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In recent years, the controversy over human trafficking has become an increasingly important subject, with governments worldwide taking a stand against the phenomenon. Trafficking today is truly a global issue, as the United Nations has show with its establishment in March of 2007 of the UN Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking (UN.GIFT). As the UN has acknowledged, the fight against human trafficking “requires a global, multi-stakeholder strategy that builds on national efforts throughout the world.”
 Presently, nearly 120 countries worldwide have signed and created policies in line with the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons especially Women and Children.
 In this way it seems that the UN is making great strides in the fight against an important human rights violation. However, the UN’s initiative is not the first instance of an international fight against the trade in persons. Movements regarding this matter can be traced as far back to concerns over prostitution in late nineteenth century Europe and the creation of the first global effort by League of Nations in the interwar years.

Many historians such as Paula Bartley, Edward Bristow, Paul McHugh, and Judith Walkowitz have paid much attention to the movement against the traffic in persons in late nineteenth century Britain, then known as the movement against the “white slave trade.” These histories have detailed the movement’s emergence and its fight against the trade of women and girls for prostitution. Additionally, other contemporary scholarship heavily focuses on the movement against trafficking as a purely modern issue, especially in conjunction with the United Nations. Unfortunately, historians, with the exception of Barbara Metzger and Katarina Leppanen, have paid very little attention to the beginning of an international movement and how important the League of Nations was in globalizing the fight against the traffic in the interwar years. As Susan Pederson notes in her review essay “Back to the League of Nations,” the League has been much ignored by scholars tracing the roots of internationalism.
 This essay will be an attempt to rehabilitate the importance of the League of Nations in the interwar years, especially relating to the movement against the traffic in women and children. Those who see the League’s adoption of the issue of trafficking as a mere continuation of prior regional policies against the white slave trade overlook how the League transformed the issue. In all, the introduction of the issue of trafficking into the League of Nations marked a rupture in the movement itself, signaling a change from an international, racially-specific expedition to a more universal, globalized concern.

To understand the importance of the League of Nations and how it changed the movement against trafficking in women and children, a basic understanding is needed of the roots of the movement itself. The movement against trafficking in women and children can be traced back to Europe in the mid-nineteenth century with the creation of legislation to regulate prostitution, especially in England. The goal of this legislation was to stop the rampant spread of venereal disease among British soldiers, long acknowledged as a problem of military inefficiency. At this time, venereal disease was stigmatized as a plague indiscriminately attached to the female prostitute, blaming her for the infection of thousands of normal men. To protect British men from the social and physical evil of the prostitute, Britain passed the Contagious Diseases Act (CDA) in 1864, which was applied to select port cities throughout Britain.
 This act forced the registration of prostitutes, or of any woman suspected of being a prostitute, and conducted compulsory medical examinations on these women in search of venereal diseases, especially syphilis. If women were found to be afflicted with the disease, they would be required to undergo obligatory medical treatment until they were cured. By 1869, the CDA was extended to all port cities in Britain.
 


The regulation of prostitution drew a vast amount of opposition from a cross-section of the middle class population, which eventually culminated in the formation of anti-regulationist or abolition movements focused on repealing the CDA. Spearheading this movement was the feminist Josephine Butler, whose sympathies were always attached to the plight of the prostitute. These reformers argued that the regulation of prostitution victimized prostitutes, curtailed women’s rights, and encouraged legalized vice. To add appeal to their cause, they depicted prostitutes “white slaves” to the government system. As Jo Doezema notes, by depicting a prostitute as devoid of responsibility for her condition the abolitionists created the idea of a prostitute “as a victim to appeal to the sympathies of middle class reformers, thereby generating public support for the end goal of abolition.”
 This discourse of a prostitute as a victim and “white slave” is immensely important because it fostered the idea that women could be easily bought or sold and brought to different countries for the purpose of prostitution. Thus, the idea of “white slave” traffic was a direct result of the abolition movement.

Belief in the “white slave” trade began in 1880 when abolitionist Alfred Dyer published a highly controversial pamphlet entitled The European Slave Trade in English Girls, which documented the sale and trafficking of British women to various countries throughout Europe, especially Belgium.
 Dyer tried to show that through regulation the British government allowed women to be put in physical danger at the hands of dangerous procurers who placed women in brothels across Europe. As Philippa Levine notes, tales like Dyer’s “painted a picture of fresh-faced young women snatched from their innocence and femininity to feed the cruel sexuality of powerful and unfeeling men.”
 While Dyer’s pamphlet did not lead to the repeal of the CDA as it intended, it provided the first printed evidence of the white slave traffic and helped establish the first faction against the occurrence: the London Committee for Suppressing the Traffic in British Girls.
 


Five years later, in 1885 W.T. Stead, an adamant abolitionist and yellow journalist, published a famous exposé on the white slave traffic in one of Britain’s most popular newspapers, The Pall Mall Gazette. In The Maiden Tribute to Modern Babylon, Stead documented instances of young women sold into prostitution throughout Europe at the hands of drunken vagabonds and evil procurers.
 Moreover, he provided first-hand evidence of the ease in which one could traffic British women, going as far as allegedly purchasing women himself to prove his point.
 As soon as Stead’s piece reached the presses it found mass readership. The Maiden Tribute and the supposed instances of the white slave traffic outraged the general public, even if Stead’s article was only a piece of yellow journalism pushing the abolitionist cause. The “white slave” traffic caused an uproar unlike any other beforehand. As Judith Walkowitz so aptly noted, because of the continued use of the white slave discourse in the battle against regulation, white slave trade cases eventually “had all the symptoms of a cultural paranoia overtaking Britain in the late 19th century.”


The fervor that swept across Britain with The Maiden Tribute was able to successfully push the CDA controversy into parliament, which in 1885 repealed the CDA and signed the Criminal Law Amendment Act. This piece of legislation focused on preventing the white slave traffic by punishing procurers and raising the age of sexual consent to 16.
 However, no provisions for the enforcement of this law were made. The newly-formed National Vigilance Association (NVA), led by social purist William Alexander Coote, took up this call.
 Coote made it the NVA’s main goal to police the white slave trade to ensure the safety of British women. However, by the turn of the century, Coote wished to expand his horizons, moving outside of Britain to push for similar protections of women and social purity throughout Europe. As Barbara Metzger notes, Coote was the first person to take the campaign against the white slave traffic into “the official international arena.”
 By campaigning around Europe, especially visiting principal European cities such as Berlin, Brussels, Copenhagen, and Paris, Coote was able to tap into public concern about the new phenomenon of the white slave traffic and help establish national committees in many countries to address the issue.
 Alexander Coote was a household name around Europe by the late 1890s, especially because, as one women’s newspaper put it, “the poor betrayed innocent ones [girls] who have been enticed….abroad by spurious advertisements have been rescued through the indomitable perseverance of Mr. Coote and his committees.”
 Thus, what initially started as a national concern against regulation moved to become an international issue with the help of Coote.

However, Coote’s organizing did not stop there, because as more groups continuously formed in Europe to fight the traffic, it became evident that the issue “could only be successfully addressed through concerted international effort.”
 Thus, Coote and the NVA coordinated the London Congress of 1899, which brought together ten European national committees to discuss the white slave traffic and establish the International Bureau for the Suppression of White Slavery.
 From here the French government took the initiative to summon an official international conference, which convened 16 European nations and interest groups in Paris in 1902 to draw up an agreement on the white slave traffic that could be approved by all countries.
 The result of this meeting was the drafting of the International Agreement for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic, which 12 European nations signed by 1904.


The 1904 Agreement showed a new internationalization of the movement against the white slave traffic, as it urged and counseled each signatory country to appoint central authorities to consider the issue, correspond with other signatory countries, and keep watch over potential ports or borders where procurers might traffic girls.
 An auxiliary convention attended by the same parties in Paris in 1910 also served to further the provisions of the Agreement by drawing up another multilateral document, the International Convention for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic. This Convention extended the effectiveness of the 1904 Agreement by advocating for stronger laws against procuring in each nation.


Thus, by the beginning of the First World War the movement against trafficking was thoroughly international in nature, bringing together several European countries to protect their own women. Unfortunately, WWI served to interrupt this cooperation as travel from one country to another was impeded. However, with the end of the war, the establishment of the League of Nations provided a new outlet for the international work of suppressing the white slave traffic. In fact, after the League was established, lobbying by the existing international groups and women’s international organizations directly led to the inclusion of trafficking in Article 23c of The Covenant of the League of Nations.
 By early 1919, the secretariat of the League was “flooded” with suggestions and requests from various governments that were interested in suppressing trafficking.
 These suggestions and requests led to the creation of a six-day International Congress on trafficking held under the auspices of the League in Geneva in June of 1921.
 Here governments and representatives from around the world gathered and agreed upon a new multilateral instrument, the International Convention for the Suppression of Traffic in Women and Children, which built off of the previous agreements in 1904 and 1910 and established an Advisory Committee on Traffic in Women and Children within the League of Nations.
 The movement against trafficking was again underway and would continue with international meetings and investigations by the Advisory Committee until the beginning of the Second World War.

Examining the events regarding the movement against trafficking in such a linear fashion gives the semblance that the League of Nations just resumed operations as usual, picking up where the other international movement and agreements had left off. At face value, nothing seemed too new, besides where these meetings were taking place. There is no doubt that the League was shaped by the previous international movement and agreements for the suppression of the traffic, especially because the agreements of 1904 and 1910 were used as building blocks for the League’s policies. Also, surely the sheer existence and strength of the pre-League movement helped reintroduce the idea during the interwar years. However, to see the League of Nations’ movement against trafficking as a mere continuation of the pre-war organization would be a historical misstep. Delving into the League’s actions with regard to the traffic in women and children, one finds that there was actually much that was different about the League’s movement when compared to the original, especially with regard to scope and universalism. In all, this change constituted an important break in the movement, which signaled the creation of a truly global cooperation.

The first difference between the League of Nations’ adoption of the movement against trafficking and the pre-war movement can be seen in what countries were actually participating in the movements themselves. Before the establishment of the League of Nations, the international movement against trafficking, emerging from the period of regulated prostitution in Britain and spreading across national lines with the help of William Coote, was always focused on continental Europe.
 This fact is evident when examining which countries were invited to and actually attended the international conferences in 1899, 1904, and 1910. Principal European nations such as France, Britain, Germany, and Spain continuously participated. However, there was no representation of any of the other continents. While one could argue that Russia’s attendance at these meetings extended the geographical scope of the movement into Eurasia, large factions of Russia’s population historically considered themselves part of Europe. Essentially these international conferences had little concern for what was going on in other parts of the world with regards to the traffic, unless European women were involved. This is evident in that no other countries were invited to the meetings at the turn of the century. This absence of non-European nations was especially strange in that it did not follow the precedent set by the Geneva Convention in the late 1800’s, which brought European countries together with such diverse countries as Chile, Mexico, Paraguay, and Turkey, in working for more humane warfare. In essence, the trafficking movement seemed to be an anomaly. Hence, the pre-war movement against trafficking, although admittedly organizationally strong, was regional and international, but in no way global. The movement clearly espoused exclusionary politics in having strictly European members. 

However, these exclusionary politics were challenged when the movement against trafficking was introduced into and adopted by the League of Nations. This is, in part, due to the nature of the composition of the League’s technical bodies. Generally speaking, Pederson notes that the technical bodies of the League “set in motion a different dynamic of international cooperation,” which involved various countries coming together for the first time.
 She also notes that these groups were “more genuinely global” than any other international assemblage in prior times.
 Ultimately, the League marked a change in scope for the movement, mitigating European dominance by inviting a wide range of international players to weigh in on the subject. 

This globalization of the movement against trafficking can be seen from the very beginning when the League proposed the initial Conference on the Traffic in Women and Children in 1921. When setting up this conference, the League sent invitations to participate to “practically every country in the world,” regardless of whether they were members of the League or not.
 Additionally, members of international organizations in these countries, as well as official delegates, were invited, which fostered a unique type international cooperation. In the end, 34 nations were represented at the 1921 Conference, “thereby extending considerably the area of the international movement.”
 The attendance of 34 nations was surely a far cry from the 12 to 15 that usually attended the pre-war international meetings based in Europe. Thus, the League, with the first conference and on through the years with the continued meetings, allowed multiple voices from all over the world to weigh in on the subject and be equally heard – voices that were previously silenced by the inherent Eurocentrism of the “international” movement of the early twentieth century.

The League’s globalization of the movement can also be seen in which countries actively participated by actually signing the initial 1921 Convention. The convention was signed by all of the usual European countries involved in the early trafficking movement, but was also signed by new countries representing discrete parts of the whole globe. The signatories of the Convention represented nearly every continent, including such countries as Brazil, Chile, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Japan, Persia, and Siam.
 The League further opened the Convention up to other countries by inserting a clause in the Convention that allowed non-members of the League to accede to the agreement, follow its principles, and interact with other signatories dealing with the matter.
 Several countries followed this line of action. 
Thus, it appears that the League of Nations was important in two ways in this sense. First, it clearly provided an outlet for a truly global, less Eurocentric, type of interaction regarding the traffic. Second, and maybe more importantly, it shed a light on the global nature of the concern over trafficking itself. While previous movements did not acknowledge the existence of any concern by non-European countries, the countries that were invited and attended the League’s conference proved that interest in the traffic existed far beyond the confines of Europe. 

Maybe more importantly, the League’s adoption of the issue of trafficking in women marked a sharp break in the traditional racially-exclusive discourse of the pre-war movement. The traditional terminology that was used to explain trafficking during the initial international movement was the “white slave traffic.” Forged out of the abolitionist movement in Britain, this discourse was the norm as Britain discussed trafficking at the turn of the century. However, as the movement expanded internationally, this discourse was not modified. Indeed, the actors in the first international movement constructed and saw trafficking as something that traditionally happened to white women. Accordingly, as Bristow comments, the early international movement always “emphasized the “white” in white slavery.”
 As a whole, these pre-war campaigners were not interested in the plight of the ethnic prostitute in Europe or the native prostitute in non-European countries.
 Even more exclusively, the term “white” came to be equated with Western European, so even women from Eastern Europe were not of the utmost concern of the campaigners. For example, after visiting Buenos Aires, an imagined notorious site of white slavery in the early 20th century, a German representative of the International Bureau expressed his relief that the women who were put to work in brothels in Argentina were mainly Polish or Hungarian and were therefore not of large concern for the movement.


Also characteristic of the racial discourse of the pre-war movement was the foundational myth that “innocent white women” were always trafficked at the hands of devious “dark” men.
 The “white slave” continuously “had as her opposite the non-white slaver.”
  As Philippa Levine notes, “the potent idea that white women were objects of insatiable desire for black men” led to the countless excursions against the white slave trade in the international arena.
 Ultimately, the idea of the “white slave” traffic served as an exclusionary discourse that kept the movement rooted in Eurocentrism, only focused on the fate of truly “white,” European women. 

This exclusionary racial (and racist) discourse came to an abrupt end as the League of Nations became responsible for the oversight of the movement against trafficking. From the moment it was introduced into the League’s Covenant, the terminology attached to trafficking was changed from the restrictive and discriminatory “white slave trade” to the more universal “traffic in women and children.” After over 20 years of international work against the trade, the League finally acknowledged what the international movements before it had continuously failed to concede: “that trafficking in women was a global phenomenon, not restricted to white women.”
 Consequently, this seemingly small change in language is of utmost importance because the abandonment of the term “white slave” showed an “awareness and a willingness to reframe the issue of traffic in women in a global context.”
 No longer were Western European women solely depicted as victims of the traffic, as they had been in the years prior. In the end, the League’s new discourse was all-inclusive and sympathetic to the plight of trafficked women all around the globe.
Maybe more important to note is that this was not just a technical change in terminology; it effectively marked a change in who was studied, helped, and rescued from instances of trafficking. This is best seen by the example of the two inquiries conducted by the League of Nations into the state of the traffic in women and children around the world. The first inquiry, reported on in 1927, was conducted in the “West” and focused on trafficking throughout the Americas and Europe. The second inquiry, reported on in 1932, focused on trafficking in the “East,” considering various Asian countries. The expressed purpose of these inquiries was to understand how trafficking worked throughout the world and who participated in it. However, the reports and the discourse of these inquiries most perfectly illustrate the League’s global expansion and universalism of the definition of victims of trafficking. For example, while the first inquiry did focus on European women, it also took great considerations as to the state of Cuban, Mexican, Panamanian, and Turkish “victims” (report’s terminology) of trafficking.
 Likewise, the second inquiry was focused principally on Chinese, Japanese, Siamese, Indian, and Turkish “victims” (report’s terminology) of the international trade.
 These concerns about other ethnic women were a clear break from the investigations and rescue efforts of the early 20th century which only viewed with Western European women as victims.
Beyond diversifying the number of participants and universalizing the discourses and investigations of victims, the League marked a rupture in the movement against trafficking because it helped forge inter-class and inter-cultural dialogue on the subject. This, again, can be most colorfully illustrated by examining the nature of the previously-mentioned first inquiry on the state of trafficking in the West.
The League’s inquiries on trafficking greatly differed from the means of attaining information in the international movements in the early 20th century. The 1904 International Agreement was the first multilateral contract that thoroughly encouraged the transfer of information about the “white slave trade” between several European countries. The Agreement set up authorities given the task of gaining information about the trade within their respective countries. However, it did not open communication completely, as countries discovering trafficked girls were charged to relay the information only to the “authorities of the country of origin,” and not the international community.
 This information usually came from the European governments themselves, or from members of the NVA or the International Bureau, who were Europeans interacting solely with other Europeans. Much of the information that was received about the traffic during the early movement was through word of mouth from these people.

By 1921 when the League adopted the issue of trafficking as part of its general undertakings, the participating members noticed that there was an extreme lack of reliable or relevant data on the traffic itself, despite the previous international movement. This lack existed for a multiplicity of reasons. First, only a small amount of information existed because the previous movement’s information base was rooted in national reportings. Many countries were, “for reasons of prestige,” unwilling to share or publish their information.
 The League also attributed this lack of information to the international character of the traffic, which “could only partially be understood through national measures.”
 Moreover, a larger problem was presented by the small, unverified pieces of information that traveled by Europeans’ word of mouth, because as Donna Guy comments, the “lurid white slavery stories…were only partially true.”
 Herein lies one of the most important characteristics about the information previously gained by the international movement at the turn of the century: it was biased against non-European countries and racial “others.” The only voices that were heard regarding the issue were European. The League of Nations realized if it was to create a concerted international effort against the traffic, this needed to change.

The first idea for an inquiry in to the state of the traffic arose in 1924 when, at a meeting of the Advisory Committee on the Traffic in Women and Children, U.S. representative Grace Abbott questioned, “we have discussed this for four years, how do we really know that the traffic exists at all?”
 From this point the Advisory Committee agreed that it would be beneficial to create an investigation and study the empirical evidence of the traffic. This inquiry was first based on surveys that were sent out to the respective national governments, which provided the information for the starting point of the study. From here, a special body of experts on the subject was formed within the Advisory Committee to investigate the traffic within the specified 112 cities and 28 different countries in the West. What came out of this inquiry was the Report of the Special Body of Experts on Traffic in Women and Children in the West, which according to Barbara Metzger, “produced a mass of verified facts such as had never been available before.”


This first inquiry is especially important because it clearly marks a break in the methodology and exclusionary politics of the initial trafficking movement at the turn of the century. Markedly, this inquiry was not solely based on information provided by governmental bodies, as had been the norm before. As Rachel Crowdy, secretary of the Social Section of the League commented, the League wanted something more than national information because “that had been done in the past.”
 For this inquiry, the special body of experts actually visited the countries and cities that they reported on and “went right down into the underworld…to find out the truth for themselves.”


Mitigation of prior Eurocentrism was clear within the first investigation. The League broke with the traditional use of strictly European investigators and, while it did include experts from Britain, Italy, and Belgium, also employed Uruguayan (Paulina Luisi) and Japanese (Tadakatsu Suzuki) experts.
 As Guy observes, these non-European experts were in an “ideal position to defend Latin America from undue European criticism” about the traffic.
 European voices were still deeply important, but no longer constituted the entirety of the investigation.

Likewise, what was so unique about the League’s first inquiry was its creation of a cross-cultural dialogue on the traffic that did not exist prior to the 1920s. This is especially seen in the methods that the experts employed to uncover their information. Unlike the movement in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, these experts actually engaged in conversations with different people in each country that were involved with or had information about the trade. For example, the undercover experts spoke with Mexican and French souteneurs who were actually in the business of trafficking women.
 They also interacted with Uruguayan madams and Brazilian brothel owners, who all had a stake in the international traffic. These experts heard the voices of several of the prostitutes in these countries as well, who may or may not have been trafficked into their jobs. What came out of this veritable cross-cultural and cross-class interaction was effectively a multiplicity of voices; a highly diversified understanding of trafficking that did not exist at the purely European level just twenty years earlier. 

The noticeable idea that comes out of the first inquiry is a change in the idea of sovereignty in relation to gaining international information, especially regarding trafficking. While the initial international movement in the early 1900s merely focused on the national level by investigating the actions that states took with regards to the trade and taking governmental statements at face value, the League went far beyond the confines of the nation, encroaching on national governments’ sovereignty by investigating at the grassroots level all around the globe. A clear demarcation exists between the two movements because of this factor. It seems that the League of Nations, as an inter-governmental organization only could have made this change, and the many others, happen in the important movement to fight the global phenomenon of the traffic in women and children.

In his famous book, A History of the League of Nations, League historian F. P. Walters claimed that the League’s establishment of the committee against trafficking in women and children, along with the other League committees on “social questions,” “had no great influence on the course of international affairs” or globalization.
 However, in comparing the pre-war international movement against trafficking to that of the League of Nations’, historians will find this statement utterly invalid. The League’s actions completely changed the dynamic of international cooperation regarding the traffic, effectively globalizing and universalizing an issue that was rooted in Eurocentrism and racial exclusivity. While the pre-war movement’s meetings were reserved solely for European countries and representatives, the League invited countries worldwide to participate in its activities to stop the traffic of women and children. This change both diversified the number of participants involved in the movement and shed a light on a truly global concern that did in fact exist outside of Europe. Moreover, whilst the pre-war movement rooted its actions and investigations in the exclusionary racial discourse of the “white slave” trade, the League effectively realized that trafficking was not something that happened only to white women. Thus, the “white slave” discourse was changed to “traffic in women and children,” universalizing the idea of the victim and putting it in a global context. Last, the League helped create an inter-cultural dialogue on the traffic, effectively creating a multiplicity of voices on the traffic that did not exist prior to the establishment of the League due to the initial movement’s base in national information and Eurocentrism. While the League’s movement surely could not stand up against the global stance taken today by the United Nations, there is no question that the League’s policies clearly marked an important rupture in the initial international movement against trafficking. Thus, it seems that Susan Pederson is exceptionally correct in stating that “we have much to learn by going back to the League of Nations.”
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