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Book Review

A Locally Grounded, Feminist Analysis of Sex Trafficking in Nepal

Crawford, M. (2010). Sex Trafficking in South Asia: Telling Maya’s Story. New
York, NY: Routledge, ISBN-13: 978-0415778435, ISBN-10: 0415778433 (177
pp., $135.00).

Mary Crawford’s Sex Trafficking in South Asia: Telling Maya’s Story takes the
reader through an in-depth analysis of sex trafficking in Nepal. There are three
overarching goals that Crawford seeks to achieve throughout this concise work.
First, Crawford strives to form an understanding of sex trafficking with respect
to Nepal’s unique culture, history, and political landscape. Nepal’s high rate of
poverty, the deeply entrenched gender discrimination within the country’s customs
and laws, and the last decade of civil war have all exacerbated sex trafficking. These
issues, specific to Nepal, highlight why Crawford argues that a global approach
to the problem is futile and local research and analysis is sorely needed. Second,
Crawford presents her observations and findings while fully conscious and critical
of her own subjectivity as a White Western social scientist. Crawford chronicles
her own personal experience of the research process and presents the testimonies
of girls and women who have been trafficked, as well as the words of those who
work at ABC/Nepal, an agency that provides shelter for trafficking survivors.
Third, Crawford’s end goal is to give back to a country she loves by amplifying
the voice of sex trafficking survivors and recommending strategies for reducing
sex trafficking.

The author begins with a thorough discussion of sex trafficking in Nepal
and abroad (Chapter 1) and provides a context for sex trafficking within Nepal’s
sociopolitical history (Chapter 2). Crawford then takes a step back to recount her
personal experience as a Western social psychologist living in Nepal, carefully
noting her efforts to conduct research with cultural sensitivity and document in-
stances where her subjectivity as a privileged outsider may have impeded her
understanding of the issues at hand (Chapter 3). After that, Crawford further en-
trenches the reader in a localized view of sex trafficking from its legal definitions
to public conceptions within Nepal (Chapter 4). The next section draws heavily
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on feminist theory to explore Nepal’s response to sex trafficking (Chapter 5), fol-
lowed by an overview of the programs that are currently taking place (Chapter 6).
Crawford concludes her piece with a call for empirical evaluations and suggestions
for additional interventions, using the suggestions from survivors and from the
staff of antitrafficking organizations (Chapter 7).

Approximately 6,000 Nepali girls and women are trafficked for sex each
year, although estimates vary widely. “Maya,” the name that Crawford references
in the subtitle of this book, is a fictional amalgamation of the average trafficking
survivor. Many Nepali antitrafficking organizations use the tale of Maya in their
attempts to educate the public and promote policy initiatives. In these narratives,
Maya is a young teenager who was manipulated into leaving her parents’ home
by a young man who said he could find her a job to help support her family. She
was trafficked across the Nepali border to India, where she was “broken in” with
beatings and then made to prostitute in a brothel for over a decade in order to pay
her “debt” to the brothel owner. By the time she was dismissed from the brothel,
Maya had several sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and was HIV-positive.
When she returned to her village, she faced heavy stigma from her family and
community. Maya’s story is often supplemented with details that present her as
the “perfect victim,” a young, poor, virginal girl who was tricked into prostitution
due to her ignorance. The perfect victim narrative is used by some antitrafficking
organizations to advocate for protectionist solutions, such as confining women to
the home, policing women who attempt to cross the border, and blocking women
from entering the labor force, thus making women even more dependent on male
relatives and husbands.

Crawford wants to lend a voice to the Mayas of Nepal. She explains why the
perfect victim construction of survivors used by many antitrafficking organiza-
tions is problematic: the emphasis on survivors’ naı̈vety and their “irresponsible”
decisions represent a paternalistic view of the problem. Furthermore, the tale of
the perfect victim is often used to advocate policies that limit women’s rights
and do little to change the root cause of trafficking. Crawford helps strengthen
the voice of survivors by delving into the gender and caste dynamics at play,
within both sex trafficking itself and the anti-sex-trafficking movement. She ar-
gues that instead of creating a product out of victimhood for agencies to use in
fund-raising efforts, thereby crafting a pitiful perfect victim for Western countries
to patronize, the antitrafficking movement should take a feminist approach to the
issue and listen to girls and women who have been trafficked, while asking locally
relevant questions. What are the needs of rural, low caste, poor girls who are
especially vulnerable to trafficking? What do survivors say when they want to get
out of shelters and skills-training programs? These questions step away from a
purely humanitarian appeal for help and instead promote a feminist, human rights
framework for antitrafficking efforts. Within this framework, gender-based in-
equality is considered the root cause of trafficking, and the goal for sex trafficking
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survivors is to protect and reestablish their rights as Nepali citizens. Paternalistic
solutions to trafficking, like restricting women’s travel across the border, should
be discontinued because they impinge on survivors’ human rights. Crawford also
advocates systematic evaluations of ABC/Nepal’s rehabilitation programs, featur-
ing pre- and posttest outcome measures and long-term follow-up. Evaluations of
prevention and rehabilitation efforts would provide data for organizations to use
to procure funding and improve their programs.

While this work provides an excellent analysis of sex trafficking in Nepal that
is invaluable for those who focus on South Asian and Women’s Studies, it also
serves as an illustrative piece of feminist social research methodology. In particular,
Chapter 3
serves as a primer in feminist field research. Crawford discusses her process
of transitioning from an outsider who merely observed the everyday workings of
ABC/Nepal to an in-depth interviewer once she had gained more insight and a
level of trust with the staff and shelter residents. Crawford was also willing to
leave certain questions unanswered, such as the controversy over a person’s right
to engage in sex work versus viewing prostitution as coercive. Her process of
thoughtful research practices highlights the necessity of feminist methods within
social scientific study.

My sole criticism of this book is that the author seems to end the story
too soon for those of us interested in program evaluation as a means of policy
formation. The reader is left with an understanding of the weaknesses in research
on sex trafficking, but without an example of how a systematic program evaluation
would operate within ABC/Nepal. Furthermore, while the final chapter includes
some suggestions from both survivors of sex trafficking and employees from
nongovernment organizations on how to reduce sex trafficking, there is little
information about what a reader who neither lives in Nepal nor is a social scientist
with the opportunity to conduct research there can do to address the problem.
Nonetheless, Crawford’s book is an engaging piece of scholarship on the current
state of sex trafficking in Nepal. It provides well-conceived suggestions for Nepali
activists and serves as a practical, soundly implemented example of feminist
research.

—Kala J. Melchiori
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