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During my recent duties as researcher or supervisor of groups of practitioners involved at various titles 
in protection, assistance and support of victims, I “tripped” many times in narrations - brought directly 
from the victims or reported by some practitioner – speaking about stories of violated, unrecognised or 
neglected rights, endless procedures (from the filing of the case in court to the issuing of documents), 
standardized assistance services. 

The following cases provide some interesting example: 

CASE 1 

When I filed a claim to the police, they asked me many questions, details, and they made me live again many times what I 
had experienced.  

And the police did not take into account what I had lived outside of France. 

At the prefecture they are bad! 

Kenyan woman, aged 28, exploited as maid for 4 years and rescued in France. 

CASE 2 

I went to the police station asking for the permit of stay.  

There I told them about my situation of exploitation. 

They didn’t believe me, I went back and forth many times, at the end they said there was nothing to do. 

I insisted and finally they accepted my claim 

Pakistani man, aged 34, exploited in agriculture and rescued in Italy 

CASE 3 

The place where I was working was rided by the police. 

I was put in prison, together with the exploiter! 

Although the police inspector filed the case as trafficking, the judge didn’t agree. 

I decided to pay the fine for the custody and leave the country on my own. 

Chinese man, aged 30, exploited in a sweatshop and rescued in Malta. 

CASE 4 

When I arrived at the shelters, The carer told me the rules of the place, the services I would have benefited, the schedule of 
my re-integration program. 

I was exhausted and I just wanted to sleep, but I had to endure even the tour of the house. 

Every week I had a meeting with the psychologist; she was a nice person and really wanted to help me, but I didn't need it 
and at the end I got angry to her 

Romanian woman, aged 24, exploited as nanny and rescued in Portugal. 



These stories are constantly oscillating between tragedy and comedy, with the protagonist in the middle 
usually struggling for being seen and considered as a person with a biography, attitudes and skills. 

For this reason, the use of allegories facilitate the comprehension of what the victims in general and for 
labour exploitation in particular are often experiencing after having managed to leave the exploitation 
ring. 

 

In order to illustrate the problems that we currently observe in the field of 
identification, I decided to choose, as allegory, the famous Luigi Pirandello’s novel 
“One, No one and One Hundred Thousand”. 

In this novel, the leading character discovers that everyone he knows, every single 
person he has met during his life has built a different image of him, based on each 
individual’s imagination. However, none of these “persons”, images, corresponds 
to the image that the character has constructed of himself and believes to be. 

The novel describes a cruel game of falsifying projections, mirroring the reality of 
social existence itself, which imperiously dictate their rules. 

This is what often happens to a victim of trafficking, especially for labour exploitation.  

He or she is usually perceived as someone else, the person trafficked for the purpose of labour 
exploitation is usually considered as an irregular migrant, or an irregular worker or worst, as an 
accomplice. 

Furthermore, She or He is forced to face a general climate of “suspect” at all stages of the identification 
process, from the initial police interrogation, to the impact with the judiciary authorities up to the 
inevitable relation with the immigration/asylum officials. 

Such transversal suspicious attitude does not facilitate the establishment of a climate of trust with the 
victims and ultimately results in an actual hindrance to the collaboration of the trafficked persons with 
the competent authorities. 

 

To discuss another key problem, the prosecution of cases of trafficking for labour 
exploitation, I decided to use the Franz Kafka’s novel, “The trial”. 

As probably most of us know, in this novel the leading character finds himself in a 
strange juridical situation. 

He is unexpectedly arrested by two unidentified agents from an unspecified 
agency for an unspecified crime. 

When the protagonist is asked to go to court he finds himself in a vertigo when he 
understands that his guilt is assumed, that the bureaucracy runs, but in secret, 
from the charge, to the rules of the court, to the authority behind the courts – 
even in relation to the identity of the judges at the highest levels. 

 



The novel ends in the only possible way: before his thirty-first birthday the protagonist is led to a 
discarded block where he is killed, offering little resistance. 

Apart for the ending, victims of trafficking are often involved in a juridical ordeal. They have 
experienced something that is very difficult to be proved in a tribunal.  

Probably because, according to the UN protocol, the relevant criminal fact – the exploitation – is 
considered as the purpose of the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a person. 
As everybody knows, it is very difficult to prosecute the intentions of activities that, per se, are not 
criminally relevant. 

Consequently, the trials and related sentences charging trafficking are very few (and even fewer in the 
case of labour exploitation). For example, in Italy we had only 14 sentences in 2010 and only 9 in 2011. 

As a consequence, the prosecutorial authorities focus their attention on other criminally relevant facts, 
such as irregular work or the conditions in which this work is performed, on tax evasion and so on. As 
a consequence, the offenders usually are charged with infringements of labour laws and standards, 
rarely with human trafficking. 

However, in this way the core element of trafficking – the violation of rights of the individual together 
with the person’s sense of uniqueness – is lost. 

 

In order to introduce the topic of the issuing of the documents (permit of stay, of 
work etc.) I’d like you to think about Bulgakov’s ‘Diaboliad’, where a modest and 
unassuming office clerk is summarily sacked for a trifling error from his job, and 
tries to seek out his newly assigned superior, responsible for his dismissal.  

His quest through the labyrinth of bureaucracy takes on the increasingly surreal 
dimensions of a nightmare among an incredible vortex of rounded and squared 
stamps and forms. 

 

We are all aware, in fact, that even when VOTs are recognized as such, there is a firm resistance from 
the institutions to follow up the case and issue the papers. 

The procedures are long, and during the whole bureaucratic process the person must demonstrate to 
“deserve” them, by behaving properly and staying on the “right track”.  

This requirement lasts months and years, because the papers issued for a victim of trafficking remain 
“temporary” for a long time, and the person is always under a metaphorical sword of Damocles. 

The matter is important not only because the papers give the possibility to relax and to start a new life, 
but first – and foremost – because the papers allow to restore the identify of the victim, that is finally 
recognized as a person, with rights, with attitudes and legal capacities. 



 

The last topic, the “quality” of the assistance measures for victims of trafficking 
fro labour exploitation, is introduced by the last allegory: Alice’s adventures in 
wonderland. 

As (this time) everybody knows, Alice is a girl who falls down a rabbit hole into a 
fantasy world populated by peculiar, anthropomorphic creatures, who tell her 
incomprehensible (for her) stories and concepts. 

 

The allegory is clear: victims of trafficking, especially those – men and women alike - trafficked for 
labour exploitation, are often challenging the sense of the assistance services offered to them, usually 
tailored to meet the needs (and heal the trauma) of (young) women trafficked for sexual exploitation 

If we consider this aspect, trafficked persons are mostly treated as “recipients”, who are asked to 
adhere to a definition of them given by others and bend to needs that have been decided by others. 
The rigid standardization of assistance services does not allow meeting different needs and expectations.  

In the worst case (unfortunately personally observed), they are attributed with negative features, 
someone who in a way “was asking for it (the exploitation)” and even deserved what happened!  

What is most sad is that in many cases victims don’t feel free to speak aloud, to negotiate the 
provisions: they follow the path designed by others trying to cope as much as possible with the reality 
that sometimes is very bizarre. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Even though our countries and economies are literally drowning in various forms of exploitation, it 
seems that the instruments to counteract them are very weak, notwithstanding the numbers of 
conventions, protocols, guidelines, laws etc. etc. 

In the meantime, thousands of people are currently experiencing some forms of exploitation other than 
sexual, most of the time with a background that could lead to trafficking. 

How can we overcome this trend? 

Indeed there is the need to improve what exists – international and local laws, skills of law enforcement 
and psychosocial practitioners – and to decrease the vulnerability of the to-be victims at origin. 

However, in order to effectively tackling trafficking for labour exploitation we need to remove the 
above described clime of suspicious and distrust towards the victims. 

In this respect it is time to address the various (many) misconceptions, misunderstanding, prejudices 
and stereotypes about trafficking (and its victims) that are affecting the discourse on trafficking since 
2000 and that can be considered as the real barrier to draw a clear boundary line (currently thin) 
between victim and perpetrator; without this effort, restoring justice, by acknowledging the rights of 
the former and prosecuting the latter, will be virtually impossible. 


