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			Jörmungandr

			A Study in Global Human Trafficking and Abolitionist Strategy

		

		
			“If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle.”

			—Sun Tzu, The Art of War

			“The best way to keep a prisoner from escaping is to make sure he never knows he’s in prison.”

			—Fyodor Dostoevsky
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			Introduction

			“In college I was a conspiracy theorist. I believed that behind the chaos, there must be some secret group of geniuses that could save the world. But look at these idiots.” 

			– Ron Staedtler, Inside Job

			“If I love you, I have to make you conscious of the things you don’t see.” 

			– James Baldwin

			Many Americans assume that the issue of slavery has been relegated to the past, or, at the very least, that it is a phenomenon that has been relegated to faraway places in the so-called “third-world.” Unfortunately, the reality could not be further from the truth: slavery still persists in modern America, and it surrounds us in ways few can initially imagine. A significant reason why this “out of sight, out of mind” cognitive process occurs is due to the euphemistic language that is used to describe the problem: slavery isn’t called “slavery” anymore, but rather modern slavery or, much more commonly, human trafficking. Such terminology serves to take away the emotional weight behind the word “slavery,” implying that what is occurring isn’t as horrifying or as grotesque as it really is.

			Yet, I feel that I am very quickly getting ahead of myself. Let’s take a step back and examine the issue of what the reader is likely familiar with under the term “human trafficking.” 

			Working to combat human trafficking can be likened to the millennial and GenZ experience. First you are born, and as a small child perfectly innocent and full of God’s grace, you don’t really know what you’re doing, where you’re going, or why you’re in a handbasket, let alone who put you there. As you grow into a teenager, you go through a lengthy rebellious phase when you realize that the world is a dark, dark place and that all the fairy tales your parents told you about the world when you were younger were, in fact, bald-faced lies. Finally, you reach adulthood: you still don’t know what the hell you’re doing, but it’s incredibly clear that nobody else does either, certainly not the people in charge of things, so you at least have that realization to comfort you as you allow yourself to dissociate over your cold ramen (hot ramen, of course, requires electricity, and that’s a luxury you just can’t afford). This feeling is made worse due to the unbelievably complex nature of the problem, rampant misinformation, a critical lack of data, moral panics, and a general lack of awareness of the issue, all combined with the competing interests, ideologies, and motivations found in the anti-trafficking community. 

			While I had been aware of this general pattern in the field for a while, the whole grim reality was first truly thrust upon me at a local anti-trafficking coalition meeting at which the head of the national FBI Task Force on Human Trafficking had been invited to speak. It was truly an honor to have someone of such repute present, and I was looking forward to hearing what he had to say. Both he and another FBI analyst were present, and everything started off relatively well – but then I noticed something: he started repeating myths about trafficking, things that the FBI, let alone a senior FBI official, should know better than to present as fact.

			Things only got worse from there. Before long, I found myself messaging a colleague that I had invited to this meeting specifically to hear the director of this illustrious and highly regarded task force: They have no clue what they’re doing, do they?

			The general consensus of those present was that there was so much nonsense put forth in that short, fifteen-minute presentation that we were genuinely concerned that a Russian Ambassador had mistakenly shown up instead of a highly respected FBI official. To say that I was alarmed was an understatement; my prior involvement with officials at top federal agencies such as the Department of Justice and the FBI had given me the overall impression of not just general competence, but of utmost expertise. While I had long understood that local policing largely relied upon the good guys being only somewhat more knowledgeable than the average bad guy (which, to be frank, really isn’t that hard at all) I had simply assumed federal law enforcement was of a much higher caliber. 

			I was clearly wrong, at least as far as expertise in human trafficking was concerned.

			About a year later I was invited to participate in an effort to identify potential victims of sex trafficking for a triple letter agency in advance of a major sporting event. It was an opportunity to disrupt major trafficking operations in a region of the country that rarely received any attention despite being a known hotspot for sex trafficking, and to hopefully identify some victims and get them the resources they needed to escape their situation. So naturally, I jumped at the opportunity when my handler presented it to me. And we met with great success: we identified a large number of victims as well as a vast interstate ring that was trafficking Asian women across the country. We were told that the victims were getting aid and most weren’t being arrested but were rather being treated as victims – a rarity in the anti-trafficking world – and we were all generally made to feel good about what we had done. 

			Imagine my surprise, then, when the FBI announced the results of their annual Operation Cross Country a few months later, which included details of many of the cases and victims I had identified for the contracting agency. The only difference was that the victims hadn’t exactly been helped; rather, the FBI had arrested and charged them with a variety of crimes. In fact, when we examined the numbers of victims and perpetrators provided in the FBI release, we found that some victims that I had identified had not only been arrested for merely being victims of sex trafficking, but were counted as both “victims recovered” and as “traffickers arrested” at the same time – including several that were children. 

			It seems that the contracting agency, presented with more cases of trafficking than their small field office could handle, took our findings about victims of sex trafficking to the larger FBI. This was appropriate, and the triple letter agency we were working for did nothing wrong in this case other than having only a small, understaffed field office dedicated to the issue. Yet, while those individuals identified as victims continued to be horrifically traumatized, the FBI neglected to assist them, instead opting to kick in the door a few months later and heroically “rescue” the victims while arresting the evil traffickers over a period of several days to great public acclaim – “traffickers” who, as I just noted, were often the very same people who were being horrifically exploited. So-called “traffickers” who were children. 

			This is a perfect example of the all-too-ugly reality of the fight against human trafficking. Many so-called experts seem to not really know what they’re doing, and what’s being done often isn’t as helpful as claimed. Despite the Trafficking Victims Protection Act and the United Nations Palermo Protocol having been passed over twenty years ago, we have made shockingly little progress in addressing human trafficking. A large part of this is due to the nature of human trafficking and the social and cultural origins of modern slavery: as a general rule, people are reluctant to discuss these realities and the unpleasant truths behind human trafficking. Of course, everyone says they’re greatly opposed to human trafficking – polls show this repeatedly and talking about sex trafficking is an easy way to get likes and attention on social media – but the lack of concrete action behind this virtue signaling is much more telling. As someone who has dedicated much of his life to essential facts and truths, no matter how unpleasant or unpopular they may be, I have encountered this frustrating fact again and again, but never with such high stakes as those involving modern slavery. The problem, succinctly stated, is this: people will kill themselves for a beautiful lie much sooner than they will live for an ugly truth. In turn, truthtellers themselves find it far more likely to be burned at the stake as heretical troublemakers than be viewed as the prophets of foresight that they are. 

			Slavery is ancient, and it is precisely because it is ancient that it is so hard for human societies to shake loose from its hypnotic, gravitational pull. Human trafficking, modern slavery, or whatever else one wants to call it is firmly rooted and extremely entrenched in every aspect of our so-called “modern” societies, our most sincerely held beliefs, and our most sacred traditions, and it will take tremendous effort to uproot it. It is a complex issue that is difficult to accurately comprehend. There are no easy answers presented in this book: and given the complexity of the issue, this is merely the first of four volumes I plan to write examining in depth the various compounding aspects of this problem. 

			

			There is a distinct narrative present regarding human trafficking that is not based on facts, and this is part of what I set out to correct in this work: to simply cut through the BS. As a former a colleague of mine in this field recently said, there simply comes a time when a man must spit on his hands and hoist the black flag, speaking unpleasant truths to power if we are to truly get anything done; because, at present, we’re sitting around having the same conversations around the very same tables with the very same people that we were five, ten, or even twenty years ago. Almost as if on cue to highlight the importance of my work, this very same former colleague of mine – an otherwise highly respected member of senior law enforcement – has since been found to have isolated, drugged, and raped survivors of human trafficking, at anti-trafficking conferences no less, thus exemplifying the truly insidious nature and the full scope of the problem we face. Clearly, it’s far past time that things change and that the systems in place be recognized for what they are. I can attest to these facts perhaps more than most, having been in this fight in one form or another since I was sixteen. I’ve been around a while and let me tell you: nothing’s changing. 

			This is largely because, again, human trafficking is perhaps one of the most poorly understood phenomena in the world. It is both a very real, horrific atrocity that affects millions the world over, and yet at the same time it remains a boogeyman that is deployed to scare the paranoid public whenever political or societal forces demand that they be terrified into mass hysteria. Someone desperately needs to separate fact from fiction while also holding to account those responsible for the blurring of conspiracy theory and reality. A more comprehensive examination of the issue is warranted, one that is much more exhaustive than those to date have been. While trafficking can happen to anyone, a fact that gets repeated ad nauseum in the literature to the point of obfuscating the larger picture, certain populations are more predisposed than others to experience trafficking. This work focuses on these larger trends rather than the exceptions that often dominate popular literature on the subject. Similarly, I focus on wide-scale data and populations rather than specific cases meant to manipulate the reader’s emotions as is the omnipresent tactic in the popular literature, although case studies are provided to illustrate how trends present themselves in real-world settings.

			Much to this point, the reader will find that I write only about what I can support with clear and explicit evidence. As a professionally trained investigator, I know the difference between merely knowing something and proving it beyond a reasonable doubt. Moreover, this is simply just good practice, especially in a time when society’s definition of “truth” appears to be in flux. But much more importantly, popular literature about human trafficking, and even much academic literature about the subject, is ripe with blatant falsehoods, half-baked statistics, and rampant conspiracy theories. A truly evidence-based approach is needed in this field, and the fact that I can fully back up my claims also serves the purpose of protecting me from frivolous defamation lawsuits filed by those I write about. That last sentence may be taken as a warning to those who might adopt such tactics: I have the receipts for what I claim, and I am more than happy to release the goods if challenged. 

			

			Attempts to silence whistleblowers aside, the socially unspeakable reality is that human trafficking underlies most forms of crime and is intimately linked to societal issues such as inequality and homelessness. The startling implication that many criminals are not acting out of any malicious intent to harm society but are themselves being trafficked to commit crimes at the coercion of others has immense implications for the fields of criminal justice and criminology and is one that few in the field seem willing to acknowledge, let alone actually grapple with in a serious manner. At the same time, a great deal can be understood about human society and the issues affecting the world by examining human trafficking in detail, from cycles of poverty to how nation states interact and even wage war against one another. 

			This is Jörmungandr : human trafficking and modern slavery is the insidious world serpent that connects many diverse issues, but it is itself a twisted knot of interconnected forces, all of which give and take as they contort their way through humanity’s common existence, intersecting in some truly surprising ways. Thus, this work is not merely about human trafficking, but has far wider implications about trauma, violence, their downstream effects, and how this is all normalized in various cultures, past and present. The end result is nothing short of an absolute paradigm shift that very few want to discuss; however, we desperately need to have these discussions to bring any change to fruition. 

			The analogy to a tangled, writhing serpent is particularly apt when it comes to understanding the interconnectedness of these issues and the cyclical, compounding reinforcement they exert on one another. Trauma is directly correlated to one’s risk for substance abuse, for example, and substance abuse tends to predispose one to even more trauma. Migrant status is directly correlated with one’s risk of experiencing labor trafficking, and yet at the same time, experiencing labor trafficking or other exploitation increases the odds of becoming a migrant to escape one’s situation. Issues of education, national security, famine and climate change, psychology and sociology, and countless other factors all similarly coalesce around individuals and societies. These issues all compound each other, making it difficult to determine where one factor begins and another ends: are we safely reaching for the snake’s tail to finally get hold of this issue, or are we reaching out only to meet a pair of fangs once more?

			Given this entanglement of societal ills, I must also discuss my methodology. I set out not to write a book but rather to simply understand the phenomenon of human trafficking for myself so I could better tackle the problem. I began by listing various aspects of the problem in a sort of mind map, only loosely sorting them before beginning to fill in details and examples of what I had learned about each of them in my career, much like an intelligence analyst adopting a political, military, economic, social, information, and infrastructure (PMESII) model of a target. Many of these facets had become apparent to me over a decade ago when I first became active in this field and I had wanted to attempt a large-scale study of this kind ever since, but for various personal reasons had never been able to dedicate myself to the proper research. Yet, a surprising amount became apparent to me only as I pursued my research – much of which came as a complete surprise to me and, admittedly, resulted in many unhealthy coping mechanisms as I wrestled with their implications and the sheer scope of what I was ultimately looking at. I didn’t have a plan to write a book when I first started this project, but what I discovered necessitates that I do so if we are to have any chance of altering the path that we as a greater human society are on. 

			In sum, this work is the result of well over eighteen years of experience combatting human trafficking and modern slavery in all its myriad forms, and two full years of dedicated research and scholarship into the inner workings and dynamics of trafficking in persons. To be clear, there is admittedly a strong bias in this work toward the specific trafficking dynamics in the United States. That can’t be helped since I am an American, working on this issue in America, all while living in – you guessed it – the United States. However, trafficking in America cannot be understood without a great deal of global context, which this work also provides. Human trafficking and modern slavery are global problems, and ones that are terrifyingly universal to societies across the world. This work’s emphasis on the dynamics of trafficking in the United States should not detract from this point, but rather serve as a blueprint to study the topic in other countries and cultures outside the United States. Moreover, I must caution the reader against solely condemning the United States because of this bias – while one might be tempted to ask, “what is wrong with America?” the real question one should ask is “what is wrong with humanity?” I assure the reader that what is applicable to America is applicable to the rest of the world, and the results might be even more unsettling. To this point the reader will find that I have dedicated a great deal of effort to ensuring that my approach is both replicable and applicable to other societies besides that of the modern United States of America. 

			As part of the research process, I have made extensive references to sources and I have also made recommendations as to where additional relevant information may be found. Supplemental materials and documentation accompany each chapter (see Appendix 1), as do extensive citations. While I have tried my best to effectively summarize the literature, I simply could not review everything there is to know about this subject, and I am acutely aware of my own biases and limitations. Thus, I focused on what I felt were the most important topics, the most misunderstood subjects, the cultural, political, economic, and social phenomena that gave rise to and continue to perpetuate cycles of slavery, as well as the most common problems I’ve encountered while working in this field. When it comes to human trafficking and the subjugation of the other, context is key, and the supplementary resources listed are vital to understand how the pieces connect and reinforce each other. Additionally, this should aid in making the material presented more accessible and adaptable for use in academic settings.

			This admittedly complicated structure is part by necessity and part by design; by necessity because of the complexity of the issue and how the topic of slavery and the ways that human beings subjugate each other connects to literally every other aspect of human existence. By design, this serves yet another purpose: to protect the reader from secondary trauma and moral injury. This subject matter is disturbing, and the reader is advised to read it slowly over time to allow one’s mind time to cope with the sheer scale of the atrocities described. It was Nietzsche who wrote that he who hunts monsters must be careful not to become a monster himself, and that when one stares into the abyss, the abyss stares back. When I first glanced upon those words in a freshman philosophy class, I knew there was wisdom to them but didn’t give them much thought. Two decades later, and now having regularly-scheduled coffee dates with the abyss, I wish I had taken Nietzsche’s warning more seriously. Thus, I have a duty to protect the reader from becoming, well, me. 

			Further still, I do not propose that this work is the be-all, end-all of human trafficking research or the key to unraveling the phenomena of modern slavery: rather, it is merely the beginning, and is meant to serve as a guidepost to a freer, more democratic future and to inspire further research and development into how we can make our world a more fair, equal, and healthy place. There are countless storylines buried within the additional reference material: tales that need to be told, threads to be unraveled, and investigations to be launched that I cannot discuss in this volume due to time and length limitations. Moreover, examining and dissecting methods of enslavement and the way human beings subjugate each other reveals something…more about the human condition, not to mention the world around us, than one would ever suspect. 

			One cannot hope to fight what one does not understand. Generals from the present day all the way back to Sun Tzu have made this observation as being fundamental to winning any conflict. The FBI, the State Department, the Department of Homeland Security, the Department of Justice, and even the CIA and all their foreign and international counterparts have declared human trafficking to be one of the greatest, if not the greatest, threats to national security, public health, and human rights facing the globe today. Yet no one seems to know what precisely they’re up against or what to do about it, resulting in the current situation of everyone twiddling their thumbs while we have the same conversations over and over again. This, in turn – which may or may not surprise the reader – is the source of many of the world’s societal ills. 

			Historically speaking, when the intelligence community misses something like this, a lot of innocent people tend to die. Pearl Harbor. 9/11. January 6th. The October 2023 Hamas incursion into Israel. The list, sadly, goes on. Yet, the issue of trafficking doesn’t merely threaten thousands of lives in one particular area of the world: it threatens millions all across the globe, and it stretches to the very foundations of civilization. 

			Thus, the sole inspiration behind this book: to know thy enemy. Because if we don’t know what it is we’re up against, we have absolutely no chance in hell of defeating it. And to be frank, we’re kind of getting our asses kicked right now, and I’m beyond sick and tired of burying good men, women, and children because of it. No human being should ever have to attend the number of funerals that I have been to or see the unspeakable horrors that I have borne witness to; to call this dystopia “civilization” is a joke that I can no longer laugh at. 

			

			Yet, as I sit down to put these thoughts and observations to paper, I find that this work is to serve yet another crucial purpose: to bear witness. While Dwight Eisenhower dedicated countless hours to studying his much-hated opponent in World War II, he was nonetheless wholly unprepared for the horrors that awaited him upon the liberation of the Nazi concentration camps. Upon witnessing the dreads of the Holocaust he swiftly ordered his troops, “get it all on record now – get the films, get the witnesses – because somewhere down the track of history some bastard will get up and say that this never happened.” 

			Like Eisenhower, I, too, realize the historic times I find myself in. As a student of history, I know that history repeats itself just as my training as an intelligence analyst allows me to realize where these trends and patterns lead – and it is not to a good place. While history may tend to repeat itself, it may not have the opportunity to do so for much longer if current trends are not reversed. I am far from alone in this realization and, just as Ike predicted, many bastards did get up and pretend this has never happened before. What surprises me, however, is the grim reality that few, if any, have yet realized: that historical chattel slavery and modern human trafficking are all deeply interwoven into this tapestry of oppression and are, in fact, connected to each and every issue of modern political import that the reader is familiar with. It is far past time for this to be acknowledged and addressed as the one singular issue that it is.

			Lastly, I realize only upon review that this collection is, quite unintentionally, about evil and the nature of evil. Evil, much like human trafficking, is complicated – and because it is complicated, it is naturally quite unpleasant to comprehend. Likewise, part of the problem confronting us with the problems of human trafficking and the nature of evil is that the sum of the whole is simply greater than its components. Nothing is ever a matter of “good guys” versus “bad guys;” such polarity makes for simple plot lines in movies, but real life is never so neat. The “good guys” rarely act out of complete benevolence, and “bad guys” genuinely have their reasons for doing what they do, points which are extensively documented in this book. Evil, then, is subtle; it’s often the accumulation of small errors and misjudgments made by people who are generally doing their best and don’t mean to cause harm. As Hannah Arendt has written, “the sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil.”

			I contend, or rather, the sum of the research indicates, that the argument must be taken a step further: much of the problem comes from people genuinely trying to do the right thing. The road to hell, after all, is paved with good intentions. 

		

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Defining the Issue

			“Coercion is evil precisely because it thus eliminates an individual as a thinking and valuing person and makes him a bare tool in the achievement of the ends of another.”

			– Friedrich Hayek

			What is human trafficking? This is a simple enough question. Yet, if I were to ask this question to any mixture of law enforcement officers, lawyers, legislators, journalists, and anti-trafficking activists, each person would probably give a different response, with varying degrees of clarity and completeness. Part of the problem is that different legal and scholarly sources give different answers to this question while the popular literature on the subject hardly gives a definition at all. Human trafficking is frequently talked about, but it seems that an awful lot of people don’t know exactly what it is that they’re speaking of. The term gets thrown around in news reports, movies, social media, and television shows, yet when people are asked what exactly human trafficking is, they offer a wildly incomplete answer – if they offer anything at all. Moreover, relevant laws and statutes are never cited or discussed in any of the popular literature on the subject. 

			This is a huge problem. If one cannot even define what one opposes, how is one supposed to take action against it?

			Human trafficking is commonly understood in terms of three components: an action, a means, and a purpose. This is known as the AMP model of human trafficking, and it is the model that is easiest for most to understand. When a person induces, recruits, harbors, transports, provides, or obtains (an Action) another person through force, fraud, or coercion (a Means, by which a person is made to do something against their will) for a specific Purpose, such as commercial sexual activity or forced labor, the result is human trafficking (Polaris Project, 2012). This is laid out in 22 U.S.C. § 7102(9), better known as the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Prevention Act (TVPA) of 2000 where a “severe form of trafficking in persons” is defined as:

			

			“…the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.”

			Yet, here we encounter our first hiccups with a definition: what constitutes coercion? What is debt bondage? And isn’t slavery illegal in the United States already? Didn’t we have a whole big civil kerfuffle about that very issue?

			Thus, a more detailed explanation and definition is clearly merited, if not outright necessitated. Essential to understanding human trafficking is the issue of coercion, which unfortunately is a problem of nuance and subtlety. Coercion can be hard to detect, and even harder to prove in a court of law (Belles, 2015). Take the sentence, “it would be very unfortunate if something bad happened to your family.” Now, is that a threat or just an observation? One cannot easily tell as it is so ambiguous in its current form. It could certainly be taken as a threat – one could be intending that if you don’t do as they wish, something very bad could happen to your family in retaliation. On the other hand, they could simply be stating an opinion: they simply feel that it would, in fact, be a very bad thing if something happened to your family. Either way, good luck proving that in court. 

			This is part of the core problem with human trafficking cases: coercion is rarely a straightforward matter. Consider the following examples, all of which come up frequently in typical modern slavery cases: 

			“You want to have something to eat, right?”

			“You don’t want our child to sleep on the street, do you?” A frequent alternative to this is, “If you don’t do it, I’ll make our child do it.” 

			“You’d do it if you really loved me.” 

			This last one likely hit home for a number of readers for a variety of reasons. The unpleasant reality is that we frequently encounter coercion in our daily lives, from convincing our significant others to merely take the trash out to solicitation of sex in dating activities. This is part of the problem that contributes to the prevalence of human trafficking: coercion is not only everywhere but is in reality so familiar to us that we don’t even recognize it half the time. When investigating human trafficking, proving coercion can be exceptionally difficult if the victim/survivor will not testify. Proof of coercion in law often depends on the entirety of circumstances and facts around a case. Legally, according to 22 U.S.C. § 7102(3),

			The term ‘coercion’ means:

			(A) threats of serious harm to or physical restraint against any person;

			(B) any scheme, plan, or pattern intended to cause a person to believe that failure to perform an act would result in serious harm to or physical restraint against any person; or

			(C) the abuse or threatened abuse of the legal process. 

			The third item is in turn defined by 22 U.S.C. § 7102(1) as

			…the use or threatened use of a law or legal process, whether administrative, civil, or criminal, in any manner or for any purpose for which the law was not designed, in order to exert pressure on another person to cause that person to take some action or refrain from taking some action.

			The “abuse or threatened abuse of the legal process” is frequently seen in trafficking and abuse cases where the abuser threatens to turn the victim in to the police for prostitution, immigration violations, or other legal concerns as a form of coercive control. This results in trafficking and of the abuse victims being unwilling to speak with law enforcement for fear of arrest. 

			Yet, we find that we’re still not quite fully done. In terms of coercion, what constitutes “serious harm,” as in “threats of serious harm?” This definition is found in an entirely different statute 18 U.S.C. § 1589 (c)(2):

			The term “serious harm” means any harm, whether physical or nonphysical, including psychological, financial, or reputational harm, that is sufficiently serious, under all the surrounding circumstances, to compel a reasonable person of the same background and in the same circumstances to perform or continue performing labor or services in order to avoid incurring that harm. 

			Coercion is hardly the only term that needs clarification here, thanks to the complicated way in which statutes are written. In fact, human trafficking can take many forms. Sex trafficking, the form of human trafficking that most of the population are familiar with (and arguably the most concerned about) is defined in 22 U.S.C. § 7102(12): 

			The term “sex trafficking” means the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, obtaining, patronizing, or soliciting of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act.

			A “commercial sex act” is further defined in 22 U.S.C. § 7102(4): 

			The term “commercial sex act” means any sex act on account of which anything of value is given to or received by any person.

			Some very important points need to be noted here. First, this statute applies to any sex act where anything of value is exchanged. This means that, legalistically speaking at least, prostitution is sex trafficking. While the implications and competing ideologies behind this notion will be discussed in depth in a subsequent volume, the important thing to understand at this juncture is that if an individual exchanges sex for money, that person is being sex trafficked under the law. The individual paying for the sex is engaging in the sex trafficking of the individual providing the sex and should be arrested. This is not a difficult matter to understand, and yet very few people seem to understand it: especially those in law enforcement. Moreover, the person being sex trafficked is a victim, and should absolutely NOT be arrested.   

			That’s how it works in theory, at least. Much like communism, things look nicer on paper than they do when examined in the harsh lighting of a Stalinist gulag. This is really not the complex issue some make it out to be – at least when it comes to examining what the law says. Here’s where the intricacy arises: it is important to note that this is a vast oversimplification of reality in which prostitution and sex trafficking can occur separate from one another, but it nonetheless provides a legal framework for investigators at least to better approach this issue: one in which – again, theoretically at least – fewer victims and innocent sex workers are arrested, and one where more pimps and traffickers are taken off the streets.1 Admittedly, this leads to a lot of confusion, especially where individual agency is concerned as well as peoples’ overly moralistic concerns about what other people (who are mostly women) do with their genitalia, but this confusion is best addressed in a later volume.

			Prostitution is sex trafficking under United States federal law, and under that very same law prostitutes are sex trafficking victims. Per the Supremacy Clause of the United States Constitution, this simple fact overrules all other state and local regulations pertaining to prostitution and sex work.2 Those who purchase sex from prostitutes or are responsible for their trafficking (such as pimps and other traffickers) should be arrested and charged with sex trafficking, and those who are made to prostitute themselves for whatever reasons should be provided with resources so as not to be further exploited. In plain and simple terms, that is what the TVPA establishes as the law of the land in all 50 states, and this has been the case since the TVPA went into effect in 2000. This straightforward notion understandably has likely already raised a number of questions (and possibly objections) in the reader’s mind, but as author I ask for the reader’s patience as we strive to address many of those questions and implications. 

			Per the definition of a “commercial sex act,” any exchange of money constitutes an act of sex trafficking. However, the term “value” must be explored in further detail. “Value” is not strictly limited to financial value, such as money, a stock or bond, or a fancy wristwatch that can be fenced. “Value” legally refers to anything that a person values. For example, food, shelter, and mere survival have all been upheld by courts as having “value” under this definition. Emotional support or a sense of belonging can also qualify and is a particularly common aspect of the grooming process. This plays into the issue of coercion, and how the overall circumstances of a case drive human trafficking dynamics. Likewise, many are surprised to realize that so-called “survival sex,” or sex in exchange for mere subsistence is a very real phenomena and is typically the main driving force behind prostitution. It is also a common issue encountered in situations of homelessness. 

			There is one more notable part of the definition of sex trafficking. Any instance of any person under the age of 18 engaging in a commercial sex act as defined in 22 U.S.C. § 7102(4) is automatically an instance of sex trafficking, regardless of whether force, fraud, or coercion is present. 

			Full stop. 

			

			This is critically important to understand: under the TVPA of 2000, there is no such thing as a child prostitute, as the term “prostitution” implies that consent was present between the parties unless force, fraud, or coercion were present. As far as the law is concerned, prostitution is understood to be a consensual exchange of a commercial sex act for something of value. However, minors cannot consent to engaging in commercial sex acts: thus, such an act is automatically an act of sex trafficking of that minor person. If a minor, defined as a person under the age of eighteen, is found to be or suspected to be engaged in an act of prostitution, that should trigger a ton of alarms and red flags for any responsible adult present, and there should be at least one pedophile behind bars at the end of the day awaiting trial. Yet again, while this appears to be quite the straightforward and commonsensical fact, we’ll see that in reality this is the exception, not the norm. 

			The TVPA gives us four other terms that merit explanation: debt bondage, involuntary servitude, peonage, and slavery. 

			Debt bondage is legally defined in 22 U.S.C. § 7102(7) as 

			…the status or condition of a debtor arising from a pledge by the debtor of his or her personal services or of those of a person under his or her control as a security for debt, if the value of those services as reasonably assessed is not applied toward the liquidation of the debt or the length and nature of those services are not respectively limited and defined. 

			Debt bondage occurs in many ways and is comparable to peonage as mentioned in the TVPA. Suppose a man incurs a debt to his employer. The employer then offers him a chance to work off the debt as an employee. However, while on the job the employer finds ways to add to the debt of the employee: he deducts from his pay for every minor expense he can think of, bills him for the heating and air conditioning of the building he works in, bills him for the cleaning supplies that he needs to do his job, so on and so forth. He even charges him for the lunch and other meals that he is required to provide to him on the job, and the housing that he is required to provide him to live on site. At the end of the day, the employee owes more money to his employer than he has earned for his work, keeping him in an inescapable cycle of debt to his employer. This is debt bondage, and it is a frequent method used to facilitate both labor and sex trafficking. 

			Involuntary servitude is another common form of trafficking, defined in 22 U.S.C. § 7102(8): 

			The term “involuntary servitude” includes a condition of servitude induced by means of— 

			(A) any scheme, plan, or pattern intended to cause a person to believe that, if the person did not enter into or continue in such condition, that person or another person would suffer serious harm or physical restraint; or 

			(B) the abuse or threatened abuse of the legal process.

			This is vague for a reason. Involuntary servitude can arise in many circumstances in many different places, from strip clubs to factories to individual homes and domestic settings. The only arguable limit to human trafficking is the human imagination. As one U.S. metropolitan police chief was quoted as saying, “this problem is present in every community and the only way not to find it is to simply not look for it” (Belles, 2015). This will become clear as the reader progresses through this volume and into later ones. Through these definitions, we can see that the TVPA broadly categorizes human trafficking into two categories: sex trafficking and labor trafficking. Yet, is this truly all-encompassing terminology? Moreover, is a legalistic framework for addressing the problem the same as a true definition?

			Yes and no. I warned you: this is complicated. 

			Common Forms of Human Trafficking

			Human trafficking exists in many forms beyond those narrowly defined in the TVPA of 2000. This is slightly clarified when one examines the UN Palermo Protocol, but even this expansive document does not cover all forms that this hydra manages to morph into.

			Sex Trafficking

			Sex trafficking, or trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation, is the form of human trafficking that the reader is most likely familiar with. Sex trafficking gets a lot of media attention, some of which is admittedly justified. Yet, it is hardly representative of the larger phenomenon of modern-day slavery. There is a tendency to focus on sex trafficking at the expense of all other forms of trafficking, hindering efforts across the board – ironically, even efforts against sex trafficking. 

			Having noted this, it is absolutely critical that the reader understand that not all sex work equates to a form of sex trafficking: trafficking only occurs when there is the element of coercion present. Theoretically at least, this even holds in cases of prostitution: if a person, free of any and all ulterior influences both external and internal, agrees to have sex with a person in exchange for financial compensation, then that does not constitute trafficking – except as the law currently exists under the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, wherein coercion is assumed by default definition. This very significant problem will be addressed in a later volume as we have a great deal to address before we can even touch upon this highly nuanced issue. (See Gerassi, 2015 for a discussion on the competing views). Until then, please note that this work concerns itself with sex trafficking – that is, sex work where the element of coercion is, in fact, at play. 

			To this end, a note about some of my selected terminology in this work is also warranted. There is a well-justified movement to avoid using the word “prostitution/prostitute” when discussing both prostitution and sex trafficking, some of which I will discuss in the first section of this work. Instead, many favor the term “sex worker” over “prostitute” and “sex work” over “prostitution” (and in some cases, even in place of acknowledging that sex trafficking is a real thing). The intent is to reduce the stigmatization that those who engage, either willingly or not, in this work suffer from, and that in turn prevents them from accessing resources and aid that may keep them safe. Unfortunately, this choice of words is hardly reflected universally, especially when one examines topics such as law and academic research. Additionally, sex work is often construed at the same time to involve more than just prostitution, but erotic dancing, various online sexual performances, stripping, and more – and to make matters more complicated, sex trafficking can spill over into all these lines of sex work, not just prostitution as commonly believed. Thus, for accuracy’s sake I refer in this work to prostitution as engaging in sexual intercourse in exchange for money or payment, and sex work as a more wholistic term. My aim is to achieve maximum clarity in terms while possibly suffering some loss of inclusivity. 

			Labor Trafficking 

			Labor trafficking, such as through forced labor and debt bondage, is another common form of modern slavery, and includes matters of child labor. While we largely understand that more people are enslaved through labor trafficking than sex trafficking, the reality is that we don’t know by how much. This is because labor trafficking is much more difficult to detect than sex trafficking, in part because it is much less visible than sex trafficking. If one observes a teenage girl wearing heavy makeup and high heels while otherwise scantily dressed coming out of a hotel room and getting into the back seat of a vehicle with an older man, one can reasonably ascertain that something is amiss. However, one cannot make that same determination, for instance, by merely observing an employee sweeping the floor in a bar. Are they being properly compensated? Are they at the beginning of their shift, or have they been working for twenty hours straight? When was the last time they were allowed to take a break? Are they being made to sleep in a back room or in the attic? When was the last time they had something to eat or drink, and was this billed against them in a debt bondage scheme? One simply cannot tell, and this makes detection nigh impossible.

			Organ Trafficking

			Organ trafficking is a particularly heinous and gruesome form of human trafficking, and it is far more common than most care to admit. Many are familiar with the urban legend of the man who mysteriously wakes up in an ice tub missing a kidney. While reality is hardly so dramatic, all myths are based on a kernel of truth. There is, in fact, substantial reason to believe that the supply of organs used for transplants in the United States and in Europe is heavily contaminated with illegally sourced, trafficked organs (Glazer, 2022; Gutmann, 2014). In instances of organ trafficking, an individual may be coerced into selling an organ such as an eye or kidney in exchange for safe passage, money (far less than the organ is worth, of course), or even mere subsistence. One form of organ trafficking is better known as organ harvesting, wherein a person is killed and their organs are subsequently harvested en masse for sale on the black market (Gutmann, 2014). 

			Human Egg and Embryo Trafficking

			Related to organ trafficking/harvesting is the reality of human egg and embryo trafficking. Many are surprised to learn that there is a booming market of embryo trafficking. Very little research has been done on the subject, leading it to be one of the most poorly understood aspects of modern-day slavery. This includes the trafficking of surrogate mothers and matters of forced births. Similarly, human breeding programs, as unbelievable as it may seem, do exist and qualify as matters of human trafficking. In fact, many of the most well-known cases of cases of human trafficking contain elements pertaining to human breeding programs, and the issue often overlaps with matters of sex trafficking. These can be thorny issues for many, as they often raise ethical questions about such difficult and politically charged issues such as when life begins, women’s rights, abortion, and in vitro fertilization (see Carvalho, 2019 for a perfect example of this). 

			Domestic Servitude

			Another variety of modern-day slavery that can occur in a number of ways: is that of domestic servitude, victimizing those who are employed in residential settings such as maids, au pairs, or housekeepers, but also including those who are being exploited in a difficult family situation or a dangerous marriage. Instances of domestic servitude are often connected to family/domestic violence. To understand domestic servitude, it is useful to think of the “help” that is “paid” with minimal food and housing in exchange for working ten to twenty hours a day. Often, victims of this form of trafficking are not allowed to leave the house unaccompanied and are extremely limited in their contact with family and the outside world. There is considerable overlap between domestic servitude, labor trafficking, and sex trafficking. 

			Child Marriage and Forced Marriage 

			These are additional forms of modern-day slavery that are disturbingly common throughout the world – and in the United States. As of this writing, child marriage is legal in 43 out of 50 states, in eight of which there is no minimum age for a child to get married to an adult when all statutory laws are considered. This is abominable, and it is indicative of much larger problems in the United States and the world. The fact that child marriage remains legal in the United States demonstrates simply how much more work needs to be done on the issue of modern-day slavery. Progress on outlawing child marriage is a very modern development: as recently as 2017, child marriage was legal in all 50 states. Forced marriage is similarly a problem but is much more difficult to detect than child marriage, preventing us from knowing how truly widespread it is.

			Child Soldiers

			Finally, the presence of child soldiers is another common form of human trafficking. Americans often think of children being forced to fight wars in far off, remote places far from our homes and removed from our lives. Places such as Colombia, Congo, the Central African Republic, or the mountains of Afghanistan come to mind. However, as will be seen in later volumes of this work (as well as in Chapters 10 and 11), the reality of child soldiering is much closer than we might think and occurs in every major city in the United States. Additionally, child soldiers are often subject to horrific sexual abuse, making this topic one that intersects with those of labor and sex trafficking of children. 

			

			Trafficking vs. Smuggling vs. Kidnapping

			Human trafficking is often confused with other forms of crime, and it is important to clarify the similarities and differences among these different offenses as well as ways in which they may overlap. 

			The first of these is the act of smuggling. Smuggling and trafficking often go hand in hand, and one can directly lead to the other. As such, it’s not surprising that there is a great deal of confusion about these terms. Much of the confusion stems from political doublespeak from bureaucrats and activists the world over that conflates the two occurrences, as well as that of migration in general (Kenway, 2021). Remember, human trafficking is the combination of an action with a means (force, fraud, or coercion) and a purpose (exploitation). Human smuggling is defined in statute at 8 U.S.C. § 1324, which for the purposes of brevity won’t be replicated here. However, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) helpfully provides a succinct definition:

			The provision of a service – typically, transportation or fraudulent documents – to an individual who voluntarily seeks to gain illegal entry into a foreign country.

			Human trafficking does not necessarily involve the movement of individuals. For instance, one can be labor trafficked out of the same factory without ever leaving town – sometimes without even leaving the building. Human smuggling, on the other hand, typically does involve movement – specifically, movement across a nation’s borders, although it must be clarified that per 8 U.S.C. § 1324, one can be guilty of alien smuggling merely by “harboring” unlawful aliens. Human smuggling is also not necessarily human trafficking. In many cases smugglers and the smuggled enter into an agreement and peacefully part ways after they have been successfully smuggled to their destination. A simple way to distinguish the two phenomena comes down to intent and consent: while some may want and may consent to be smuggled, no one wants or consents to be trafficked. However, the nature of smuggling and the risks taken by those being smuggled predispose them to being trafficked by their smugglers. In one instance, a young woman was smuggled through Mexico across the border into the United States. She had paid her smugglers thousands of dollars for safe passage to the country and to be set up with a job as a maid. Instead, her smugglers became her traffickers upon arrival, trafficking her through a prostitution ring in the American southeast (Task Force on Trafficking of Women and Girls, 2014). Her traffickers were of the same national origin as she was, which is not an uncommon occurrence. 

			This kind of occurrence is not limited to the United States. Hepburn & Simon (2013) detail how interlocked trafficking and smuggling are through the exploitation of Burmese workers in Thailand.  Lured by false promises of jobs in markets and factories, traffickers obtain the consent of heavily persecuted Burmese minorities to be smuggled from their homes in Myanmar to Thailand. Once initial consent is obtained and the migrant can no longer turn back, the true brutality of the traffickers is revealed. Trafficked workers are frequently beaten while trafficked women are brutally raped. They are then sold from one trafficker to the next until they finally arrive at their destination: massive fishing fleets which can stay at sea for years, serving as floating prisons for the enslaved. Workers are force fed amphetamines and made to work for multiple days without rest, being killed and thrown overboard if they complain or disobey orders (Hepburn & Simon, 2013; p. 78; Andersen, 2021). This is the wretched reality behind the can of tuna you had for lunch or that special dinner you treated your family to at Red Lobster.  

			Another crime that is commonly confused with human trafficking is that of kidnapping. Kidnapping fears have a long and sordid history in the United States in which they’re often intertwined with concerns over human trafficking, dating back to the Mann Act of 1910. This took on a new life in the child safety panic of the early 1980s, in which “stranger danger” became the go-to thing to warn young children about. Kidnapping is regulated at the federal level by 8 U.S.C. § 1201 and is comparable to forcible abduction of a person against their will, such as at gunpoint or knifepoint. Again, to see the relevant differences recall that human trafficking consists of the combination of an (A)ction, a (M)eans, and a (P)urpose.  

			The reality is that, aside from the human trafficking that occurs near Indigenous reservations (Murdoch, 2021), people really aren’t often kidnapped and sold into slavery. It just doesn’t work that way3, no matter what the reader may have seen in films such as Taken or The Sound of Freedom. Kidnapping is violent, sudden, and rare. In fact, kidnapping is quite easy to detect because it is so dramatic, but human trafficking is much more subtle, and often happens even without the victims realizing that it’s occurring (Stop Modern Day Slavery, 2021). Human trafficking is more about the relationship between the trafficker and the victim, especially the power imbalance between the two, than it is about anything else (Busch-Armendariz, Nsonwu, & Cook Heffron, 2018). While people fear being kidnapped and held for hostage, the reality is that traffickers simply don’t have to kidnap their victims, which makes it such a more onerous offense. It’s far less obvious and out of sight of the ordinary person. This, regrettably, has led to numerous myths and misconceptions about human trafficking, some of which are quite ridiculous, yet nonetheless persevere. Before we can examine the patterns that trafficking etches across the globe, we must put to rest some notions as to what human trafficking is not. 

			
				
					1 Again, while many will find this codification of sex trafficking and prostitution into law not only erroneous but outright dangerous to the anti-trafficking cause (Hepburn & Simon, 2013), a point with which I am inclined to agree, this does – in theory – provide for a less “let’s arrest all the prostitutes” approach for law enforcement compared to what they currently operate with. 

				

				
					2 While I’m aware that I’m opening a very unpleasant can of worms here, there’s probably a good legal defense in here somewhere, if not a whole class action lawsuit. Hint hint. 

				

				
					3  However, when examining human trafficking that occurs near Indigenous communities, it absolutely does work that way. 

				

			

		

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Myths, Money, and the Pitfalls of the Human Mind

			“Three great forces rule the world: fear, greed, and stupidity.” 

			– Albert Einstein

			“Euphemism is a human device to conceal the horrors of reality.”

			– Paul Johnson

			The vast majority of the American people have no realistic idea what modern slavery is. To some degree, they can’t be faulted for this, as misinformation about trafficking is rampant. Indeed, “human trafficking” seems to be a very effective term to deploy whenever politics necessitates that the public be scared or intimidated into compliance or that a particular action be condemned. Moreover, a plethora of moral panics have helped to blur fact from fiction about the nature of modern-day slavery. Unfortunately, the more time experts spend addressing nonsense, the less time they have to dedicate to actual trafficking cases with very real victims and offenders. Many of my colleagues can attest to the fact that those of us who are working to combat trafficking spend more of our time debunking urban legends and internet rumors that have no factual basis than we do actually making progress in this fight. The harsh truth is that chasing phantoms prevents us from pursuing actual cases – and there are a lot of ghosts out there for people to hunt. 

			For instance, the summer of 2020 brought about a widespread panic because certain expensive storage cabinets on Wayfair’s website had girls’ names attached to them. While the exorbitant prices of the cabinets were the result of a technical glitch, this incredibly minor association did not stop the conspiratorially-minded from accusing Wayfair of sex trafficking children out of their warehouses, somehow laundering them through cabinet sales and shipping children around the world all neatly prepackaged in boxes. 

			Now, if the alleged logistics of this operation – including how the children would breathe in such tight, confined spaces without any air holes – confuses you, don’t worry; it likewise bewildered many of us at the time. While the accusation was laughable at best, particularly for experts who knew how much human beings were bought and sold for (hint: it wasn’t for anywhere near what Wayfair was accused of charging), this did nothing to prevent the gullible public from flooding the hotline of the anti-trafficking organization Polaris. In fact, Polaris spent so much time responding to these nonsensical concerns that they could have otherwise worked 42 full-time investigations of actual human trafficking (Polaris, 2021).  

			While there is much more to this story (and to the sheer amount of damage that the QAnon conspiracy theory has done to the greater anti-slavery movement), the takeaway is this: such absurd nonsense takes away time and resources that could be better spent identifying and aiding survivors of human trafficking. Real, measurable harm is caused by the rumors, myths, and half-truths that inundate this field, and lives are lost every day because of them. Thus, I feel it quite necessary to put some of these misconceptions to rest once and for all before we get too deep into the subject matter.1

			Common Myths and Misconceptions

			Myth 1: Traffickers target victims they don’t know.

			 In reality, the opposite is true: traffickers tend to target individuals whom they readily know and whom they know to be vulnerable in some way. Thus, one of the keys to understanding – and preventing – human trafficking is understanding and addressing the ways people become vulnerable in the first place. This involves understanding that, as previously mentioned, human trafficking is about the relationship between the trafficked and the trafficker (Busch-Armendariz, Nsonwu, & Cook Heffron, 2018). In direct contradiction to the popular myth, many, if not most, trafficking relations are familial. Despite the comforting lies we like to tell ourselves, the threat is always much closer to home than we realize. 

			Myth 2: Trafficking is a violent crime and/or involves forcible abduction.

			This is the Taken myth: that one can be peacefully minding one’s business at home when suddenly the door is kicked in, a flashbang goes off, and one is kidnapped and sold into slavery halfway across the world by a group of heavily armed mercenaries, with only Liam Neeson left to save you. Unfortunately for those with a crush on Mr. Neeson, the real world doesn’t work this way unless one is already in a war zone or the equivalent. Outside of active conflict zones, tribal regions, and Indigenous reservations mentioned in the prior chapter, this simply isn’t how trafficking works. The reality is that the risk for the offender in such a case is too high: the police would respond to such a noisy and violent incident immediately and with lethal force. 

			This myth gives rise to several variants, including harmful legislation that attempts to criminally define trafficking as a “violent crime.” While violence is inherent to and gives rise to trafficking in many ways, the reality is that such legislation, despite the best intentions, often does more harm than good, penalizing victims more than it does traffickers. Yet another harsh truth is that when it comes to anti-trafficking legislation, the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Most survivors of modern-day slavery oppose such legislation just because of how it disproportionately punishes victims for merely being victims while allowing their abusers and traffickers to escape scot-free. Nonetheless, this is a persistent myth, especially among law enforcement with whom I argue about this all the time. We simply can’t arrest our way out of this problem, as much as one might like to – in fact, trying to do so is a large part of how we got into this mess in the first place (Bourché & Tipton, 2024). 

			This rather stubborn and irretractable myth gives rise to numerous stories on social media of “traffickers” forcibly kidnapping people, typically white women, from Target, Walmart, or Costco in the middle of the day (Benton & Peterka-Benton, 2021). These stories are often racially motivated, centering on Black or Hispanic “thugs” who proceed to abduct young – often quite predictably blonde – white women. These stories are often passed along with the person posting them having “figured out” what was going on in an otherwise normal social interaction, having heroically “saved” the poor, unable-to-fend-for-herself woman from being horrifically violated and sold into slavery by the ghetto hoodlums hanging out where they shouldn’t be. Such stories only serve to further myths and racial stereotypes, including those about people who are already predisposed to being trafficked. So no, you didn’t heroically and effortlessly “save someone from a human trafficking ring” in the middle of Whole Foods by stopping some kids from playing “Marco Polo,” Karen (Staff, 2022). This isn’t some noble effort to “raise awareness” (Minutaglio, 2023). Instead, it is often just a form of racism. 

			To realize just how grotesquely obscene such stories are, let’s think about what were to occur if such stories were, in fact, based in reality. If the young woman were taken from the store against her will, it would constitute an act of kidnapping, not human trafficking. Moreover, she would probably not go quietly: such an affair would be noisy and violent, and someone would be likely to witness such an event going down in such a public place (which is why such kidnappings typically don’t happen in public). Such publicity would likely result in a swift call to 911, which in turn would prompt a very large, very quick, and very angry response from law enforcement. This simply poses too much risk to any criminal thinking of kidnapping anyone. Thus, such self-congratulatory “look at me and all I’m doing to fight human trafficking!” virtue signaling might provide for some emotional self-gratification on social media, but it comes at the cost of further spreading harmful misinformation about the nature of modern-day slavery. Unfortunately, such scenarios are remarkably common given the larger narratives that surround human trafficking discourse. 

			Much as the rise of social media and technology have increased the ease with which traffickers and other predators can connect with potential victims, so too have these developments allowed for the rapid spread of misinformation and disinformation about trafficking (Arronte, 2018). For instance, hand signals are not a real thing when it comes to identifying victims of human trafficking, despite what you might have seen on TikTok or in a flurry of supposedly “legitimate” news coverage around November 2021. While a 16-year-old girl was recovered after she used a hand signal to alert a passing car that she was in trouble, the young woman was a victim of kidnapping – not human trafficking (Victor & Medina, 2021). More importantly, this was the only known instance of this happening. It simply doesn’t occur in typical trafficking events, and can be chalked up with stories about gang symbols being marked on back windows and zip ties placed on windshield wipers and door handles of parked cars at the grocery store: these stories and things aren’t real. 

			In fact, these behaviors and alleged trends have never once been tied to an actual case of human trafficking, and only rarely to actual cases of any crime. Rather, they are created and posted by people and organizations who have an interest in promoting sensationalism or who pursue other attention-seeking behavior, all to garner likes, followers, and attention that they can then monetize. This, of course, comes at the expense of very real victims and survivors of actual crimes that the public is further kept from understanding through this cycle of disinformation.

			Myth 3: Trafficking victims are unable to leave their situation.

			This belief has led to countless “awareness-raising” and “educational” presentations containing images of victims bound with ropes and chains – some of which have been determined to have been literally lifted straight from BDSM porn sites. I’ve even found such images in training programs specifically designed for local and state law enforcement, the FBI, the State Department, and the Department of Homeland Security.2 One popular law enforcement training program that the author is aware of casually refers to sex trafficking victims as “bitches.” Such thoughtless presentations can be horrifically retraumatizing to survivors of human trafficking who may be present during these seminars, all while additionally grossly misinforming the public as to the nature of modern-day slavery. 

			In some cases, yes, victims may be physically kept against their will, and we’ll examine some of those cases. But the situation is frequently much more complicated. For instance, a person may lack transportation, a safe place to live, the financial ability to move or get a job elsewhere or they may fear for their own safety or the safety of others if they do leave (Searls, 2022). Some may have been so effectively manipulated as to not even realize that they are under someone else’s control. This brings us back to a crucial point: control in these cases is much more subtle than a pair of handcuffs or leg irons. Control here is about psychological trickery and deception – emotional manipulation and ruses. Typically, the strongest factors that prevent victims from leaving are not chains and locks, but rather economic constraints and social stigmas. 

			Myth 4: Trafficking victims always want help to escape their situation.

			Again, one must consider the psychological mechanisms and emotions at play to realize why this is such a problematic notion. Consider the typical prostitute: although her pimp (trafficker) beats her horribly when she does not earn him enough money and he forces her to engage in degrading, often violent sexual encounters with other men, she really truly believes that he loves her and is simply looking out for her best interests. She remembers when they first met and how he treated her initially and may recall the promises he made if she “worked” for him. Thus, when she is arrested by law enforcement officers and asked to betray him, she becomes aggressive and claims that she is operating independently or she takes responsibility for his actions. Combining this with her fear of him and her distrust of law enforcement from her previous life experiences, she would rather go to jail than betray her trafficker, whom she may see as her only lifeline. Those familiar with the intricacies of intimate partner violence (IPV) will readily recognize the dynamics at play here, and there is a strong connection between IPV and instances of trafficking.

			The reality is that every trafficking situation is different, just as every survivor of human trafficking is unique. This becomes all the more obvious when dealing with a child who is a survivor of sexual abuse or domestic minor sex trafficking, as they experience and process trauma much differently than adults do (Clancy, 2011). Isolation, fear, shame, social and religious values, beliefs, cultural norms, misplaced loyalty, and the effects of gaslighting and other forms of psychological manipulation all keep individuals from realizing the nature of their situation, seeking help, or identifying as a victim even if they are actively being trafficked (Searls, 2022). Lack of widespread awareness regarding what human trafficking actually is further contributes to this phenomenon; I have witnessed many survivors denying that anything at all is out of the ordinary with their situation until a social worker carefully explains what human trafficking is to them and that it has a unique criminal definition.3 

			Ultimately, it must be remembered that self-identification as a victim or survivor of human trafficking happens along a broad continuum of experiences,  many of which are informed by previous socially marginalizing experiences. Much to this point, a great many trafficking victims come from communities and backgrounds that are subject to incredibly normalized violence (National Survivor Network, 2022). They may disagree with the way human trafficking narratives are framed and presented or with the practices of many anti-trafficking advocates, frequently having experienced harassment or discrimination at the very hands of anti-trafficking advocates or organizations that claim to be “helping” survivors like them. Likewise, these survivors may disagree with trafficking as being the primary offense that has occurred against them, with the survivor viewing it as more of a matter of racism, sexism, transphobia, etc. 

			One of the greatest points I can stress is that these viewpoints are real, based on lived experience, and should be welcomed and incorporated into our understanding of trafficking phenomena. All too often, a survivor’s experiences and insights into the dynamics of human trafficking are ignored for a plethora of reasons; chief among them is that what they’re saying simply doesn’t fit the established narrative advanced by the modern anti-slavery movement. This is incredibly nearsighted and needs to change almost more than anything else. Moreover, it hints at some of the deeper issues present in the movement that will become apparent the more we examine this dynamic. 

			Myth 5: Trafficking is a sex crime, affecting only girls and women.

			This common myth ignores all the other forms of trafficking previously discussed, such as labor and organ trafficking, that are far more prevalent than sex trafficking. These other forms of trafficking simply don’t get the same attention as sex trafficking: they don’t serve political narratives nearly as well as sex trafficking, nor are they as “sexy” a topic for salacious media reports (Hepburn & Simon, 2013). This preoccupation with sex trafficking to the exclusion of all other forms of modern slavery highlights the naïve and patriarchally moralistic fixation on women’s sexuality that is so readily visible in the modern abolitionist crusade. Moreover, while girls and women are primarily the targets of sex trafficking, they are hardly the only victims. This myth is horrifically, almost laughably, false. Male victims of sex trafficking are everywhere – but if one is not looking for male victims, one simply won’t find them. 

			To this point it must be noted that one of the worst sex trafficking cases I ever worked was that of a young adult male from Africa. He had come to the United States on a marriage visa, having met an American woman with whom he had fallen in love. However, upon arrival, their relationship began to change. She became hostile and increasingly aggressive, and she began making excessive sexual demands of him that he was uncomfortable with. She insisted that he also have sex with her friends, which he initially refused but gave in to as her threats escalated. On multiple occasions when he was “being argumentative,” she grabbed a large knife from the kitchen and told him that either he could have sex with her, or she would “cut his penis off.” 

			Despite the horrific abuse, the young man endured. He was socially isolated and had no one to turn to in America. He didn’t want her to divorce him and then be deported like she threatened, and he was scared of what she would do with the knife if he didn’t do as she said. One day, while eating a sandwich his trafficker of a wife had prepared for him, the young man noticed something fall out of his meal. Upon closer inspection, he found it to be the remains of a partially crushed pill.

			She had been secretly feeding him Viagra. 

			Eventually, his case was brought to my attention through a local non-profit that I was working with at the time. Through careful work, we were able to get him out of his situation – but not without him losing nearly everything. He spent months in a homeless shelter where I regularly met with him. I distinctly remember how he would always cook his traditional African cuisine to share with me, even though he was homeless and barely able to provide for himself: it was some of the absolute best food I’ve ever had, and I’ve had authentic Mexican street tacos. Ultimately, we were able to successfully obtain a divorce from his trafficker through astute legal wrangling. However, because of the complex power dynamics of the situation, his abusive wife escaped without consequence – free to traffic another unfortunate man for her amusement. There is a critical, albeit unpleasant, lesson behind this story that the reader needs to understand, hence why I’m including it here: 

			Addressing modern-day slavery is often much more about providing the victim/survivor with the resources they need to help themselves get out of their situation than it is about putting the bad guy in jail. Now, don’t get me wrong: this fact sucks. It absolutely sucks. But the underlying power structures at play often prevent us from doing much more. While I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again: we can’t arrest our way out of this problem – it’s simply too vast and too embedded within our society to do so (see Bourché & Tipton, 2024). What needs to change are the underlying power structures that allow this behavior to go unpunished. Then we can start throwing the bastards in jail. Because as it is, and as we’ll see, most of the people going to jail are the victims, not the perpetrators.

			This myth also obscures the alarming and disproportionate rates at which members of the LGBTQ community are subjected to sex trafficking, including boys, men, transgender, intersex, and non-binary individuals (Searls, 2022). As we’ll see, vulnerabilities tend to combine and reinforce one another to make individuals particularly susceptible to trafficking and other abuses. The more ways in which an individual is marginalized by the society they live in, the more predisposed they are to trafficking. This gives us insight into preventing trafficking: we have to address the ways people become marginalized and vulnerable in the first place. To this end, we need to address misconceptions about who traffickers are. 

			Myth 6: Traffickers are Satanists, celebrities, elites, or protected individuals. 

			Let’s address the concern about Satanism first, since that’s a disturbingly common and unwarranted source of attention. Claims of widespread Satanic ritual abuse (SRA) and vast Satanic cabals of ne’er-do-wells date back at least to  the Satanic Panic of the 1980s and are largely responsible for the modern QAnon conspiracy movement (Romano, 2021). Part of this whole circus has to do with complex social and cognitive psychology and how we only want to see societal problems in some mysterious “other” and not within ourselves and our own beloved institutions and communities. Surely child sexual abuse is the work of evil Satanists, we tell ourselves, and not the result of predators in our own Churches. This aspect of trafficking will be explored both later and in much more detail in a later volume. 

			However, this myth also lacks merit based on the behavior of predators. Sexual predators, especially pedophiles, like to blend in and camouflage themselves behind guises of propriety and respectability. It’s how they gain access to their victims. After all, who would you trust more with your child: the nice, mild-mannered daycare worker who attends church weekly, or the twenty-something with heavy piercings, a mohawk, who is always dressed in black clothing, who constantly vapes and loudly listens to Slipknot while on the job at the local convenience store? Simply put, predators want to blend in and avoid attention, whereas actual Satanists want to stand out and actively seek what might traditionally be considered “negative” attention. This can be understood by examining the origins of modern Satanism as a protest against Christian compliance in the Holocaust (see Harrington, 1986; Lebovic, 2016). Much more to the point, due to the Satanic Panic of the 1980s, stories of widespread Satanic ritual abuse and Satanic cult activity have been extensively investigated by psychologists, law enforcement, and scholars alike, and they all have reached the same conclusion: it's simply not a thing (Victor, 1993). 

			This dynamic is worth exploring in more detail as it really gets at the nature of predatory behavior and how societal prejudice and misconceptions give cover to such dangerous individuals. Let’s consider the case of Satanic Temple: these folks seem to be everywhere, putting up statues of Baphomet wherever a sculpture of the Ten Commandments is or insisting that abortion is part of a sacred (and admittedly made-up) religious ritual the moment it becomes outlawed. Setting aside for a minute all the obvious political implications, one can see the entire “Temple” for what it is: one large trolling operation. The entire point of these actions is to incite a feverous emotional reaction in those they target. It’s in your face: it’s offensive, and it demands attention. Members of this alleged religion want you to get mad and react to these instances of “Satanism” so that they can laugh about how they tricked you do it all over again. It’s about provocation, not an actual belief in some dark lord of the abyss.4 

			Further, this attention-seeking behavior is in direct conflict with the notions of respectability and normalcy that predators rely on to blend in with the fabric of society and get away with their crimes. Such offenders don’t want this particular kind of attention; if accused, they don’t want to be the guy who’s associated with all this extreme negativity or whom you might stop to think that, “oh, you know what? It makes sense that he’d hurt somebody.” Again, think of the heavy metal enthusiast of a vaper who works at the convenience store versus the nice, churchgoing daycare worker. Which one would you be more shocked to learn was a criminal? Pimps and traffickers, in contrast to the Satanist, seek positive attention. They want to look like societal success stories – someone who’s “made it” and whom you look up to. It’s part of their con so that victims will listen to them and do what they say so that one day maybe the victim, too, can have what the trafficker has. 

			Moreover, predators of all kinds don’t seek to raise alarms but rather soothe any concerns one might have as to their intentions. Look at the issue from this perspective: if you’re going to break into a bank, then you had better be sure the alarm won’t sound. Before you do anything that could possibly sound that alarm, you’re going to be really sure that alarm is deactivated and the cops don’t come running. Traffickers, abusers, and sexual offenders work in much the same way. Predators, as it is commonly stated, groom the parents before they groom the children. Think of the wolf in sheep’s clothing: these individuals want you to believe that they’d never harm a fly – that they’re beyond reproach, and that whatever accusation does eventually surface is just some horrible misunderstanding. Or, worse, that the accuser (the victim) is actually trying to smear an innocent person’s reputation (that of the actual perpetrator), harming the community because it’s really the victim who’s the wolf, and not the other way around. 

			As for the notion that human traffickers are “elites” and celebrities, there are particular instances where this has been the case – but these are really few and far between. The instance of Jeffrey Epstein is perhaps the most notable of all of these, and the publicity given to this single case has distracted from hundreds of thousands of other equally if not more grievous cases all around the world. The investigation into Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell was an otherwise typical case aside from the national and global security implications, and even that is not uncommon to encounter in a human trafficking investigation. 

			Much more often than anyone would care to admit, traffickers and abusers are common, everyday people who blend into our society and who wouldn’t warrant a second look. Some might not even realize that their behavior qualifies as abusive or as human trafficking – even some who may be reading these very words right now. This makes the problem all the more insidious and difficult to combat. Take the typical reverse prostitution sting, typically called a “John” sting where police pose as prostitutes and arrest the buyers who attempt to purchase sex. If there’s one hard and fast rule about John stings, it’s that they almost always net at least one member of the clergy, and more often than not, at least one cop. In all of my years, I’ve seldom seen a sting fail to meet these criteria.5 

			Human trafficking doesn’t occur in hidden, secret basements in the middle of DC pizza parlors or in isolated, top secret military compounds hidden away from the public eye. Modern slavery occurs in everyday homes, churches, schools, courthouses, and businesses, right out in the open. The people who run these trafficking rings are the people we sit next to on the bus, sing with in church, and share our meals with at dinner. At any given time, we’re surrounded by literally thousands of Jeffrey Epsteins and Ghislaine Maxwells, all of whom we do business with on a daily basis with and who really have no more social standing or power than we do. So-called “elites” are more responsible for upholding the societal and cultural norms that perpetuate and continue modern-day slavery as the status quo, but they no more often directly traffic individuals themselves than do the rest of us. 

			

			Myth 7: Trafficking victims are responsible for their own situation.

			This myth often takes the form of statements such as “If they initially consented to something that led to a bad situation, they can’t be trafficked since they should have known better.” The implicit victim-blaming that is going on with this claim should be obvious. However, there is more to this issue: the most common tactic of a trafficker is the application of a “bait and switch” scam to get a victim into a scenario that they cannot escape from (Anti-Human Trafficking Intelligence Initiative, 2021; Belles, 2015). Such scams, especially romance and fake job scams, go hand-in-hand with human trafficking, and this relationship will be explored in depth later. The reality is that most traffickers would make deft used car salesmen or politicians in a different life. 

			Myth 8: Labor trafficking occurs only in developing countries.

			Unfortunately, labor trafficking is incredibly common in the developed world, including the United States – we just do an absolutely abysmal job at spotting it. Ind fact, a significant portion of this book is dedicating to exploring just how widespread this problem is in America. 

			Myth 9: Sex trafficking is common at major sporting events.

			This myth is so prevalent that large law enforcement organizations appear to believe it, and Nita Belles, an otherwise knowledgeable writer and passionate advocate on the subject, dedicated an entire chapter to this very issue in her 2015 book, In Our Backyard. Moreover, I know many officers and law enforcement professionals who, every year, take time off to work “human trafficking cases” at the Super Bowl who are incredible people. I’ve even overseen operations to identify victims and perpetrators at the Super Bowl, including one that’s ongoing as I write these words.6 This myth is simply that omnipresent. Unfortunately, the truth behind the fiction reflects just how poorly we respond to the actual problem of sex trafficking in our own backyards, furthering cycles of trafficking and exploitation. 

			Sex trafficking doesn’t really increase at the Super Bowl and at other sporting events as much as the attention paid to it does. The trafficking is always there, whether one is paying attention or not, but once a year law enforcement and politicians pretend to pay attention to the problem, all to great fanfare in the media (Bordow, 2023). Specifically, as Dr. Samantha Calvin at Arizona State University put it, 

			It’s not the Super Bowl that creates a spike in trafficking or that trafficking is directly linked to these events. Men who are women buyers and come to a new city for an event or a conference, the chances of them buying sex in that city are pretty high. So, it’s not the Super Bowl or the Barrett-Jackson Auction or the Phoenix Open that creates trafficking. It’s the people who already are buying sex and they come here and they buy sex here.7

			In fact, there is no empirical evidence that sex trafficking is linked to the Super Bowl, and the issue has been exhaustively studied.8 Yet, a whopping 76% of all print media published between 2010 and 2016 promoted this demonstrably false narrative (Martin & Hill, 2019). Such stories clearly carry big weight and earn top dollars for the media who report it. Which leads us directly to the second major issue of this chapter.

			Hidden Motives: Profit, Prestige, Publicity

			False narratives such as those described above often continue to exist because they’re effective marketing stunts for those who profit from sensationalizing human trafficking. This is a central issue, and one that explains why we continue to chase phantoms in the dark without so much as a flashlight: there’s really good money in us not finding a solution to this whole modern slavery thing. To make the reality all the sadder, the greed and corruption is often at its absolute worst among those specifically tasked with addressing the problem.

			Law Enforcement

			Law enforcement itself often reinforces false narratives about trafficking. The Los Angeles Times Editorial Board noted this in the leadup to the 2022  Super Bowl. Law enforcement is big business, and stories of trafficked and exploited victims being heroically saved by law enforcement is good for that business. Moreover,

			It gives police an opportunity to seek more resources and to remind us that we need their services. And because police are authority figures, and because fear of crime is good for the news business as well, false or imagined threats uttered by law enforcement leaders and repeated uncritically by news outlets or even in TV dramas like “CSI” become part of a body of “copaganda” — statements that serve police interests and become commonly accepted despite their being demonstrably untrue.9 

			But it gets even worse: shortly after the Los Angeles Time’s Editorial Board posted this scathing truth-to-power statement, the L.A. County Sheriff announced that 74 adult and children were “rescued” from trafficking, 34 suspected traffickers were arrested, and about 200 sex buyers were additionally arrested. Of course, one must be highly suspicious of these numbers, given how such operations are statistically more likely to arrest actual victims of human trafficking as well as non-trafficked sex workers than actual traffickers and “Johns” (Stop Modern Day Slavery, 2021; Associated Press, 2022; Scaramucci, 2023).10 As much as law enforcement are hyped up as being the quintessential element to fighting human trafficking, one must understand that as it stands now, law enforcement is as much a part of the problem as they are the solution.

			

			Let me be clear: this is not meant as a disparagement of law enforcement, as I know it will inevitably be twisted to be given the monied interests and politics at play. Rather, it is simply a summary of the situation as it currently stands. Again, what we’re doing simply isn’t working. Moreover, and in complete fairness to frontline law enforcement officers, street cops cannot be blamed as much as their superiors for this particular problem. This is due to the simple reason that one fights as one is trained – and police, across the board, are unequivocally not trained to address the subtleties of human trafficking. 

			Only about 40% of medium-to-large police departments in the United States receive training on identifying victims of human trafficking (Arronte, 2018). Overall, only about 18% of all law enforcement officers nationwide receive any type of training on human trafficking, with over two thirds of American officers reporting that they get their operational information about human trafficking from TV and movies such as Taken (Nash, 2022). Keep in mind that the training these few officers do receive isn’t necessarily good training – it may consist of watching a fifteen-minute YouTube video or sitting through a PowerPoint presentation provided by someone with absolutely no credentials or experience on the topic, simply as a pointless box-ticking exercise. This results in approximately only 10% of state and local law enforcement agencies having implemented protocols pertaining to human trafficking since the passing of the TVPA in 2000 (Remington, 2016).

			Instead, American law enforcement officers are taught to confront the issue from an anti-prostitution/anti-vice angle rather than an anti-trafficking approach. This produces a framing effect for officers resulting in how they perceive the problem that they are subsequently tasked to deal with, a framing that once has taken hold, is very hard to shake loose.11 An officer can go many years without ever hearing of the TVPA, and when they do, it’s often as if a light bulb goes off in their heads as to what is really going on (Collins, 2011). While this is a vast oversimplification of the complex and myriad problems facing law enforcement on this issue, it is nonetheless a critical one that must be addressed.

			The Savior Complex

			A related harmful misconception is that victims of trafficking are somehow “saved” from their situation by heroic “liberators,” very often law enforcement or the military, who in a very hypermasculine way kick in a door and save the victims from equally hypermasculine predators (in slow motion, no less!) all while an angel plays a harp overhead (Benton, & Peterka-Benton, 2021). The myth of sex trafficking at the Super Bowl takes it a step further much like the Q mythos does, allowing the spectator to engage in the fantasy of being a “deliverer from evil” with a moral prerogative to help “save” trafficking victims who are somehow now devoid of agency and free will. This is all accomplished by telling these would-be heroes, “If you see something, say something.” While these notions often help satisfy the self-serving, typically white-savior complexes of those who aspire to get involved in such work, they rarely help actual victims of human trafficking. 

			

			Conspiracy Theories

			Significant contributors to the Jörmungandr of human trafficking are found within the dark world of conspiracy theories. Deeply interwoven with the myths presented earlier, conspiracy theories are also born of hidden motives, reflecting a particularly venomous aspect of trafficking disinformation that deserves special attention here. 

			Adrenochrome Harvesting

			A widespread claim propagated by QAnon followers is that children are sex trafficked so that they can be put into a state of fear, thereby increasing their adrenaline production, which in turn allows this adrenaline to be harvested. 

			This preposterous claim has, remarkably, even infiltrated the most serious elements of the anti-slavery movement in recent years. Most notably, the claim is connected to Operation Underground Railroad, in large part due to Jim Caviezel, best known for his portrayal of Jesus Christ in The Passion of the Christ, who promoted the claim at a conspiracy conference and who later portrayed Tim Ballard himself in The Sound of Freedom (Merlan, 2021). Despite his rather peculiar beliefs, Mr. Caviezel genuinely seems to be acting with the best of intentions – he appears to be truly concerned about children’s welfare; he’s just tragically misinformed on the topic. This, of course, is the larger point that I’m driving at: many other anti-trafficking activists are similarly misinformed, whether they are prone to believing in conspiracies or not.

			There are many problems with this particular narrative. First, the horrible truth is that children are sex trafficked for sex, end of story. A lot of people have trouble wrapping their heads around this terrifying reality, but it is what it is, and we must face facts. There are enough vicious monsters out there already without us needing to invent more, no matter how much it may comfort one’s psyche to explain the horrors of the world by creating phantom menaces. By making up these fantasies, people are actually helping the real monsters get away. Additionally, while adrenaline (epinephrine) was at one time collected by killing and harvesting it from the adrenal glands of animals (read: not children), that practice has not been used since the late 1800s. Nowadays, it’s produced synthetically in large factories (Sneader, 2001). Further, there would be no need to harvest it from children, as one can go down the road and purchase it from the nearest pharmacy: it’s literally what comes in an EpiPen. When examining such fantastical claims, it always helps to remember the financial motive behind human trafficking (Anti-Human Trafficking Intelligence Initiative, 2021). 

			This claim further centers on a very specific component of adrenaline known as adrenochrome. Now, adrenochrome is present in the human body, the conspiracists get that much right – but in very miniscule amounts, because it’s potentially toxic in even small amounts. The conspiracy argues that Satanic pedophiles – which we already discussed in depth – abduct children and sex traffic them not because they are pedophiles, but because they want the children to produce more adrenochrome, which they somehow magically harvest from them without killing the child (a medical impossibility – a living being can’t survive without their adrenal glands unless undergoing hormone replacement therapy). This is allegedly because members of the supposed Satanic Cabal™ seek the adrenochrome to rub onto their skin for its rejuvenating, age-defying effects. 

			In fact, this myth appears to be directly traced to a 2017 movie, Adrenochrome, starring Tom Sizemore, which centers around a satanic, cannibalistic sex cult hunting for people to kill – all in turn to get a flood of adrenochrome by cutting out their adrenal glands and eating them. The movie is rife with references to pedophiles drinking children’s blood, lizard people, the new world order, “periods of annihilation,” intergalactic reptile empires who control American “warlords,” and “master plans.” Perhaps most importantly, the movie’s dialogue contains what may be the first instance of the bizarre claim that inducing fear makes one’s adrenal glands “juicier” for harvesting. 

			Sound familiar?

			Now, let me repeat that so that there’s no question left in the reader’s mind: the entire QAnon phenomenon appears to have literally started from what one Amazon reviewer called “a wild, low-budget mess” – an admitted piece of fiction that no one was meant to take seriously. It truly seems that someone took the plot of a low-budget horror film and then merged it with aspects of the PizzaGate conspiracy theory and good old-fashioned antisemitism, ultimately framing it’s release as a “leak” in late October 2017 (the movie itself, it should be noted, was released in April 2017 – six months before “Q” first appeared on 4Chan). This led to countless gullible Americans – including members of Congress – as well as a significant portion of the anti-trafficking movement to swallow it hook, line, and sinker without any critical thought or question.12 One is reminded of what Winston Churchill once said about democracy: that the best argument against it is a five-minute conversation with the average voter. 

			However, many of these stories and fictions can be traced back to earlier rantings of Andrew Anglin on his Neo-Nazi site, The Daily Stormer (O’Brien, 2017). Familiar QAnon fables such as pedophilic obsessions with blood rituals and underground tunnels used to move kidnapped children and aborted fetuses can be found in the internet archives of Anglin’s conspiracy-laden posts on the Stormer from the early 2000s, thus explaining not only the innate antisemitism of many later QAnon postings, but the blatant and vile racism of them as well (Stanton, 2020; Bloom, 2021). With that noted, and setting aside the scientific impracticalities of this nonsense for a minute, this extensive method to milk children of adrenochrome in this detailed and elaborate conspiracy all seems like a very complicated process just for some magical Lucifer lotion. This raises one obvious question: 

			Wouldn’t it be easier to just buy this adrenochrome stuff online if you wanted it so badly? I mean, you can. Quite easily, in fact. Just like epinephrine, adrenochrome is manufactured synthetically and can be bought in absurdly large quantities online. All one has to do is pull up Google, find a chemical supply company, and order all the adrenochrome that one’s little heart desires. I even managed to find some for sale on Amazon. One should be cautious, however, before ordering a bunch of this skin-restoring miracle cure. While adrenochrome does certainly absorb through the skin, it may not restore one’s youth as much as speed up one’s funeral: adrenochrome can be quite toxic. 

			Perhaps more to the point is the fact that, if this were an actual thing that happens in human trafficking, I would have seen it by now. After nearly 20 years in this field, I have led countless investigations into modern slavery operations across the globe. Never once did I see any evidence of perpetrators of this horrible crime harvesting the adrenal glands of victims, even in instances of organ trafficking and harvesting operations where I had human remains left to examine. This is because these glands are worthless to traffickers, in turn because the demand for adrenal transplants simply doesn’t exist: if someone has a malfunctioning adrenal gland, the treatment for that disorder is hormone replacement therapy as mentioned previously, not a transplant. Transplants are both risky and expensive; hormone replacement therapy is not. All of this can be readily confirmed by minimal fact-checking, and that isn’t even necessary if one uses some simple common sense. 

			Yet, this is one of the most frequently cited falsehoods that we get asked about in this field. It’s almost as if people don’t want us to address real instances of human trafficking and modern-day slavery, but would rather have us keep chasing ghosts. 

			LGBTQ Grooming of Children

			Over the past year or two, as people have slowly (very slowly) realized how ridiculous the last claim is, a new one has begun to take its place: that LGBTQ persons groom children through inclusive schools and drag shows in order to sex traffic them. 

			There’s a long and a short response to this. The short answer is No -- not even close. The long answer is, unfortunately, much more complicated, and involves a great deal of what this work is dedicated to: the power dynamics and social structures underlying modern slavery and the ways in which they obscure the issue and prevent us from addressing the problem. While populations and statistics will be examined in great detail later, the fact is that LGBTQ individuals are far more likely to be trafficked than they are to traffic; they are far more likely to be abused than they are to abuse. Moreover, grooming is a lengthy process, typically lasting between six months and a year if not longer (Headley, 2019), and it doesn’t happen within the hour or two that Drag Queen Story Hour lasts. This particular claim, however, is a prime example of how the discourse around modern slavery, child safety, and much more is not rooted in fact but rather is twisted by those in positions of power and privilege to keep vulnerable populations in a perpetual state of vulnerability. Further, such populations serve as effective scapegoats when we need to avoid responsibility or introspection as to our own role and responsibility for society’s problems. It’s a classic case of DARVO: Deny, Attack, Reverse Victim and Offender. 

			This is a pattern the reader should become familiar with, as we will see it time and time again. And it speaks volumes to the fact that yes, a great many people seemingly would prefer that we keep chasing ghosts rather than do anything about the actual problem. The actual problem is much more deeply rooted in our culture than antisemitic urban legends about deranged cultists would have you believe. Much of the conversation, one finds, is seemingly specifically designed to keep marginalized groups marginalized, reinforcing their vulnerability to slavery and trafficking. This occurs all while those who so heinously exploit them manage to stroke their own egos, handing each other glitzy awards for heroically “rescuing” the oppressed and downtrodden from the very tyranny that they themselves are contributing to. At the same time, nobody seems to question what actually happens to all the money that gets donated for the explicit purpose of pulling people out of hellholes.

			Because, as survivors of human trafficking can attest, it certainly is not going to them (Polaris, 2023). 

			This merits further clarification about some of the wildest claims about modern-day slavery: specifically, what human trafficking clearly is not. Humanity’s proclivity towards the irrational and the conspiratorial have led to a multitude of bizarre claims about the nature of human trafficking. Sometimes, these tendencies intersect with other pathologies that, while being the direct result of mental illness or genuine trauma, are nonetheless not indicative of human trafficking.

			Mind Control

			Another popular claim within certain conspiracist circles is that human trafficking is a matter of mass mind control, hypnosis, thought implantation, or advanced brain implants. Typically with these claims, people cite old government experiments such as MK-ULTRA and the development of LSD, claiming that these are somehow behind the phenomena of modern-day slavery.13 While substance abuse and addiction are commonly manipulated with trafficking victims and the nature of control in modern slavery is much more psychological than physical, these claims demonstrate a misunderstanding of basic human psychology. Claims of hypnosis being responsible for crimes date back to the Satanic Panic (Victor, 1993), with such claims arising from false memories generated by hypnotic therapy (Loftus & Ketcham, 1996). 

			Nonetheless, this has not stopped many from proposing everything from extraterrestrials as being the reason modern-day slavery is so widespread to trying to pass off pictures of “implants” in human skulls that turn out to be nothing more than inflamed blood vessels. A person who is not familiar with such anti-trafficking discussions likely wouldn’t believe how common such nonsense is among otherwise rational, highly educated, and well-informed people. Perhaps more importantly, one wouldn’t realize just how often these discussions end up influencing real world policy. The boring truth of the matter is that the CIA and NSA are not made up of deranged maniacs hellbent on cutting human skulls open in some mad scientist experiments just to implant highly experimental technology in an attempt to drive the average American further insane. For one, these agencies have much more subtle and far more effective means of achieving such ends than by performing major invasive surgery on you, and two, you’re thinking of Elon Musk, not the CIA. 

			For example, there has never been a case in which microwave or other directed energy weapons have been used to facilitate human trafficking, despite conspiracists’ claims. Firstly, these devices are simply too prohibitively expensive to be deployed in a manner that would explain the widespread nature of modern-day slavery.
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			Secondly, the technology doesn’t work that way. Directed energy weapons don’t subtly place thoughts in one’s head or act as a form of mind control. They cause real physical damage or noticeable pain. If you were being targeted by a microwave weapon, you would know it, and you’d be doing everything possible to get out of its path. This is not a technology that would be following you around, targeting you at every second of your life. These devices are also bulky and not easily disguisable. You would certainly notice a microwave dish being set up on your neighbor’s lawn and pointed at your house if this were a real thing that was actually happening.14 

			

			Gang Stalking

			Another claim that I frequently hear in regard to human trafficking is that of “gang stalking” of “targeted individuals.” This is alleged to occur in ways similar to conventional stalking, but is associated with particularly bizarre additions. Targeted individuals will claim that they hear voices associated with thoughts being “beamed” into their heads, they will suffer severe health problems as a result of the stalking, and they claim to be subjected to terrifying attacks such as attempts at poisoning, suffocation, or being “drowned in bugs.” The purpose of this stalking is apparently to disrupt every aspect of the target’s life – nothing ever goes quite right for the victim, as the gang stalkers always have a way of screwing things up just when life seems to finally be going well again. Frequently, the perpetrators are alleged to be members of large, well-known organized crime networks, or federal law enforcement or intelligence agencies, such as the FBI, NSA, and CIA. In addition, these cases often touch upon other mythical claims: microwave/directed energy weapons are deployed, mind control and brain implants are involved, computers, cameras, and cell phones are hacked, etc. 

			Of course, these phenomena have never been proven to exist, and not a single documented case has been found.15 Nonetheless, this is an incredibly popular myth, prevalent even among victim advocates and first responders. Indeed, I cannot count the number of times some absolute numbskull at a DV/SA crisis center has suggested this as a possible explanation as for a survivor’s experiences. Apparently, suggesting to a domestic violence survivor that she is not, in fact, being stalked and harassed by her abusive ex but rather by the entire Sicilian Mafia itself is, for some, a form of trauma-informed care.16 More to the point, in a 2015 study, 128 self-declared victims of gang-stalking were compared to a randomly selected group of 128 self-declared victims of traditional, individual stalking. Of the individual stalking cases, only 5 were found to be delusional (5/128); however, of the gang-stalking cases, all of the individuals were found to be delusional (128/128) (Sheridan & James, 2015). The claimants of gang-stalking additionally displayed stronger impairment and psychological disturbances than did the traditional, actual stalking victims. The authors noted that this should be strongly considered when it comes to analyzing risk in stalking cases, allocating police resources, and referring to psychiatric services. The latter point is particularly important: a 2018 study demonstrated that targeted individuals sometimes respond to their delusions of persecution with extreme violence, including mass homicide (Sarteschi, 2018). Clearly, there is no link to actual stalking or human trafficking in these cases, but rather a complex psychological phenomenon that requires early intervention to prevent escalation.

			Spiritual Warfare

			The last fantastical claim to address is that human trafficking is somehow the result of psychic/spiritual warfare, energy ‘vampires,’ or witchcraft. As easy as it would be for me to claim that this is more nonsense related to the Satanic Panic of the 1980s, there are remarkably good reasons for people to believe this. And the answer really touches upon how a great many of the most successful trafficking rings operate across the world.

			Religion intersects with human trafficking in some intricate and complicated ways. This is not a condemnation of religion, nor is it an exculpatory statement of it. All I am saying is that religion’s role in human trafficking and related abuse phenomena is complicated. For every survivor who finds healing through faith, there is another survivor who can recall exactly which Scripture was quoted and used to justify their rape, torture, or enslavement. And often, stories of human traffickers being “Satanists” serve a social function of keeping us from becoming too aware of the predators that lie close to us in our own communities of faith – it’s a cognitive defense mechanism, because no one wants to think about that reality. 

			Moreover, religion and its tenets have long been used as  justification for slavery. To quote Jefferson Davis, the President of the Confederate States of America, 

			[Slavery] was established by decree of Almighty God… it is sanctioned in the Bible, in both testaments, from Genesis to Revelation. 17

			The same theme was echoed by countless others before and after the Civil War, long into the desegregation era and even in more recent years. Religion has worked to uphold institutions of slavery as much as it has demolished them; for every John Brown there is a Warren Jeffs. The reality is that religious rituals and tenets of faith are quite frequently used to intimidate and control victims through their most personal beliefs. Consider the following: if one is being sexually abused by the Prophet of the Lord, is it really sexual abuse, or is it him showing his favor to his chosen few as the prophet says? Likewise, if one believes that one’s traffickers possess powerful magical powers, can read minds, and can curse one’s family members the moment one betrays them, is that person really going to tell the police everything that they’ve suffered? 

			Of course not – they’re going to keep quiet and keep doing whatever they’re told to do, no matter how much it hurts them. 

			And so, we see how victims' own beliefs are turned against them by highly manipulative traffickers to keep them imprisoned and doing exactly as the trafficker wants them to do. Thus, the significance of psychology cannot be overstated when it comes to human trafficking. And while religious rituals and spiritual beliefs are used to exert emotional and psychological control over victims via the victim’s pre-existing beliefs (Nagle & Owasanoye, 2016), one must remember that these rituals have no actual power over others on their own. This is a matter of psychology, not one of theology or metaphysics. Cases involving religious coercion and control always involve a trick or a con of some sort, which may purely psychological or may also involve such simple physical aids as a well-placed listening device. 

			

			However, behind every myth, conspiracy theory, and urban legend lies a grain of truth. Now that small grain is hardly what everyone expects it to be once it has been identified: in fact, it is often distorted through the game of telephone that is human cognition and communication. Yet, the core truth remains, even if it has been flipped upside down and inverted in the most perverse ways to obscure it from view. Throughout these pages, we will carefully cut our way through the sensationalism of these claims to unearth the small pieces of harsh reality at their centers. In the search for the origins of these myths, it is important to remember one fundamental truth: context is key. 

			Terminology, Euphemisms, and Word Games

			Framing the discussion of human trafficking is of great importance, as we have already seen. Even the terms we use to discuss the problem reveal how we perceive it, as we witnessed in the discussion of how police approach trafficking from a prostitution/vice perspective: one fights as one is trained. If one is looking for prostitutes to arrest and fine, one will find prostitutes to arrest and fine. If one is looking for victims or survivors stuck in cycles of human trafficking, however, then another approach is clearly warranted. Extensive literature exists on terminology and preferred language for discussing modern-day slavery and the citations here are numerous because there are many different opinions on the topic. Professionals in different fields of study use different terminology to refer to the same people or phenomena.

			As someone who makes a habit of floating between various professional settings, it becomes so difficult to keep track of which terms I can use with which groups that it becomes a case of code-switching. One moment, I may be speaking with a group of law enforcement officers, and five minutes later needing to relay what was discussed to social workers – two groups who speak very differently. For example, law enforcement tends to refer to offenders and victims, whereas social workers speak about survivors. Factor in the various lingos of the survivor, activist, and intelligence communities, and it quickly becomes confusing if one isn’t well-versed in the language of the particular group they’re working with.

			There’s a reason that I mention this: if people are using different terminology to discuss the same thing, misunderstandings are going to occur, possibly even causing some to take offense. But more importantly, common terminology would help us to better understand precisely what it is we’re all up against, and just how big the problem is. Much of my research for this book has led me to realize just how language is used to minimize and trivialize the greatest atrocities (Lakoff, 1973). I see this playing out every day in my work in the way that colleagues are forced to talk about trafficking activities just to avoid burning bridges. In many ways, we are prevented from being honest with both the public and those in power about what we know simply because society deems it impolite to discuss it. Thus, I feel it’s important to examine what the literature has to say about the language used to discuss human trafficking. 

			

			A wonderful discussion on this topic can be found in Busch-Armendariz, Nsonwu, and Cook-Heffron’s 2018 work (p. 23) over whether the term “victim” or “survivor” is more appropriate when discussing those who have experienced trafficking. Citing a 2016 study on the issue, the authors note that simply referring to individuals as “victims,” especially those who have endured domestic minor sex trafficking (DMST), is an inaccurate term as it vastly oversimplifies their lived experience and all that they have endured. Additionally, the word “serves as an implicit character assessment” of the individual instead of representing their experience (Busch-Armendariz, Nsonwu, & Cook-Heffron, 2018). The trio of authors note that to understand such victims, the sociocultural nature of the power dynamics of their trafficking relationship must first be understood. Lack of legal immigration status, employment opportunities, cultural and community discrimination, income dependency, homelessness, poverty, and war and displacement are all sociocultural aspects of this power dynamic.

			 These factors are, as the authors argue, critical to understanding how individuals fall victim to human trafficking, and survivors’ experiences need to be considered in this light. The trio also recognize that “professional context” may influence one’s word choice. For instance, “law enforcement may use complainant and suspect, attorneys use client and plaintiff, and social workers may use client or survivor or victim.” (Busch-Armendariz, Nsonwu, & Cook-Heffron, 2018, p.23). 

			Yet, all of this discussion misses a vitally important perspective: that of the victims/survivors themselves. Research has shown that victims prefer – and dislike – the term “survivor” just as much as they do the term “victim” (Harding, 2020; Papendick & Bohner, 2017; RTI International). In fact, it’s a complete myth that individuals prefer being called “survivors” as opposed to “victims” (Taylor, 2023). Victims, to paraphrase Dr. Jessica Taylor, should never be defined by what a perp did to them. In fact, in any other form of crime, we don’t do this. Yet when it comes to sex crimes and human trafficking, both of which are perceived as highly gendered offenses, of course we play such word games, regardless of whether the victim actually benefits from them. 

			Before we go too far down that rabbit hole, let it be clearly stated: both terms are clearly appropriate in discourse, with preference given to the term an individual victim/survivor prefers (RTI International).  However, the available data reveals that the preference of “survivor” over “victim,” and the advancement of this as the preferred term, must be similarly also stated as being one of advocates’ preferences, not that of survivors. Often put forward with lofty notions of “empowering” the victim, these terms have been extensively workshopped in school auditoriums and webinars that are great for collecting continuing education credits but not much else. The terms might sound good in theory yet have little basis in reality – especially when paired with a definite lack of empowering actions and support (Harding, 2020). This raises the specter of innate, self-serving psychological biases and how they impact work done in this space.

			Some may object at my use of the term, “self-serving” to describe these biases. However, it’s important to understand that nearly every aspect of human behavior has some self-serving aspect to it. It is likewise essential to understand that these biases are innate and unconscious, and that even those who have the best of intentions can cause immense harm. Consider the case of psychologist Dan Ariely, who found himself at the age of eighteen burned over 70% of his body when a magnesium flare round he was carrying exploded in his arms (Ariely, 2009). While recovering in the burn unit in an Israeli hospital, Ariely noticed that the nurses there removed the bandages from their patients rather quickly with a rapid “tug” instead of a longer, slower “pull.” The nurses, Ariely realized, had theorized that it was preferable for their patients – that is, less painful – for the bandages to be removed from their burns quickly rather than slowly. The caregivers were like most human beings: they were trying to minimize the suffering of others. After all, they had chosen a profession where they could do that on a daily basis.

			Except that for Ariely and the others on the burn ward, the exact opposite was true: the bandage removal process was agonizing. Excruciating, even. Slower, longer bandage removals lessened their suffering. Ariely knew the nurses to be generous, empathetic, and caring individuals – moreover, they had vast experience in removing bandages, and so the issue wasn’t one of neglect or malice. 

			What was going on?

			When Ariely presented his rather empirical findings to the nursing staff, they admitted that they should change their methods. However, there was one thing Ariely forgot to take into consideration in his calculations, and it was only after a nurse explained her reasoning for the quick bandage removal that Areily understood the irrational root of the problem: by making short “tugs,” the nurses were unconsciously minimizing their own exposure to the pain and trauma expressed by their patients. Thus, the nurses were, despite their very best intentions, inflicting greater harm upon their patients than necessary, not knowing that they were actually acting to protect themselves from anguish.

			There are many lessons to be drawn from this example, not the least of which is that humans are not rational actors as is commonly believed but rather quite the opposite: they are predictably irrational. That is, in fact, the title of the book Areily went on to write (Areily, 2009). However, the most important lesson for the reader to take away from this is that it is incredibly easy to mean well while doing great and everlasting harm, all because of one’s innate and unconscious biases that screw up our perception of what’s actually going on. This is a common problem in the anti-trafficking movement that will become apparent shortly, and it’s one that is exacerbated by the fact that there are no standards of care or minimum training prerequisites to become a practitioner in this field. 

			Another common issue of terminology is what to call the problem we are faced with: is it “human trafficking,” or is it “modern-day slavery?” Or is it something else entirely? Which best captures the nature of the associated activities? This is not an issue of political correctness, but rather a significant matter of very explicitly defining the nature of the threat. As a dear colleague recently pointed out to me, the very definition of what we know as “human trafficking” is off: while we have the requirements to make a prosecutable legal case out of an instance of trafficking (the “AMP” model), we still don’t really have a good layperson’s definition of what human trafficking actually is. 

			And if we are to truly know our enemy, that’s quite a problem. 

			Arguments suggesting that “human trafficking” is the best term are put forth in two comprehensive articles: one by Sarah Harrison, an Anti-Human Trafficking Specialist, and another by Katie Jenkins of Mosaic Family Services in Dallas, Texas. Both argue that the term is more appropriate than “modern-day slavery” given recent racial justice movements and the history of slavery in the United States. Jenkins cites a 2019 memo issued by the National Survivor Network reading in part, “that slavery and trafficking are two different experiences that may correlate and have similar structural concepts but are not the same.” This development came about from the need to recognize the impact of chattel slavery in America and the generational trauma that it left behind on the descendants of those affected, claiming that equating human trafficking with this form of slavery was a fallacy (National Survivor Network, 2019). 

			Building off this, Jenkins turns attention to the Transatlantic Slave Trade, describing how millions of Africans were brought to the United States with the intention of enslavement. (Jenkins, 2022). During the Transatlantic Slave Trade, Jenkins argues, people were enslaved because of who they were and not just anyone could be subjected to slavery, as opposed to being enslaved because a trafficker exploited a vulnerability, as in modern day trafficking. Additionally, not all victims of modern trafficking are physically restrained, differing from traditional slavery. However, Jenkins is careful to point out that the majority of victims of human trafficking remain persons of color, just as was the case in traditional slavery – a fact that any demographic analysis of victims bears out, yet one that remains often overlooked (Banks & Kyckelhahn, 2011; Woods, 2014). 

			Harrison raises some additional points. To her credit, she points out the lack of consistency in using the term “modern-day slavery” as opposed to “human trafficking” (Harrison, 2018). What constitutes human trafficking is clearly defined in law, it can be argued, whereas “modern-day slavery” is more nebulous. Additionally, part of this inconsistency stems from the vast and disparate ways that trafficking can manifest. Much as each victim of trafficking is different from the last, each trafficking situation is unique: thus, whatever term we use is ultimately imperfect, and gaps will remain regardless of whatever term one settles on, especially given the vast intersection of disciplines the issue sees (Musto, 2009). However, even Musto acknowledges that given the grossly exploitative conditions in which trafficking victims are found, there is a great tendency to equate trafficking with slavery, and that the terms are often used interchangeably. In particular, Musto cites a 2003 article as offering the strongest argument that modern-day slavery and human trafficking are “indistinguishable,” as they both “grossly deny the dignity of victims.”

			Not to be outdone, Harrison is quite quick to point out the racist nature of much of the modern-day abolition movement, which ignores the history of slavery in America and the genocidal treatment of Indigenous peoples and black persons and how this relates to modern trends (Harrison, 2018; see also Woods, 2014). She makes an exceptional point about how the United States government doesn’t even track how many indigenous women go missing every year, revealing just how little the government values those lives even today. It is this ignorance of the history of racialized slavery in the modern abolitionist movement that led the National Survivor Network to reach the same conclusion about terminology in 2019. 

			However, significant overlap exists between Harrison’s and Jenkins’ arguments that indicates their arguments aren’t as strong as one might first believe. 

			Both criticize the use of the term “modern-day slavery” for shock value. This is, to be honest, also quite fair. The anti-trafficking movement is nothing if not rife with shock terms meant to elicit strong emotional responses in place of carefully reasoned ones. Harrison, in a bullet point titled, “there is nothing modern about this form of exploitation,” raises the issue of the genocide of the indigenous people who called America their home before it was America, and how they were trafficked – especially indigenous women, whose bodies were deigned only good for one thing: the entertainment of white males (Harrison, 2018). Both authors make a detailed and elaborate argument that human trafficking should very clearly not be called “modern-day slavery” as slavery was legal in the United States, while human trafficking was not (Harrison, 2018, Jenkins, 2022).

			Here is where the first major problem arises with this argument. Despite being a common retort of those who wish to do away with the term “modern slavery,” not all human trafficking is actually illegal in the United States. The TVPA, as previously discussed, only renders sex and labor trafficking illegal. Child marriage, on the contrary, was legal in all 50 states until 2017 and remains legal in 43 states as of this writing. Thus, one might challenge such proponents of this term to follow their own logic and tell a survivor of child marriage or forced marriage that they weren’t, in fact, trafficked.18 Their marriage was legal, after all – just like slavery. Moreover, this argument ignores global trends while paying them lip service in favor of an almost unbelievably Americentric definition.19 Trafficking in far more impoverished and underdeveloped parts of the world more closely resembles traditional chattel slavery than it does in the modern United States; a fact which, quite confusingly, was explicitly mentioned as part of the very reason the National Survivor Network also chose the term “human trafficking” to describe this admittedly global phenomena over “modern slavery” (National Survivor Network, 2019). 

			Yet even more to the point, Harrison herself pre-empts this essential crux of her argument by arguing – and outright acknowledging – that slavery was never fully illegalized in the United States. Pointing out the role of the 13th Amendment, Black Codes, Jim Crow laws, and the forced labor of those incarcerated through the criminal justice system, she makes her point very well: no, slavery didn’t go away. 

			Slavery didn’t go anywhere. 

			

			Some insight into the scope of this problem of actual, modern-day slavery then becomes clear: there are more Black males under criminal supervision (jail, parole, prison, or probation) than the total number of slaves, both male and female, in the United States in 1850 (Childs, 2022). At the same time, one can see a similar pattern emerge when one examines Jenkins’ careful disclaimer: human trafficking, as it is currently measured, disproportionately affects people of color (Banks & Kyckelhahn, 2011). This brings up an important question: why aren’t these individuals counted in human trafficking statistics (which already show trafficking to disproportionately affect persons of color), and why are they largely ignored by anti-trafficking organizations or advocates? 

			Forced labor is a recognized form of labor trafficking and Harrison seems to be concerned about the forced labor of prison inmates – which is perfectly reasonable. After all, why wouldn’t an anti-human trafficking specialist be concerned about forced labor? 

			Yet, there seems to be a significant disconnect here, and it is one that occurs frequently in this field. One may be following an argument such as Harrison’s or Jenkins’ only to see the speaker drift into a cloud from which it as if they can no longer see what is right in front of their eyes anymore, and from which they inevitably drift off course to land on some random, completely unconnected island. The result is that we end up focusing on the very tip of the iceberg while ignoring the much more dangerous aspects that lurk hidden deep beneath the surface, ready and waiting to plunge us into the icy depths below. The glitch found here seems to have greatly affected Harrison and the coherence of her argument, simultaneously arguing that traditional slavery has continued up until now, yet that we shouldn’t call it slavery in the modern day, all because we want to “respect” the experiences of those who survived pre-1865 slavery in the United States and the enduring trauma it inflicted on the generations that came afterwards. Yet, if the two are so remarkably similar as to be indistinguishable… what’s the point of this exercise that Jenkins and Harrison are so concerned about again? 

			This hiccup causes even the best and brightest in the modern abolitionist movement to miss the forest for the trees, so one can’t really fault Harrison and Jenkins for falling prey to it as well. But nonetheless, we must take note because something very important is happening.

			While Jenkins manages to at least tepidly acknowledge a connection between racial demographics and the term “modern-day slavery,” calling human trafficking a “racial injustice,” Harrison concludes her argument about how actual slavery – as well as historical trends of human trafficking of indigenous people – never went away, by stating that, “to say ‘modern-day slavery’ is to ignore the continuation of historical slavery into this century and today.” (Jenkins, 2022; Harrison, 2018)

			Which… wait – what?

			Something’s clearly off here. If we were to reduce this argument to its purely logical components, it would read something along the lines of, “A leads to B leads to C which in turn leads to Z, because Aspens don’t grow in Nova Scotia, which of course they do.”

			

			Isn’t today the “modern-day?” Which means everything that happened in the past is “historical…” so if historical slavery is still happening in the present, why wouldn’t we be able to call it modern-day slavery? Isn’t slavery by any other name still slavery? According to Shakespeare, a rose by any other name would smell just as sweet, so wouldn’t slavery by any other name be just as foul?

			I actually recall Rick and Morty doing a whole episode over this and concluding that, yes, slavery with extra steps is, in fact, still slavery. So why do we have to call it something else if we’re still dealing with the exact same thing? And moreover, who are we really protecting by calling it something other than slavery? Is this really about respecting those who were so deeply affected by this country’s long legacy of slavery and racial injustice?

			Or is something else entirely at play?

			Now don’t get me wrong – I believe that Harrison, Jenkins, the author of the National Survivor Network’s policy, and all the others here advocating this view are doing so with the very best of intentions. This isn’t some desperate “performative allyship.” They are legitimately trying, at least, to address a very real and very important elephant in the room. They’re just coming up short – and they’re doing so for an all-too-human reason. Unfortunately, one of the most important lessons that we must learn can be first seen here, and it is that the road to hell is paved with good intentions. 

			Thus, perhaps someone else can resolve this trip down Orwellian Doublespeak Lane for us. Maybe someone such as an individual who’s studied – and witnessed firsthand – these phenomena all around the world (not just in the United States), already thought about all these factors, and who isn’t trying to simultaneously address the elephant in the room all the while – and this is important – almost subconsciously miss the very essence of what they are talking about. Of course, this surely didn’t happen years before the last several attempts that we examined. I mean, if it’s not broken, maybe we don’t have to fix it after all – but if this is in fact the case, it means that we just spent a decade or so reinventing the wheel… yet again. 

			Enter Siddharth Kara, one of the world’s foremost experts on the topic of contemporary slavery and trafficking. Kara has written a number of bestselling books on the subject, including one that won the Frederick Douglass Book Prize. His work has been recommended by the Under-Secretary General of the United Nations, as well as by the head of the UN’s Office on Drugs and Crime, which addresses matters of human trafficking for the UN. Besides his work teaching some of the world’s only classes on human trafficking and modern slavery in the world at both Harvard and UC Berkeley, Kara still manages to find time to consult for the UN, the US Government, and others on matters of human rights legislation and policy. 

			What is his position on this topic?

			In 2011, Kara addressed the issue while simultaneously addressing the complex global economics of human trafficking. Trafficking, Kara argued, is simply a matter of supply and demand: if there is a demand for the products and services that trafficking provides, then there will be a ready supply of trafficked individuals to meet that demand (Kara, 2011). This is an insightful notion, despite the unpleasant nature of the realizations it leads to. What causes the demand for such trafficking and slave-produced goods? 

			The answer is us – the consumers. 

			Slavery, forced labor, and child labor are built into the supply chains that keep us fed, housed, and alive. There simply is no escaping this harsh and brutal truth. The existence of slavery in the modern world is upheld by a tangled superstructure of exploitation weaving its way through society, affecting us all and, importantly, implicating us in the gross maltreatment of our fellow brothers and sisters. Suddenly, it’s really not so hard to understand why no one wants to address the problem directly, but rather talk in terms of conspiracy theories and contrived platitudes. To actually address the problem means fundamentally changing the way we live our lives and how we relate to other human beings in societies. It means accepting responsibility for the fact that we are the problem, not some imaginary Satanic transgender weirdo off abducting kids and harvesting their adrenal glands in the dungeon below John Podesta’s basement. 

			That admission is more than many people’s delicate egos can handle, hence the cognitive gymnastics we see happening in the preceding arguments and elsewhere in this discourse. 

			Further, Kara (2011) passionately argued that the term “human trafficking” greatly diminishes the very nature of the offense that we are discussing, arguing in favor of the term modern slavery. To see this, Kara, like the others we have examined here, contends that we must look to the historical Transatlantic Slave Trade – but unlike the others, Kara suggests we examine the historical slave trade through the lens of modern understandings of human trafficking, and not vice versa (Kara, 2011). Whereas Jenkins and Harrison insisted that human trafficking and historical slavery were two separate things, we find that historical slavery neatly fits the model of modern human trafficking: an action combined with a means and a purpose. Slaves were transported (an Action) from Africa to the New World through extreme force, fraud, or coercion (a Means) for the specific intent of labor or sexual exploitation (a clear and defined Purpose).

			Thus, Kara concludes, all of the victims of the Transatlantic Slave Trade were victims of human trafficking. He goes a step further and points out that the only change between historical slavery and modern-day slavery has been linguistical: “’human trafficking’ has come to replace the term, ‘slave trade.’” (Kara, 2011, p. 67). This reinforces Kara’s point that calling this phenomenon “human trafficking” reduces the gravity of the offense, and further reveals the true problematic nature of Harrison’s and Jenkins’ arguments: they’re simply obfuscating the true, heinous nature of the offense through wordplay, and not very clever wordplay at that (see Lopez, 2022). In fact, this entire discussion could have been avoided altogether by looking at the wording of the TVPA: slavery itself is listed as one of the “severe forms of trafficking in persons.”

			There is a connection between this linguistic doublespeak and the economics of human trafficking raised by Kara. Regardless of what we have been conditioned to believe about the nature of humanity’s “progress” since 1865, Kara is swift to point out that modern-day labor trafficking is vastly more profitable and crosses into more industries than did its historical predecessor. And as Jenkins pointed out, modern-day slavery affects more people today than did its ancestor at its most popular point, and anyone can be a victim in the modern variant (Jenkins, 2022). 

			Kara provides the financial numbers and runs the cold hard math for us: adjusted for inflation, a slave in 1850 sold for $9,500 - $11,000, and produced a return on investment (ROI) of approximately 15-20% per year (Kara, 2011, p. 69). The typical slave in the world today sells for $90 - $420 and produces a ROI of at least 300-500% (UN, 2009; Kara, 2011, p. 69). 

			To me, this is a rather compelling argument for the use of the term “modern-day slavery” or even just “slavery” over “human trafficking” to discuss the phenomena in question, and I suspect it will be an equally compelling argument to most readers. However, there are always holdouts. In my research, I wanted to know what those who lived at the transition period from formal, traditional chattel slavery in America to more informal, “unconventional” means of slavery such as Jim Crow, segregation, and what we now refer to as “human trafficking” thought about all of this. During this search, I stumbled upon a speech given by none other than Frederick Douglass given to the American Anti-Slavery Society less than a month after Robert E. Lee surrendered at Appomattox Courthouse. I submit an excerpt of this speech to the holdouts as further evidence in support of Kara’s view:

			They would not call it slavery, but some other name. Slavery has been fruitful in giving itself names. It has been called “the peculiar institution,” “the social system,” and the “impediment,” as it was called by the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church. It has been called by a great many names, and it will call itself by yet another name; and you and I and all of us had better wait and see what new form this old monster will assume, in what new skin this old snake will come forth. (Quoted in Hepburn & Simon, 2013)

			Douglass was right: slavery did begin to call itself by another name. As much as I and my colleagues might complain about how we’re still having the same conversations as we were ten, fifteen, or twenty years ago when the TVPA was written, Douglass reveals a far more inconvenient and savage truth, and he did so more than 140 years before any of those whose words we’ve reviewed up to now:

			We’ve been twiddling our thumbs since 1865. 

			So now, at least, we now have our layman’s definition: “human trafficking” is simply best defined as the slave trade, and a “severe form of trafficking in persons,” as it is termed in the TVPA of 2000, is simply slavery. There is nothing historical nor modern about it, but as in Douglass’ words, it is merely the same old snake in a new skin. A viper is a viper is a viper.

			This is, however, perhaps not the most useful definition from a criminological standpoint. For this we need to consider the motive and the methodology. Thus, for those approaching this issue from a criminal justice angle, the definition, “a financial crime motivated by greed often facilitated by technology” will serve you best, as long as you keep Douglass’ and Kara’s definition in mind as well (Anti-Human Trafficking Intelligence Initiative, 2021).

			Yet, I feel that the true insight and wisdom of Douglass’ words are lost without further examination. Yes, we now know exactly what it is that we are fighting and that is quite beneficial, but there is great wisdom to be gained from those who fought this battle the last time and won. Because again, from where I sit, it seems that we collectively lost a great deal of knowledge only to miraculously “rediscover” it once attention began to be paid to the issue of “trafficking” in the 1990s and early 2000s. It’s as if the world is finally emerging from the dark ages once again and experiencing another renaissance period. 

			And as remarkable as this may seem, it has all happened before.

			Slavery and human trafficking (the slave trade) have been around since humans first organized themselves into societies and began practicing agriculture (Busch, Armendariz, Nsonwu, & Cook-Heffron, 2018).20 As Douglass noted, despite people’s best efforts and notions of societal and human progress, slavery has never really gone away – it merely adapted and changed form to fit the new social paradigm. Slavery is the addiction that human societies just can’t manage to kick – no matter how repulsive it may be, nations and civilizations find themselves rebuilding themselves from the ashes of old forms of slavery into new and improved ones, because slavery is just that useful to those who find themselves in positions of power and authority. 

			Americans like to pride themselves on having a society modeled on ancient Greece. Nothing brings to mind stronger notions of freedom, liberty, civilization, advanced thought, democracy, and “culture” than ancient Grecian civilization. In particular, ancient Athens is of special interest to the mythologized American past: a paragon of democracy, the literal shining city on the hill that was Mt. Olympus (see Hadas, 2023). Around 600 BCE, after a period of strong internal strife and conflict, Athens passed a law that abolished debt slavery, resulting in all enslaved citizens being freed across the city-state. Slavery had been defeated; liberty and justice were to reign over the land of the free. Bells tolled with news of democracy while feasts and celebrations were held across the region. A new day of economic development was dawning. Yet, merely 50 years later in 550 BCE, around 30,000 people were still found to be  suffering in chattel slavery in Athenian silver mines alone.21 

			This has happened before. 

			A man such as Douglass surely would have been aware of this fact, not to mention the terrible foreshadowing that it offered. Slavery merely changed form after it was “abolished” in 1865, just as it had in 600 BCE Athens – and just as surely as it will once we address “human trafficking.” Human societies, both ancient and modern, are structured in ways that simultaneously both promote and integrate trafficking – hence why slavery never truly went away. It’s simply too incorporated into the foundations of supposedly “civilized” and “polite” society to be dismissed so simplistically through the changing of a law. Instead, slavery always metastasizes, coming back stronger in a slightly different, much less recognizable form. Shedding one’s skin is how snakes heal and grow, after all. 

			Thus, the true nature of the enemy is revealed: and it’s far more sinister than even the most far-reaching and consequential conspiracy theory could dare to imagine. Conspiracy, it must be perfectly understood, is hard: just think about how hard it is for two people to keep a secret, let alone tens, hundreds, or thousands. To this end, it is clear that most conspiracy theorists have never served as project managers: most marital affairs, after all, end up becoming public simply because one of the two parties couldn’t keep their mouth shut. Thus, one quickly finds that the true origin of the problem is not so much conspiracy as much as it is quirks of individual human nature that only compound themselves in social settings. Societies and entire civilizations, after all, are made up of many unique individuals, each with a separate, exclusive brain that hiccups in remarkably similar but very distinct fashion. Thus, to truly combat and ultimately defeat slavery, one must be willing to systematically examine the structures of our societies and drive it out from even the most ancient of bricks and mortar, giving it no room to evolve or adapt to a new environment. 

			Because snakes, it seems, are very good at adapting. 

			Psychology and its Role in Hiding Trafficking Phenomena

			Human societies and social structures reflect the cognitive structures of their members. This should make at least some sort of intuitive sense to the reader. Humans built those societies, after all – they weren’t put there for us by a bunch of horses with an interest in anthropology. And just as a building has an architect and a structure to it, so do civilizations, even if the design is admittedly more crowd-sourced. Every structure, be it a lean-to or a skyscraper, lived in its architect’s mind long before it existed in reality. Thus, if one wants to analyze the structure of cultures of societies, one should seek to understand the minds and perceptions of those who build and maintain those constructs. 

			We have already seen good reason to take such an approach. For one, modern trafficking is much more about the relationship between the trafficker and the trafficked than it is about physical restraint. At the core of any relationship is a lot of really complex psychology. Thus, to understand both traffickers and their victims, we need to take a psychological approach to understanding the phenomena that we are trying to stop. Moreover, we need to take this a step further: we need to carefully examine how humans continue to uphold the superstructure, the serpentine form of slavery winding its way in and out of our everyday existence. To do this, we need to understand the cognitive processes and powers that influence the ways societies pass laws, draft policies, and establish institutions – and the ways in which individuals’ beliefs can long after take on a life of their own and persist for many generations.  If we are serious in our quest to extract every last remnant of slavery from our existence, we need to understand the very minds of those who helped bring it into our lives in the first place. They were, after all, not some Machiavellian, Darth Vader-like supervillains, but rather merely individual human beings – each influenced by a complex web of historical, economic, social, and political forces unto themselves, and each looking out for their self-interest in a world that would just as willingly destroy them as it would help them destroy others. 

			This is an unsettling point. After all, it’s much easier to just call such people evil and be done with it, isn’t it? Trying to understand the complex and myriad reasons people do such awful things is unpleasant, time-consuming, and tends to require vast work on our part that often leads to disturbing moral quandaries for which there may be no answers. This naturally goes against the human tendency to be as lazy as one possibly can be while still somehow managing to get the job done. Thus, it’s really quite convenient that all these people with whom I disagree are all secretly members of the globalist multidimensional transgender satanic pedophilic deep state shadow government. It’s really neat that my overly simplistic and self-gratifying worldview somehow magically happens to be the ontologically correct one! Why in the world would I want to challenge any of that?

			Clearly, we need to apply the same critique to ourselves that we do to the rest of society if we are to make any progress in our endeavors. The Buddha is credited with the saying that, “your greatest weapon is your enemy’s mind.” Slavemongers since time immemorial have taken advantage of this simple fact and used the very words and desires of everyday people, as well as those opposing them, to ensure that others’ eyes remain blind to their deeds. To protect against this, we need to know how our own minds work and the everyday cognitive pitfalls and traps that lead us into making such mistakes as we saw in the arguments as to why human trafficking is a more “respectful” term than modern slavery. 

			Yet, introspection is unbelievably difficult. In fact, it’s almost impossible. To paraphrase neuroscientist David Eagleman, this is because our brains are absolutely the worst observers of our own experiences (Eagleman, 2011). Our minds are chock full of shortcuts, heuristics, and what often turn out to be outdated or completely malfunctioning signals that tell us that something that is occurring right in front of us actually isn’t occurring while something that isn’t happening actually is. 

			Have you ever walked into a clear glass door? It’s a lot like that. Now imagine doing that on a near-constant basis and you’ve got a good idea of what a day in the life of your brain is like.  

			To a remarkable degree, we rely upon others to help us determine what is and what isn’t real and what we’re experiencing. But to make matters even worse, we also happen to suck at understanding and interpreting others’ behavior (Hoffman, 2015). This is especially true when it comes to ascribing motivation to peoples’ actions: we more often attribute the wrong motive to a behavior than we do the right one – in part because we quite often don’t understand our own motivations (Eagleman, 2011; Hoffman, 2015). This can result in a feedback loop: we get bad information into our minds about what is really going on and look to others for guidance. They then unintentionally reinforce this with even more bad information, cementing an even further misperception in our minds. The process repeats and compounds upon itself to the point that perception becomes reality: what people perceive or believe to be the truth is often more important to them than what the truth actually is.

			Yet, if we can’t fully rely on our own perceptions and we can’t rely entirely on others to correct the difference, how can we really be certain of anything? The key lies in understanding how the brain misfires and how this affects the issue being discussed. This allows one to check oneself and determine if one is engaging in too much self-congratulatory, “hey you’ve got the world all figured out” thinking and to somewhat rationally examine one’s own work and beliefs. Simply being aware of these perceptual and cognitive phenomena helps reduce errors and increases one’s understanding of complex topics. And since slavery is a very complex subject, the reader should have at least a few tools in their arsenal before continuing, so as to understand just why human trafficking is so misunderstood.  

			Chief among the vast and varied psychological phenomena involved here is what’s best known as the Dunning-Kruger effect. To quote David Dunning himself, “incompetence does not leave people disoriented, perplexed, or cautious. Instead, the incompetent are often blessed with an inappropriate confidence, buoyed by something that feels to them like knowledge” (Dunning, 2014). This something is, in a word, ignorance: a thing that, psychologically speaking, feels the exact same as having real knowledge about an issue. It is actually very difficult to perceive one’s own incompetence. For instance, an underperforming college student might take an exam and expect to do well, and then argue with their professor about how they deserved a higher grade than the D or F they actually earned. An elderly driver might think they’re going to perform well on their exam to renew their driver’s license only to be surprised when they rear-end another vehicle with the instructor sitting next to them. Yet, these people weren’t cheated or victims of bad luck: they simply overestimated their competence.  

			The Dunning-Kruger effect can be observed when an individual with little knowledge or expertise on a given matter assumes they have advanced knowledge/expertise, precisely because they lack the knowledge to know that, in fact, they lack the relevant knowledge (Kruger & Dunning, 2019). Simply put, think of your crazy uncle’s political opinions at Thanksgiving to understand this point: there’s no way on earth he has the requisite knowledge to back up a single word of what he’s saying, but that certainly doesn’t stop him from having the full confidence to pronounce it as if it’s the literal word of God himself. The effect really boils down to the fact that, just like a certain body part, everyone has an opinion, and they have full faith and confidence in that opinion – even when they’re directly contradicted by a respected expert in whatever field that they’re blindly blithering on about.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			

			This is a severe problem when it comes to the anti-trafficking movement. “Experts” on the topic of human trafficking are simultaneously everywhere and nowhere at the same time. There are absolutely no standards to be found, which means anyone can call themselves an expert at any given moment – and this allows other qualities such as showmanship and sensationalism to take center stage. This leads to the mass propagation of myths and misinformation, not the least of which are QAnon, PizzaGate, and the whole Wayfair misinformation campaign. The harsh reality is that there are very few, if any, true experts in the field. In fact, the expertise of most of the “experts” can be found at the very beginning of the graph shown in figure 2.2, at the very peak of what has become colloquially known among psychologists and internet know-it-alls alike as “Mount Stupid.” Ignorance is nothing to be ashamed of so long as one tries to remedy the state whenever they find themselves in it.

			This is an important aspect of the debate around slavery, due to the insane levels of misinformation, twisted logic, and politicized agendas that surround the issue, and so it will benefit the reader if we discuss this in some depth. Moreover, this is applicable not just to the discussion of slavery, but to most civilized discussions in our modern world. One doesn’t have to look far to find examples of a rigorously sound explanation being offered for a phenomenon, based upon years of research and experience by highly skilled people, then to have someone with no experience or credentials whatsoever call that answer an outright lie perpetrated as part of some grand conspiracy. You see, “common sense” tells them that the fact-based, tested, and empirically verified answer is simply wrong, and they are so confident in this belief that there is no argument or reason to be had with them (Nati, 2020). No amount of evidence can shake their confidence in this belief. They have ascended and planted their flag atop Mt. Stupid. 

			

			Let’s explore this through the system used to rank chess players. The Elo rating system, named after a Hungarian-American physics professor and master chess player of the same name, is used to rank the approximate skill levels of players in not only chess, but in other zero-sum games such as pool, baseball, basketball, American football, table tennis, and some board games, as well as more modern esports such as Call of Duty and Apex Legends. Two players with equal Elo ratings who play against each other are expected to win an equal number of games. If one player’s rating is 100 points higher than their opponent’s, that player is expected to score 64% of all wins; if the difference between two players is 200 points, then the player with the higher score is expected to win 76% of the time. 

			Here’s how this applies to the Dunning-Kruger effect: the average adult with no chess experience or training, such as the author, will typically beat the average five-year old at chess 100 times out of 100 under normal conditions (Nati, 2020). In fact, I’d probably feel pretty confident about my ability to beat any five-year old at chess assuming I’m not inebriated or otherwise compromised, and if five-year olds were the only opponents I took on, I’d be even more confident in my ability to win all the time. I might even start bragging about my chess prowess after a few beers. 

			Now, let’s say that a more capable player, an “experienced” amateur with an Elo rating of 1600, hears my bragging and challenges me to a match. Despite my confidence, the 1600-rated Elo player is going to absolutely wipe the floor with me, to the point that he’ll beat me, the typical adult with no experience or credentials, 100 times out of 100 on average. This is the beginning of the Dunning-Kruger effect: I would expect to win because of my high confidence but would lose due to my absolute incompetence. But thanks to the strength of the human ego it wouldn’t sink in that I was actually incompetent at chess until I’d lost at least several games to my challenger. Suddenly, my confidence would take a nosedive (a very unpleasant experience that it is human nature to avoid) at the same time I realized that the game is more complicated that I first realized. After all, I had only been competing against five-year olds. 

			Yet, this only gets worse. A top-rated, chess super grandmaster will typically beat the player with the 1600 Elo rating 100 times out of 100. It turns out that this distribution of skill is remarkably similar across all other domains which are measured by purely mental rather than physical ability (Nati, 2020). It’s just really easy to measure in chess because there’s a highly accurate rating system as well as a record of literally millions of games to refer to. Here’s what I’m getting at: the top actors (AKA experts) in an intellectual domain will outperform even the experienced amateur by a margin similar to that by which the average adult would outperform the typical five-year old. Now, that amateur might manage to come up with a few moves that make our grandmaster stop and think for a bit, but their chances of winning a match are effectively nil. To the grandmaster, the author with his complete lack of expertise and know-how wouldn’t even register as a challenge – rather, I’d be likened to an annoying gnat merely to be swatted. To the grandmaster, there would be no measurable difference between myself and the five-year old in terms of how easy we are to beat. Our chances of winning are literally zero. Zilch. Nada. 

			When it comes to Elo ratings, what is actually being quantified is one’s ability to comprehend a position on a chess board, consider the factors which make it favorable to the two parties in the game, and to choose a maneuver to best improve one’s own position (Nati, 2020). If one can manage that better than someone else on a repeated and regular basis, they’ll have a higher Elo rating. Thus, the chess-playing ability of someone like Wei Yi (don’t worry, I had to Google him myself) to comprehend and process a position in a chess game surpasses the average, untrained adult by a ratio that is greater than the average adult’s ability compared to the five-year old. Again, recall that this performance ratio transfers to other intellectual domains such as mathematics, biology, criminology, and history. Thus, the “super grandmasters” of these fields have an ability to analytically process and comprehend domain-specific information in a way that is so far beyond even the experienced amateur that their rationales would be absolutely impenetrable to the typical person. 

			Thus, we can begin to see the problem with applying “common sense” – AKA, untrained, uncritical thought – to criticize expert level analysis and opinion. It’s quite like a random five-year old turning up at your job and insisting that they can do it better (Nati, 2020). First of all, you would be quite insulted that a five-year old thought they could not only do your job but do it better than you. But much, much more importantly, that five-year old would not only be wrong – dead wrong – but they would be unable to even comprehend the explanation of why they were wrong. Then the child would throw a tantrum, still failing to understand and still believing that they’re right and that the whole adult world is involved in a vast conspiracy against them. Sort of like “researchers” and “experts” who have graduated from Google University. Or those who read a book or pass an uncredentialed, bunco “certification” course and begin advertising themselves as an “expert” on human trafficking, child safety, or both. 

			Adding to the Dunning-Kruger effect is the problem of what is referred to as implicit bias. Implicit bias is a kind of bias that happens instantly and unintentionally. Consider it as a sort of filter through which the mind observes the world: everything is colored through that lens or filter, whether you want it to be or not. As such, despite these biases being absolutely unintentional and completely normal to every human being, they nevertheless greatly affect our judgements, decisions, and behaviors in ways that we need to be aware of. 

			Not all of these biases are bad. A bias in psychology is merely a “tendency” to do something. Biases help the brain make decisions, getting us through the day. Without them, we’d barely be able to function. In survival situations, we still need to rely on these biases to avoid danger and stay alive. It’s the consequences of these biases that are often undesirable – and humans have a lot of implicit biases to keep track of. To this point, it’s much less helpful to speak about implicit bias in general than it is to address specific biases that are of particular concern to our work. 

			

			One of the chief biases that makes work in this field so difficult is confirmation bias. Confirmation bias is the tendency to interpret new facts, information, and ideas in ways that reinforce our pre-established beliefs – even if that new information directly contradicts those beliefs.  Information that is deemed too contradictory to core beliefs is actually discarded by the brain outright. To state this bias simply, it’s really hard to change our minds once we’ve developed an opinion on a subject, all because our brains are wired in a way as to prevent us from changing our minds, thereby protecting our sensitive egos.

			While the implications for society and political polarization are vast, confirmation bias is truly a kicker when it comes to dealing with human trafficking and related phenomena, given all the myths and misunderstandings about the subject. People really do want to believe that there’s a vast, evil conspiracy out there to blame for this, rather than coming to grips with the fact that they’re part of the problem, and they sometimes react aggressively (or even violently) when confronted with facts that show them to be mistaken. Likewise, a lot of people don’t want to believe that they’ve been taken advantage of, admit how bad their situation really is and that they need help, or face the reality that they’re being controlled and trafficked by another. Confirmation bias is one of the worst enemies we have to confront in this fight. 

			Consider a member of a cult. Extracting a person from a cult and from that web of belief takes a lot of time and careful effort, because they’ve been psychologically programmed to believe that anyone from outside the cult is actively trying to lie and deceive them. Our own brains, minds, and systems of beliefs aren’t really that different: they’re all desperately trying to protect our core beliefs about the world – beliefs which may be horribly, horribly misinformed – to protect our sense of self and identity. In a very real way, we’re all members of our own, unique individualized cults, and this greatly affects how we perceive the world. 

			No matter how impartial or open-minded one may believe themselves to be, everyone suffers from some form of confirmation bias. There are several forms of confirmation bias that we need to be aware of in the discussions to follow. The most common form of confirmation bias comes through interpretation, wherein we interpret information in a way that confirms our core beliefs. Yet, this bias also strikes us through biased attention, where we selectively focus on information that confirms our beliefs and values while discounting or outright ignoring information that doesn’t (Allahverdyan & Galstyan, 2014). Consider when we read about the typical “John” sting and are looking at the mugshots of those arrested: does it really surprise you that the guy from down the street whom you don’t get along with got busted for soliciting a prostitute? Of course not, he’s probably up to all sorts of sleazy things in his free time. But what about when it’s your Pastor, your childhood friend, the devoted family man and loyal husband, or the esteemed neighborhood cop whose mugshot appears? Well, then clearly there was some sort of misunderstanding. Even if it’s true, nobody’s perfect, after all. Everybody does it, you might even say. It just doesn’t quite capture your attention as much as the cases that reinforce your pre-established notions, and this causes you to miss the forest for the trees. Your mind doesn’t catch on to the fact that the arrest of the highly regarded and picture-perfect person fits a larger pattern.

			But there’s one more way that confirmation bias can affect us: through biased memory. Memory is far from the perfect and infallible thing that we so often characterize it as being, and this affects the phenomenon being examined in more ways than one may think possible. Now, memory is complicated and will be examined in depth when we discuss trauma, so what is important to understand now is that confirmation bias alters the way we recall and remember past events. The brain selectively recalls data that supports and reaffirms our preconceived notions and beliefs, all the while dismissing and forgetting the data that doesn’t support them or otherwise contradicts them in some way (Frost, et al., 2015). Again, to paraphrase the great David Eagleman, the brain is the worst observer of what it experiences, to the point that it can’t even recall what it has already seen without distorting the memory through a lens that makes it predetermined to agree with its assumptions. This becomes a problem with survivor testimony: due to the very nature of memory (which gets even worse when you add trauma to the mix), survivors can’t recall their experiences completely accurately, because literally no one can. This often makes prosecution and investigation a nightmare, as victims may genuinely seem to “change” their stories to reflect new information presented to them – a defense attorney’s dream come true. But because memory is so misunderstood, victims and survivors are perceived as being “untruthful” or “problematic.” In reality, however, there is no “perfect” victim. 

			Confirmation bias also plays an important role in settling cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance occurs when one holds contradictory values, beliefs, attitudes, or perspectives about the same thing or is confronted with evidence that contradicts their worldview (Tzeses, 2020). Consider, for example, a smoker who is aware that nicotine causes cancer, but nonetheless smokes a pack a day – or an environmentally conscious vegan who drives a gas-guzzling SUV. When our behavior doesn’t line up with our internal beliefs, we experience cognitive dissonance – and the way we settle this dissonance often leads to incredibly visible (at least to others) displays of seeming hypocrisy that the hypocrite just doesn’t really pick up on. That’s because the mind has settled the internal struggle – the dissonance – by rationalizing away the discrepancy to protect itself, and the human capacity for self-justification is virtually unlimited. Consider what we just discussed about confirmation bias and how hard it is to change our minds and realize that these are not separate systems of the mind, but rather overlapping and compounding ones. Mistakes certainly may have been made, after all, but not by me. 

			Once a pattern of thinking has been established, it is remarkably difficult to break out of that way of thinking. This fact can be best illustrated by an incident that occurred in 1663. In Germany that year, the partially fossilized remains of a wooly rhinoceros, a wooly mammoth, and a narwhal were discovered. Now, people of that time had no concept of dinosaurs or of extinct animals that roamed the Earth before humanity, nor of the science of fossilization. Darwin would not come along with his On the Origin of Species for another two centuries, and the field of paleontology largely hadn’t been invented yet. However, the people of that time had the mental schema for what a unicorn looked like, and what their theoretical bone structure would look like. So instead of considering that they were dealing with something unknown and thus carefully reconstructing the skeletons and putting connecting joints and parts together, the amateur archeologists took the individual pieces to build what their limited worldview insisted simply had to be the bones of a deceased unicorn. This resulted in one of the worst fossil reconstructions ever attempted.
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			While this may seem like a humorous anecdote, the implications for our field are actually quite vast. Consider the moral crusader of a Pastor who fiercely advocates for abstinence and against pre-marital sex, yet who gets busted for soliciting a prostitute. Similarly, weigh the case of the decorated sex crimes detective who has a storied career investigating crimes against women and children in his community, only to be arrested for raping multiple women in his custody. These (very real) perpetrators settled their internal dissonance between their beliefs and their behaviors by telling themselves that what they were doing really wasn’t as bad as what everyone else was doing, hence their surprise, excuses, and anger when they were finally held accountable. Moreover, the vast array of behavior displayed by trauma survivors is enough to trigger cognitive dissonance in many investigators and advocates: is this person being really truthful, they wonder, or are they just pretending? After all, the way the perpetrator or survivor presents doesn’t necessarily match with the way the investigator/advocate was expecting them to present (Merlan, 2023). In effect, we end up creating our own Magdeburg unicorns all the time because of our lack of knowledge on the subject, causing grave and systematic injustice throughout the entire world. 

			

			This aspect of human psychology extends into the formation of conspiracy theories and the establishment of connections between disparate objects that actually don’t exist – a predominant issue in matters of trafficking and slavery, as we’ve seen. Pareidolia is the human bias/tendency to assign significance or meaning to something so as to interpret meaning or a pattern where there is none (see Lavin, 2021). The constellations are a well-known example of this: a spattering of stars against the dark backdrop of the night sky are perceived as being organized into shapes by the human eye. Of course, the individual stars that make up the constellations are in no way related to one another, being millions of light years away from one another. The famous 1976 NASA photo of the “Face on Mars” is a perfect example of pareidolia, where light and shadow were interpreted by the human mind to form a “face” (and thus, obviously evidence of extraterrestrials).

			We are actually programmed to see faces and objects where there are none as a byproduct of our biology. Thousands of years ago, it would have served us well to have been able to look at a forest line and spot two eyes, a nose, and the mouth that formed the face of a potential predator. Over time, we evolved a mental mechanism to help us identify such patterns in nature: pareidolia (Uscinski & Parent, 2014; Lavin, 2021). Then we humans began to live in safe environments where we didn’t have to spot the literal eyes of the tiger hiding in the nearest shrubbery, and the mechanism lost its use, but it still stuck around in our brains. Of course, faces are a very familiar concept to human beings. We see them every day, after all, and familiarity plays a critical role in what one sees when pareidolia kicks in (English, 2021). Thus, we see faces on planets, in electrical outlets, and in blurry photographs of “ghosts.” 

			We all engage in pareidolia. However, certain circumstances and factors heighten the phenomenon to critical levels, such as when we experience high levels of chaos. When confronted with matters and stressors that are beyond one’s control, it is human to try to assign some meaning to them in an attempt to reestablish some sort of control over one’s world (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Humans, it must be understood, don’t like lacking control over their world. Even if this control is completely fictional, the human mind largely cannot cope without some belief that it exerts control upon that which affects it and which is, rationally, actually beyond its control. This typically presents itself in the form of, there has to be a reason for whatever has happened, even if whatever happened was completely and totally random. We assign meaning to the meaningless in order to assure ourselves that we have some control even when we really don’t. It’s kind of adorable from a top-down perspective, but this behavior can have dramatic consequences. 

			Pareidolia leads to apophenia, which is the tendency to be psychologically overwhelmed by “meaningful” coincidences (Lavin, 2021). Apophenia leads to a lot of things that are relevant to this discussion, but as a simple example consider the gambler who sees meaningful patterns in their wins and losses and then risks even more based on those patterns.  Another example is that of “truthers” who imagine false flags behind events that have triggered their cognitive dissonance. Apophenia is the first stage of the development of schizophrenia, and conspiracy theorists share much in common with schizophrenics – particularly a proneness to magical thinking (English, 2021; Kumareswaran, 2014). Typically, whatever is most available and or familiar in one’s mind is what one will identify as being to blame for whatever bad thing happens (English, 2021: Lavin, 2021; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). If one is concerned about communists, then one will see communist infiltration all over the place.22 If one is worried about pedophiles, suddenly everyone will become a pedophile. If one is of a religious persuasion, then the malicious hand of the devil will be behind all evil. Think of it this way: if one believes that reptilians secretly control the entire world, who’s going to be inexorably blamed when something bad inevitably goes wrong? Such limited worldviews can set the stage for disastrous self-fulfilling prophecies. 

			This all worsens when there is more noise to analyze: because of pareidolia, people perceive more signals in the noise than actually exist. Hence why conspiracy theories prosper in times of uncertainty and crisis: there’s simply much more noise to sift through than is normal (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). All of a sudden, there are more breadcrumbs to bake into a cake because suddenly we need to exercise more control over the world since we, internally, feel that we are losing control. The more chaos there is, the more uncertainty, social change, and potential danger one perceives to be experiencing, the more we sense this lack of control, and thus the more we project our fear out into the world in a desperate attempt to re-assure ourselves that we’ve totally got this and that things aren’t wildly spinning out of control. 

			Sooner or later, somebody somewhere is going to make a Type I error, and because of the way our brains work, someone else is going to reinforce that false positive as being correct instead of false. Suddenly, random numbers turn into enigmatic codes, written passages into sacred scripture, and otherwise random and unconnected events into the coordinated steps of an elaborate plot. And just like with schizophrenia, one’s entire sense of reality and identity warps to revolve entirely around the next hint, the next clue – the next drop – to fill in the missing pieces of the puzzle. Almost as if from out of the blue, it’s abruptly very hard, if not downright impossible, to change these folks’ minds or convince them that there really isn’t a pattern where they see one, and the meme keeps spreading with each person it comes into contact with. 

			Then there is the intersection of prejudice and ingroup-outgroup bias. When it comes to psychology, we all have prejudices, just as we all have biases. A remarkable amount of this comes down to how we identify as members of a group and relate to other human beings. Humans are social animals after all, and we like to feel as though we belong somewhere. An in-group is simply a group which we, psychologically, identify with. An out-group is a group that we don’t identify with. Ingroup bias, AKA ingroup favoritism, is the tendency (bias) for people to give preferential treatment to those who belong to their same group. If you’re not part of the group, you might be (and probably are) out of luck. 

			

			This gives rise to all sorts of unfortunate things such as tribalism and intergroup conflict. What is essential to understand at this point is that this bias hinders our ability to objectively analyze problems and it reinforces our tendency to blame some undefinable other – only instead of some other who’s simply not us, we blame an other who’s not one of us. For example, if your church is being plagued by a sexual abuse scandal, you might be inclined to attribute it all to the work of mysterious, unknown Satanists instead of accepting the fact that predators really do lie that close to home and that they fooled you. Simply put, we look for scapegoats instead of examining how we, and those like us, may be contributing to the problem. 

			This also quite problematically influences how we view victims and offenders, and how we relate one to the other – as well as how we assign blame for actions either may take. We are simultaneously more likely to be critical of those who are not like us than those who are, while empathizing with those who are more like us than those who are not. This can, and does, influence the quality-of-service that victim advocates provide for those they are advocating for, it affects the ways that police, judges, lawyers, and others in the justice system who commit crimes get lighter sentences than those who are not, and it impacts the dynamics of family court and custody battles. These dynamics are not to be taken lightly, as they form the cognitive basis that creates the larger societal structures we seek to examine. 

			Central to all of these phenomena is the concept mentioned previously known as tribalism. Humans are innately social creatures – we gather together into groups to achieve goals that we as individuals cannot accomplish. Yet despite this disposition, we also tend to divide ourselves into smaller subgroups or tribes, and we do this by identifying differences between those who are members of our group (our in-group) and those who are not (our out-group). To put it simply, tribalism is responsible for the myriad ways that humans other fellow human beings, or determine them to be members of the other. Sexism, racism, and pretty much all the -isms that lead to discrimination and forms of othering are forms of tribalism made manifest. Tribalism leads to humans organizing themselves into unique societies (tribes) that are reflective of the cultures and values of their respective members, and it leads to the tribe protecting those values from any who so much as merely appear to threaten them. This is why others, such as foreigners or immigrants to the tribal society, are greeted with skepticism and hesitancy by members of the tribe – and also deemed less “human” and deserving of human rights. If a person is no longer an actual person, is subjecting them to forced labor conditions really slavery? 

			Tribalism is at the core of such phenomena as genocide and slavery, and it plays a critical role in explaining human trafficking. A corollary of tribalism is known as terror management theory. Terror management theory argues that human awareness of our inevitable mortality dramatically influences human behavior and society – and not necessarily in positive ways (Pyszcynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2015). While humans are hardly the only sentient animals on the planet, they are the only ones known at the time of this writing to be aware of their slow but inevitable march to the grave. In turn, entire cultures are built around the resulting anxiety this creates; entire religions have been founded to alleviate our anxieties about our ultimate fate. This drive can allow us to find immense, deep meaning in the worst injustices and suffering that humans can experience, finding the strength to survive death and destruction of the worst kind. But it can also lead to us to inflict those same horrors upon a new population just a few years after we declare, “never again” (Frankl, 2006; Bashir & Goldberg, 2018; Hirschberger, Pyszcynski, & Ein-Dor, 2010). This behavior plays a critical role in our thinking and in the ways we relate to (and subjugate) others. It also plays a role in the formation of tyrannical death cults. 

			Terror management theory posits that existential terror – which can be caused by anything that threatens our existence, be it real or merely perceived – is the reason we adopt the various cultural worldviews that we do. Political ideologies, religious beliefs, and much more are all explained by this attempt to latch onto meaning, to give a philosophy to our lives in a chaotic and unpredictable world (see Williamson, 2022). And when we become particularly frightened, we isolate ourselves among those who share our beliefs and worldviews; we become politically polarized and we become hostile to those who do not share our beliefs or characteristics. Much of the previous discussion on terminology can be explained through terror management theory: the way slavery has metastasized is, in a word, terrifying. Anyone can be a victim, not just those belonging to a particular disposable subset of society. This makes us frightened and extremely vulnerable to manipulation, and it also predisposes us to committing horrors that we might otherwise not be willing to be complicit in (Azarian, 2023). 

			To see this effect in action (as well as how vulnerable we all are to psychological manipulation) we need only consider how a group of psychologists successfully managed to weaponize hot sauce out of all things. Experimental subjects (college students) were divided into two randomly assigned groups by the scientists after first having been surveyed about their political beliefs.  The participants were then tasked with writing a short essay: in the control group, this essay was on a “neutral” topic, such as the next exam they faced in college. In the experimental group, the subjects were told to consider their own death: what emotions this aroused in them, and what they thought happens when they die. Then, members of each group were introduced to someone who either insulted or respected the participants’ political worldviews, The subjects then had to determine how much fiery hot sauce the individual commenting on their worldview had to consume (McGregor, 1998). 

			The results were as stunning as they were predictable: those in the control group did not, on average, force a person who was critical of their worldview to consume more hot sauce. Neither did those in the experimental group who received positive feedback on their political stances. However, those in the experimental group who had their worldview threatened chose to significantly increase the amount of peppery hot sauce given to those with an opposing worldview.  

			Keep in mind that this all occurred merely because subjects were reminded of their eventual mortality. Imagine what we would collectively be willing to do if we were made to believe that there was a real, impending threat to our existence: such as war, climate change, or the mere shifting of cultural norms that affect our way of life.23 Change is inevitable, and this fact alone is enough to drive many human beings into existential crisis. What happened in the safe setting of a university laboratory with mere hot sauce happens all the time in the real world, but with actual means of inflicting permanent harm on another. Change always involves an element of fear, hence why we resist it so much: the status quo remains the status quo for a reason.  Much to this point, and in furtherance of our discussion, is how this mortality salience can even impact how we think about crime and punishment (Rosenblatt, et al, 1989). 

			All of this contributes to the formation and establishment of social, cultural, and religious norms. Simply put, these norms determine what we consider to be “normal.” Norms determine what behaviors we are more willing to tolerate and excuse as being part of everyday aspects of society and what we are more prone to consider intolerable. For example, if one lives in an environment where sex trafficking is a daily, normal occurrence, then one isn’t going to think too much about either trafficking or being trafficked sexually. One will typically resist any effort to change what one believes is normal, especially if it comes from what is perceived to be an outside (especially foreign) source. Norms can vary from one culture to the next, from one society to another, and from one religion to an alternative one. Anyone who’s attended Ju’mah at a Mosque on Friday only to attend Mass on Sunday morning can tell you how different the traditions are. Similarly, the experiences are further distinguished by the specific culture and society in which the religious service occurs: a Latin Mass in a Cathedral is going to be far different than one that takes place where Christianity isn’t popular. 

			Norms are also notoriously difficult to change, often due to how well established they are in society for some of the above-mentioned reasons. Some people dedicate their entire lives to changing harmful norms, often seeing only miniscule progress. This is in large part due to the way norms interact with human biases: human cognitive biases give rise to norms being established, while norms simultaneously help to establish those very biases in humans as they are growing up. Once again, we see a feedback loop: a common issue when examining slavery and another one that readers should train themselves to look for. Cycles are everywhere when it comes to trafficking, from feedback cycles to historical cycles (recall Athens) to the dynamics of slavery itself. 

			This brings us to why it is so important to understand these norms. Frankly stated, these norms help perpetuate trafficking (including sex trafficking) and the concept that trafficking is a normal and accepted part of society (Cohen, 2009; Belles, 2015). Consider how we glorify the pimp in western culture. Snoop Dogg is a pimp – an actual, admitted pimp – and sings songs about beating women while bragging about selling them to top athletes (Rolling Stone, 2013). Dwayne Johnson, AKA The Rock, is marketed as a “pimp” and was called “Big Pimpin’” for a long time – after all, pimpin’ ain’t easy. We even “pimp” our rides and our houses.24 Kid Rock’s hit song Cowboy literally features the singer detailing how he wants to start an escort service. I can recall how popular the song was among my Boy Scout troop when it first came out. The adult Scout leaders actually encouraged the younger boys, aged 9 or 10 (fourth grade) in the troop to sing it, razzing me because I didn’t know the words and thus didn’t particularly care to sing it. From this example alone, one can see how important it is to critically examine the role of culture in perpetuating trafficking activities.

			Nor is this merely an American issue. As norms vary by culture, society, and religion, so, too, does the way they affect and manifest trafficking phenomena. In Sub-Saharan Africa, it is common for young women to go to work for employers abroad to support their families. Upon accepting an offer, an “employer” will then often have the young woman undergo a mystic ceremony conducted by a shaman to bind her to the employer wherein she is made to believe that if she works hard, she will be rewarded, but if she is lazy or abandons her post, bad luck will befall her and her family back home (Nagle & Oswananoye, 2016). The employer, of course, is a sex trafficker – and the job he has promised her doesn’t exist. But by the time the young woman arrives in Europe and realizes this, she has been tricked through a combination of technology and religious folk belief into believing that she must comply with her trafficker. The shaman is, of course, in on the scam, and often continues to play a role in the woman’s exploitation long after she has left Africa. 

			Chapter Summary: The Serpent Revealed 

			It has been said that nothing is ever what it seems, and this clearly applies to human trafficking. Slavery takes many forms, creating a dark and destructive force in society, encompassing the world as Jörmungandr and connecting the past to the present. While the beast itself remains hidden from view, its effects are ubiquitous and resemble constructs of another creature, as described in the next chapter. It is poorly understood and obscured, yet by examining common myths and misconceptions we begin to get a sense of what we are up against. Our task is enormous, and our opponent has remained unbeaten throughout the course of human history. To make matters worse, our own allies engage in self-defeating doublespeak and refusal to acknowledge truth. Hence, we have wasted a lot of time and a lot of resources, not to mention the fact that many lives have been lost or irrevocably altered.

			Yet, not all is lost. We have made significant strides in identifying our foe, and we now have some idea of the psychological warfare that it has been waging on us for millennia. And while we may have allowed slavery to retreat, resupply, and reemerge after 1865, we have a vast arsenal of new tools and new knowledge with which to combat it today. While the stakes have never been higher, the war is far from over – indeed, it is just beginning. 
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					1 Special thanks to my dear friend and colleague Samantha Searls of the IJPC for her work in compiling a list of these damaging myths, which I draw from here.

				

				
					2 You really thought I was exaggerating when I said, “no one knows what they’re doing,” didn’t you? 

				

				
					3 See Greenwood, 2019 for an example of this. Additionally, with this context now in mind, it is useful to reconsider the idea of having victims of trafficking use hand signals to signal for help to see just what an inane concept this is.  

				

				
					4 The Satanic Temple – contrary to modern traditional Satanism – was founded by a notorious Neo-Nazi, so it would really be great if everyone would stop reacting and giving them attention. See Appendix 1 materials for this chapter for additional information, specifically Dead Domain, 2024.

				

				
					5 More to the point, I’ve never once seen a Satanist wearing bracelets after one of these operations. In fact, I’ve recovered children from horribly abusive situations thanks to tips from concerned, eagle-eyed Satanists, as well as their much more interesting spiritual cousins, Luciferians. While offenders come in all forms and consist of all backgrounds, and with the exception of a few Neo-Nazi linked groups on the fringes of the far right (see Winston, 2023; Hughes, 2023), Satanists typically don’t exploit children en masse, and they certainly don’t traffic them. It doesn’t fit into the “respectable” profile of this type of predator. Winston, 2023 and Hughes, 2023 are very, very important citations; however, it’s important to understand that sextortion is less about sex than it is something far darker (Berg, 2024). See chapters 10 and 11 and the associated supplementary resources for additional insight into these aspects. 

				

				
					6 Much to my upcoming point, all sex trafficking fronts (not prostitution fronts) disrupted in this operation had been in existence for a period of months to years, right under law enforcement’s nose, and would have continued to operate had we not specifically targeted them.

				

				
					7 Quoted in (Bordow, 2023).

				

				
					8 The reader is encouraged to review Martin & Hill, 2019 for an excellent analysis of the data on this topic. 

				

				
					9 Times Editorial Board, 2022.

				

				
					10 Refer to the first chapter to see how victims, even child victims, of trafficking are often counted as “traffickers” and “Johns,” revealing how such propaganda hides even further revictimization through the criminal justice system.

				

				
					11 Consider the psychology around first impressions and the saying, “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” 

				

				
					12 This isn’t the first time something like this has happened. The 2015 film The Gallows led a viral marketing campaign for the movie by spreading the admittedly made-up “Charlie Charlie Challenge,” which involved placing two pencils on top of one another and asking the “spirit” of Charlie to answer a yes/no question. A Vatican exorcist, Christianity Today, and the Catholic News Agency warned it was a sign of “rising demonic activity” while Pat Robertson himself warned that the “game” would “destroy human beings” (Lawson, 2015; Smith, 2015). All this occurred despite the fact that the game was entirely fabricated as a marketing stunt, relying on fundamental principles of gravity and pareidolia: the human tendency to see patterns where there are none, such as with stellar constellations (Knibbs, 2015). The intersection of religiously-driven moral panics and human trafficking is incredibly important to understand, especially in the context of human trafficking and child safety. This will be a recurring theme throughout this work. 

				

				
					13 It is important to note that MK-ULTRA was a real thing. However, at this point in our examination that is all that is relevant to the topic.

				

				
					14 The author is admittedly simplifying things a great deal here, but for the discussion at hand the issue can be set aside until much further down the road. See Iglesias, 2024 and Dobrokhotov, Grozev, & Weiss, 2024 for more information.

				

				
					15 This is not to say that targeted and coordinated harassment campaigns do not exist, as per the Kiwi Farms website and the Church of Scientology’s “Fair Game Law.” Rather, instances of alleged gang-stalking are distinct from orchestrated harassment campaigns. 

				

				
					16 In case you’re wondering, yes, this did in fact happen. 

				

				
					17 Quoted in (Belles, 2015, p. 55). 

				

				
					18 Please, for the love of all that is sacred , don’t actually do this. I am being rhetorical here. 

				

				
					19 This is quite discernable in all the articles presented: the focus is on experiences of Black Americans at the exclusion of Black Africans in the name of “inclusivity.” 

				

				
					20 In the rare event that a Pleistocene archeologist happens to be reading this, I freely admit that I’m oversimplifying, and in fact am actively misstating, a great deal here (see Graeber & Wengrow, 2023, p. 127-128). In my defense, I felt that the entire rewriting of human history is a task best left until the end of this collective body of work rather than the very beginning.

				

				
					21 Do you see the loophole? Citizens couldn’t be enslaved – ancient Athenian law, however, said nothing about non-citizens. The ancient Greeks in effect had their own 13th Amendment. 

				

				
					22 One of the most enduring lessons of this book is that this has all happened before: one need only consider the McCarthy era to see the need to break these cycles. 

				

				
					23 The implications are well documented in the accompanying supplemental reading for this chapter, ranging from everyday stereotypes to election outcomes to the “Axis of Evil.” 

				

				
					24 A trend toward almost exclusively criticizing black and hip-hop culture is already visible with these frequently-cited examples. This reveals the shallowness of the analysis found to date in virtually all of the literature on the topic of societal norms and their role in human trafficking.
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