trafficked workers are employed; cheap fruits and vegetables from fields where trafficked 

agricultural workers work and services like cheap domestic labor and sex produced by trafficked 

workers employed by private/state industry is a part of the consumer society.  

 

Writing about other demands she writes, demand for adoption by parents in North America and 

Western Europe sees children trafficked from developing world of Latin America, former USSR 

and Asia as well trafficking of pregnant women for their babies from Southeast Asia and Roma 

community of Europe. Also, with more women in the workforce in developed countries, the 

demand for cheap domestic labor to take care of children and homes necessitate trafficked 

domestic workers. Similarly, cheap and accessible sexual service demand necessitate sexual 

slavery.    

 

Demand for sex makes tour operators organize travel by men to regions where trafficked women 

and children can be exploited including arrangements over the internet. Demand gets customers 

from developed nations travel to Asia, Africa and Latin America to obtain sexual services of 

minors they can’t avail legally at home. Demand for organs in the US is matched from executed 

prisoner in China with criminal networks pairing poor people from developing countries to an 

affluent buyer in the developed country because of this demand.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


