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Fachberatungsarbeit	bei	Opfern	von	Menschenhandel	als	Inszenierung	und	
Überbrückung	kultureller	Differenz	  
	
Mathilde	Darley* 
Anne	Dölemeyer** 
	
Abstract:	According	to	prosecuting	authorities,	victims	trafficked	into	sexual	exploitation	are	
difficult	to	identify;	it	seems	even	harder	to	find	‘appropriate’	victims	willing	to	testify	in	court.	This	
is	often	ascribed	to	‘cultural	differences’	rooted	in	their	(supposedly)	foreign	origin. 
In	our	contribution,	we	show	how	counselling	centres	for	trafficking	victims	in	France	and	Germany	
help	to	identify	victims	and	to	make	them	more	suitable	for	prosecuting	authorities.	In	doing	so,	we	
argue	that	these	counselling	centres	position	themselves	as	indispensable	‘cultural	translators’:	
they	help	public	authorities	understand	the	victims,	and	they	help	the	victims	understand	public	
authorities,	thus	providing	the	basis	for	any	criminal	procedure.	Despite	very	different	structures	
and	legal	circumstances	between	France	and	Germany,	we	found	a	number	of	similarities	in	how	
staff	at	German	and	French	counselling	centres	first	establish	such	cultural	differences	as	a	given	to	
then	be	able	to	bridge	them.	In	doing	so,	we	argue,	they	(even	unintendedly)	contribute	to	
ethnicising	and	further	othering	their	clients,	especially	highly	marginalized	‘groups’	like	
‘Nigerians’	and	‘Roma’. 
	
Keywords:	state	ethnography;	NGOs;	human	trafficking;	construction	of	cultural	differences 
Schlagwörter:	Staatsethnographie;	NRO;	Menschenhandel;	Konstruktion	kultureller	Differenz 
	
	

1. Introduction 
	
How	are	marginalized	foreign	subjects	made	governable	in	Western	European	nations,	
and	what	role	does	 the	 topos	of	cultural	differences	and	overcoming	 these	differences	
play	therein?	In	this	paper,	we	take	up	this	question	from	a	comparative	perspective	using	
the	example	of	persons	identified	as	victims	of	human	trafficking	into	prostitution	in	the	
French	 and	 German	 contexts	 and	 focusing	 on	 the	 work	 of	 counselling	 centres	 for	
trafficking	victims.1	Both	countries	face	high	estimates	of	trafficking	victims	on	the	one	
hand,	relatively	few	identified	cases	on	the	other.	As	a	result	of	merging	the	abolitionist	
and	feminist	positions	on	prostitution	and	trafficking	during	the	1990s	(Mathieu	2014),	
human	trafficking	has	been	quite	high	on	the	international	and	European	political	agenda	
                                                
* CNRS	Researcher,	CESDIP,	43	Boulevard	Vauban,	78280	Guyancourt,	France,	Email:	
mathilde.darley@cesdip.fr 
**	Researcher,	University	of	Applied	Sciences	HAWK,	Hildesheim.	HAWK,	Fakultät	M,	Haarmannplatz	3,	
37603	Holzminden,	Email:	anne.doelemeyer@hawk.de	
 
1 This	article	presents	results	from	the	French-German	project	“Proscrim:	Institutionalizing	Trafficking”,	
which	examines	institutional	practices	of	identifying	and	accessing	victims	of	trafficking	for	the	purpose	of	
sexual	exploitation	from	an	ethnographic	perspective.	The	project	was	supported	by	the	DFG	in	Germany	
and	by	ANR	(ANR-13-FRAL-0014)	in	France. 
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in	the	last	decades	(Darley	2006,	Ragaru	2007).	Although	producing	numbers	on	it	is	per	
se	challenging	and	the	available	estimations	and	their	instrumental	use	for	political	and	
ideological	purposes	are	highly	contested	(Mathieu	2012),	trafficking	in	human	beings	is	
considered	one	of	the	most	lucrative	areas	of	international	organized	crime	(UNO	2000).	
However,	the	number	of	criminal	proceedings	and	victims	identified	by	the	police	remain	
relatively	 low.	 To	 explain	 this	 paradox,	 enforcement	 agencies	 and	 activists	 usually	
underline	 that	 the	actual	number	of	 cases	 is	believed	 to	be	 far	higher	 (e.g.	BKA	2017,	
UNODC	 2018),	 but	 that	 identifying	 victims	 requires	 them	 to	 fulfil	 a	 high	 number	 of	
prerequisites.	
	
Despite	 highly	 differing	 legal	 frameworks	 and	 structures	 in	 France	 and	 Germany,	
counselling	centres	play	a	central	role	in	both	countries	in	identifying	victims	and	making	
them	 visible,	 understandable	 and	 governable	 within	 the	 logics	 of	 the	 state	 and	 the	
criminal	justice	system.	They	do	so	by	performing	certain	kinds	of	translation	work:	more	
specifically,	they	construct	and	emphasize	cultural	differences,	partly	to	then	define	their	
work	as	bridging	these	differences.	This	occurs	both	in	France	and	Germany,	taking	on	
different	forms	but	leading	to	very	similar	effects:	In	both	countries,	we	argue,	the	concept	
of	 ‘cultural	differences’	 is	used	as	a	 tool	not	only	to	better	understand	the	populations	
labelled	as	different,	but	also	to	govern	these	otherwise	illegible	populations.	
	
Various	studies	have	shown	that	the	features	of	victims	of	trafficking	on	the	one	hand	and	
the	 requirements	 placed	 on	 them	by	 the	 particular	 logics	 of	 criminal,	 social	 law	 or	 of	
administrative	 techniques	on	 the	other	hand	do	not	match	up	 (Jaksic	2016,	Pates	and	
Schmidt	2007).	The	narrative	dominating	the	public	discourse	on	trafficking	victims	over	
the	last	decades	represents	them	as	rather	young	women,	innocent,	helpless,	and	foreign,	
characteristics	 often	 not	 found	 in	 presumable	 victims	 in	 ‘real	 life’	 (Snajdr	 2013).	 The	
success	 of	 this	 narrative,	 although	 different	 research	 works	 have	 challenged	 it	 (e.g.	
Andrijasevic	2007,	O’Connell-Davidson	2006),	can	be	explained	by	the	moral	comfort	it	
affords	abolitionist	Western	societies	that	see	sex	work	as	a	form	of	gendered	violence.	
This	dominant	representation	of	the	victims	as	pure	and	passive	women,	unwilling	to	‘sell	
their	body’,	leads	to	certain	expectations	on	the	behaviour	and	appearance	of	the	victims	
both	 by	 the	 police	 and	 in	 court	 proceedings.	 To	 live	 up	 to	 these	 expectations,	 victims	
would	 have	 to	 display	 fear	 and	 insecurity	 towards	 their	 exploiters,	 and	 gratitude	 and	
cooperation	towards	the	police	and	courts	(Pates,	Dölemeyer	and	Leser	2016).	Therefore,	
a	number	of	cases	which,	according	to	the	particular	legal	criteria,	could	be	understood	as	
human	trafficking,	are	not	identified	as	such	in	the	everyday	practices	of	state	authorities	
because	they	do	not	fulfil	the	criteria	of	“ideal	victims”	(Jaksic	2016,	see	also	Leser	in	this	
special	issue).	To	make	these	‘problematic’	subjects	legible	as	victims	and	thus	governable	
for	 state	authorities,	mediation	and	 translation	 is	necessary	–	not	only	 in	 the	 sense	of	
linguistic	 translation	but	also	as	“a	theoretical	metaphor	through	which	to	think	about	
difference”	(Giordano	2014:	15).	
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Foreign	sex	workers	are	at	the	same	time	“emblematic	figures	of	singularity”	(Giordano	
2014:	7)	and	“generalized	others”	(Massari	2009):	they	carry	the	stigma	of	being	a	victim	
and	 a	 prostitute	 and	 thus	 embody	 a	 doubled	 (cultural	 and	 sexual)	 otherness	 and	 an	
immeasurable	difference,	 that	makes	them	unique	and	exceptional.	On	the	other	hand,	
however,	 they	 epitomize	 the	 foreign,	 ethnic	 ‘other’	 in	 general	 (Andrijasevic	 2014,	
Giordano	2014:	7,	Jacobsen	and	Stenvoll	2010).	
		
In	this	context,	German	and	French	counselling	centres	have	established	themselves	as	
mediators.	They	 identify	 cultural	differences	as	one	 central,	 explanatory	 factor	 for	 the	
non-recognition	 of	 victims.	 Bridging	 such	 (previously	 stated)	 cultural	 differences	 has	
become	one	of	 their	 core	 tasks,	which	 in	 turn	makes	 them	 indispensable	 for	state	 law	
enforcement.	 To	 show	 how	 this	 works,	 we	 carried	 out	 over	 30	 problem-centred	
interviews	 with	 counselling	 workers	 in	 both	 countries,	 along	 with	 participatory	
observation	of	their	daily	work,	the	training	sessions	they	held	for	other	government	or	
non-governmental	 organizations	 (in	 France)	 as	 well	 as	 round	 tables	 and	 specialized	
conferences	 on	 human	 trafficking.	 Additionally,	 we	 observed	 court	 proceedings	 and	
conducted	interviews	with	attorneys,	judges	and	state	attorneys	as	well	as	police	officers	
in	both	countries.	
	
In	our	contribution,	we	concentrate	on	our	interview	partners’	constructions	of	cultural	
difference	(and	its	bridging)	with	respect	to	 ‘Roma’	and	 ‘Nigerians’2.	Both	German	and	
French	counselling	centres	address	 ‘Roma’	and	 ‘Nigerians’	 as	 important	 target	groups.	
Both	define	them	in	ethnic	terms	(as	belonging	to	a	certain	ethnic	group)	and	describe	the	
exploitation	 as	 taking	 place	 within	 the	 respective	 ethnically	 defined	 networks	 and	
communities	(i.e.	both	exploiters	and	exploited);	cultural	difference	seems	to	be	in	both	
cases	 ‘obvious’.	 This	 is	 consistent	with	 general	public	discourses:	 In	France	 as	well	 as	
Germany,	 ‘Nigerian	 prostitutes’	 (as	 an	 epitome	 for	 highly	 exploited	 Western	 African	
Women	in	prostitution)	as	well	as	‘Roma	prostitutes’	(meaning	very	marginalized	women	
in	 prostitution	 from	national	minorities	 in	 Eastern	Europe,	 especially	 in	Romania	 and	
Bulgaria)	have	become	a	symbol	of	exploitation	and	otherness.	Both	represent	in	public	
and	media	discourse	the	ethnic	and	social	‘other’	of	the	respective	majority	society,	and	
both	 are	 understood	 as	 experiencing	 particular	 forms	 of	 sexual	 and	 psychological	
violence.		
	
An	increasing	number	of	academic	research	and	media	reports	have	described	specific	
practices	 of	 Nigerian	 trafficking	 networks,	 focussing	 on	 juju3	 and	 debt	 bondage	 (e.g.	
Baarda	2015,	ECPAT	France	2019,	IFRA	Nigeria	2019,	Lavaud-Legendre	2013,	Siegel	and	

                                                
2	 Although	we	do	not	use	quotation	marks	for	every	occurrence	of	national	and/or	cultural	
categorisations,	we	explain	below	that	these	categories	should	be	used	with	caution	because	of	the	
reification	and	homogenization	of	alleged	cultural	characteristics	that	usually	goes	along	with	them	when	
used	by	the	state	and	non-state	actors	studied	here.	
3	 The	term	juju	is	used	in	the	French	interviews,	whereas	voodoo	is	used	in	the	German	context.	
Juju	and	voodoo	refer	to	two	different	religious	practices,	but	in	the	German	context	this	differentiation	
seems	to	have	become	blurred	and	juju	is	equated	with	voodoo.			
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De	Blank	2010,	Simoni	2013).	Studies	 in	anthropology,	psychology	or	ethnopsychiatry	
have	concerned	themselves	with	the	question	of	what	special	measures	are	required	for	
the	psychological	care	of	Nigerian	women	in	prostitution	(see	Beneduce	and	Taliani	2006,	
Giordano	2014,	Taliani	2012),	 therefore	contributing	 to	 their	presentation	as	radically	
‘different’.	In	the	case	of	Roma	women,	the	othering	operates	above	all	by	reducing	their	
bodies	to	reproductive	work	and/or	sexuality	(by	associating	Roma	women	with	early	
and	frequent	pregnancy	on	the	one	hand,	prostitution	on	the	other)	as	well	as	various	
psychic	 stigmas	 which	 would	 result	 from	 intra-family	 violence,	 lack	 of	 hygiene	 or	
nutrition	(Prud’homme	2016,	Vuattoux	2016).	In	media	reports,	examples	of	destitute,	
poverty-driven	prostitution	are	related	to	‘Roma’	(including	people	from	other	minorities,	
e.g.	 Turkish	 speaking	minorities	 in	 Bulgaria)	 as	 epitome	 of	 poor,	 uneducated	 Eastern	
European	women	with	vulgar	behaviour,	seen	both	as	victims	and	cause	of	violence	(e.g.	
Gerber	2012,	Stoldt	2014).		
	
Similarly,	French	and	German	counsellors	consider	both	‘Nigerian’	and	‘Roma’	women	in	
prostitution	as	particularly	marginalized	and	hard	to	‘read’	in	established	legal	or	state	
categories,	 difficult	 to	 identify	 as	 victims	 of	 human	 trafficking.	 However,	 whereas	
counselling	centre	staff	(as	well	as	police)	describe	Roma	as	difficult	to	approach	because	
they	withdraw	themselves	from	any	assistance,	they	argue	that	Nigerians	are	identifiable	
as	victims	and	accessible	for	counselling	centres,	but	difficult	to	identify	for	the	state	as	
they	 do	 not	 match	 the	 dominant	 representations	 of	 a	 victim.	 Despite	 this	 alleged	
difference	in	their	accessibility	for	assistance,	and	although	‘culture’	plays	quite	a	different	
role	in	French	and	German	public	policies,	our	comparison	of	how	these	two	groups	are	
addressed	shows	many	parallels	in	the	way	counselling	centres	assume	the	role	of	cultural	
mediation	and	thus	help	to	turn	these	‘impossible	victims’	into	governable	subjects.	
	
 
	

2. Victim	 Support	 Organizations	 in	 France	 and	 Germany:	 Different	 Regulatory	
Framework,	Similar	Governing	Practices?	

	
	
The	legal	frameworks	and	structures	regulating	human	trafficking	in	Germany	and	France	
are	characterized	by	a	series	of	differences	that	also	shape	the	work	of	counselling	centres	
for	 trafficking	 victims.	 Whereas	 Germany	 has	 taken	 a	 regulationist	 approach	 to	
prostitution,	which	includes	the	regulation	of	voluntary	sex	work	as	a	professional	activity	
since	it	became	legal	 in	2002,	French	law	is	still	marked	by	abolitionism,	meaning	that	
every	kind	of	prostitution	is	considered	exploitation.	Additionally,	the	two	countries	differ	
in	the	form	of	collaboration	between	non-governmental	organizations	and	the	state.	In	
Germany,	 the	 collaboration	 of	 counselling	 centres	 with	 the	 police	 is	 contractually	
regulated	 at	 the	 level	 of	 federal	 states,	 defining	 the	 justifications,	 forms	 and	 limits	 of	
cooperation	as	well	as	the	particular	responsibilities	and	rights.	Thus,	counselling	centres	
have	 officially	 assumed	 state	 duties	 of	 protection.	 In	 contrast,	 in	 France	 cooperation	



 

5	
 

between	 non-governmental	 organizations	 and	 criminal	 justice	 authorities	 is	 based	
primarily	on	informal	contacts.	Yet	criminal	justice	authorities	in	both	countries	rely	on	
the	 collaboration	 with	 non-state	 actors	 to	 identify	 and	 support	 victims	 of	 human	
trafficking.	In	Germany,	witness	statements	in	court	are	indispensable	to	the	judgment,	
and	 counselling	 centres	 play	 a	 central	 role	 in	 stabilizing	 the	 victim	 for	 the	 criminal	
proceedings.	Although	in	France,	criminal	proceedings	involving	human	trafficking	do	not	
rely	on	witness	statements	(Darley	2017),	state	prosecutors	are	explicitly	requested	by	
the	Ministry	of	Justice	to	secure	the	presence	of	the	victims	as	often	as	possible,	as	this	is	
believed	 to	 encourage	 higher	 sentences	 for	 the	 accused	 by	 involving	 the	 judges	
emotionally. 
	
Besides	such	legal	and	organizational	aspects,	the	different	impact	and	understanding	of	
‘culture’	in	German	and	French	public	policies	makes	a	comparative	investigation	of	its	
role	 in	 trafficking	 victims’	 identification	 particularly	 relevant.	 The	 German	 model	 is	
shaped	 by	 a	 so-called	 ‘multikulti’	 approach,	 which	 mainly	 understands	 differences	
between	those	perceived	as	foreigners	and	the	so-called	‘native’	population	as	culturally	
anchored	 and	 therefore	 promotes	 the	 ‘intercultural	 opening’	 (interkulturelle	Öffnung)	
(Gauthier	2017,	Schröer	2007)	of	the	receiving	society.	The	French	so-called	Republican	
model	 of	 integration,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 based	 on	 the	 official	 negation	 of	 cultural	
differences	(Mazouz	2017).	Despite	these	differences,	‘culture’	functions	in	both	countries	
as	a	container	 term	(Hess	2015,	Huntington	2002):	 it	 implicitly	or	explicitly	conceives	
cultures	as	congruent	with	nations	(‘German	culture’	for	instance),	with	larger	geographic	
areas	 (‘African’	 or	 ‘Eastern	 European	 culture’)	 or	 with	 subnational	 or	 transnational	
minorities,	 such	as	e.g.	 ‘Roma’.	 In	other	words,	 in	both	countries,	 ‘culture’	 is	 implicitly	
understood	as	based	on	descent	and	geographically	and	ethnically	ascribes	people	to	their	
‘origin’	(Terrio	2009). 
	
The	 work	 performed	 by	 counselling	 centres	 that	 makes	 them	 so	 valuable	 for	 the	
authorities	 firstly	 includes	 the	 provision	 of	 housing	 and	 caring	 for	 victims	 who	 are	
(potential)	 witnesses,	 since	 this	 is	 the	 only	 way	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 witnesses	 will	 be	
available	during	trial.	In	both	countries,	moreover,	the	counselling	centres	are	generally	
the	first	to	identify	the	victims	as	such	and	to	establish	contact	with	the	criminal	justice	
authorities:	women	 identified	 as	 (potential)	 trafficking	 victims	often	have	 first	 sought	
help	at	counselling	centres	or	been	identified	by	them	during	outreach	work	on	the	street	
(see	 below).	 Furthermore,	 counsellors	 help	 their	 clients	 to	 make	 use	 of	 the	 support	
available	 to	 them,	 register	 with	 the	 authorities,	 and	 more	 generally	 adapt	 to	 the	
authorities’	expectations;	and	they	advise	various	authorities	how	to	better	understand	
and	to	approach	the	trafficking	victims.	They	thus	become	brokers	(Bierschenk,	Chauveau	
and	Olivier	de	Sardan	2001)	between	authorities	and	victims,	and	have	a	certain	power	
to	interpret	as	to	who	is	to	be	understood	as	a	victim	and	how. 
	
However,	 this	 occurs	 in	 very	 heterogeneous	 ways	 and	 shows	 significant	 differences	
between	 the	 two	 countries,	 but	 also	 within	 each	 country	 and	 between	 the	 various	
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organizations.	In	Germany,	the	counselling	centres	often	have	a	background	in	women’s	
rights	and	immigrants’	support,	whereas	in	France	they	come	from	either	health-based	
preventive	 work	 or	 abolitionist	 lobbying.	 Their	 references	 to	 cultural	 explanatory	
patterns	 reflect	 these	 diverse	 traditions.	 In	 Germany,	 professional	 counsellors	 in	
interviews	 generally	 preferred	 class-based	 or	 gender-based	 ascriptions	 to	 ethnicised	
cultural	explanations.	Nonetheless,	ethnicising	elements	are	also	prominent:	counselling	
centres	for	instance	specialize	in	target	groups	of	a	particular	‘origin’,	which	is	generally	
justified	 by	 the	 linguistic	 competence	 of	 the	 employees.	 This	 also	 furthers	 ethnicised	
narratives	on	how	women	are	exploited	within	prostitution,	which	 counselors	hold	 to	
differ	according	to	their	belonging	to	one	or	the	other	‘ethnic	group’. 
 
In	the	 interviews	conducted	in	France,	 in	contrast,	police	and	judicial	actors	as	well	as	
counsellors	immediately	refer	to	the	alleged	‘cultural’	dimension	of	the	different	forms	of	
human	 trafficking	 and	 primarily	 distinguish	 between	 the	 Roma,	 the	 Nigerian	 and	 the	
Chinese	potential	victims	(and	perpetrators).	Accordingly,	 the	women	offered	care	are	
divided	between	the	counselling	centres	primarily	along	their	(assumed)	national	origin.	
Although	this	distribution	can	also	be	explained	by	linguistic	competences,	it	has	concrete	
implications	for	the	classification	as	victim,	as	the	organizations	differ	through	their	very	
differentiated	relations	to	the	issue	of	human	trafficking.	Abolitionist	organisations	that	
arose	as	Christian	initiatives	have	long	rejected	human	trafficking	as	a	category	of	action,	
since	they	see	it	as	an	illegitimate	distinction	between	coerced	and	voluntary	prostitution.	
Such	abolitionist	groups	have	a	large	influence	on	both	the	political	debate	and	the	legal	
regulations	 (Mathieu	 2014),	 as	 they	 are	 more	 engaged	 in	 lobbying	 than	 in	 actual	
counselling	 work.	 However,	 criminal	 justice	 actors	 often	 credit	 counselling	 centres	
stemming	from	health-based	preventative	work	(and	with	a	non-abolitionist	approach	to	
prostitution)	 with	 more	 specialized	 knowledge	 from	 the	 field.	 Several	 of	 these	
organizations	 take	 a	 so-called	 ‘communitarian	 approach’	 (approche	 communautaire),	
meaning	that	women	who	are	or	have	been	involved	in	sex	work	should	engage	in	support	
activities	 for	 other	 women.	 Due	 to	 the	 high	 proportion	 of	 Nigerian	 women	 in	 street	
prostitution	in	most	French	cities,	this	communitarian	approach	has	led	primarily	to	the	
recruitment	of	former	Nigerian	sex	workers	as	cultural	mediators	in	counselling	centres.	
Therefore,	 the	 specialized	 knowledge	 these	 organizations	 are	 credited	 with	 by	 the	
criminal	justice	authorities	relies	among	other	things	on	their	alleged	‘cultural	expertise’	
on	Nigerian	women,	based	on	which	a	number	of	training	sessions	are	conducted	by	the	
counselling	centres	for	criminal	justice	authorities. 
	
	
 

3. Mediation	Work:	Making	the	Victim	Exist	for	the	Authorities	and	Awakening	an	
Awareness	of	Victimhood	

	
As	 we	 have	 already	 explained,	 we	 concentrate	 here	 on	 two	 ethnically	 defined	 victim	
groups	which	are	not	only	prominent	in	the	accounts	of	our	interview	partners,	but	also	
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seem	 to	 represent	 the	 culturally	 different	 ‘other’	 and	 are	 therefore	 considered	 to	 be	
especially	 problematic	 target	 groups:	 ‘Nigerian’	 and	 ‘Roma’	 potential	 victims	 of	
trafficking.	 Despite	 the	 contrasts	 between	 German	 and	 French	 approaches	 to	 human	
trafficking	into	sexual	exploitation,	to	so-called	‘cultural	differences’	as	well	as	regarding	
the	support	structures	for	presumable	trafficking	victims,	some	of	the	narratives	about	
these	two	‘target	groups’	show	remarkable	similarities.	 
	
Training	sessions	on	identifying	victims	held	by	social	workers	and	psychologists	working	
in	counselling	offices	in	France	usually	start	with	the	presentation	of	a	so-called	‘typical	
story’”	of	a	victim	of	trafficking.	Although	the	titles	of	the	training	courses	we	observed	
did	not	highlight	the	trafficking	victims’	origins,	the	exposed	typical	narratives,	like	the	
fictional	story	quoted	below	(and	which	counsellors	describe	as	based	on	different	“real	
stories”),	made	 it	 clear	 from	 the	 beginning	 that	 the	 training	would	 focus	 on	 Nigerian	
women	in	prostitution: 
	

My	name	is	Joy	[…]	I	have	a	younger	brother,	Peter,	who’s	13	years	old.	I	was	born	
on	11.06.1994	in	Nigeria,	Bénin-City,	Edo	state.	I	belong	to	the	Bini	ethnicity.	My	
father	was	a	street	wheat	seller.	We	went	to	Salvation	majestic	church.	In	2010,	I	
left	school	at	the	age	of	16,	when	my	father	died.	After	his	death,	life	was	difficult.	
I	started	to	work	in	a	shop.	One	day	a	customer	offered	to	help	me.	Two	days	later	
I	had	an	appointment	with	her	to	get	a	passport	from	the	Immigration	Office	to	go	
to	France.	Then	she	took	me	to	an	Ayelala4	temple,	where	a	man	scarified	my	body	
and	took	some	hair	and	nails	from	me,	as	well	as	my	underwear,	before	placing	
them	in	front	of	an	Ayelala	statue.	Then	I	had	to	swear	that	I	will	never	tell	anything	
to	the	police	once	in	France. 
(Counselling	 centre,	 Training	 on	 Victim	 Identification,	 November	 17,	 2015,	
France)5 

	
This	highly	standardized	and	ethnicised	narrative,	presented	by	the	trainers	as	a	fictive	
compilation	of	real	cases	they	have	to	handle,	not	only	tells	a	prototypical	story	of	 the	
recruitment,	but	goes	further	with	the	journey	and	fate	in	Europe.	Similar	stories	appear	
in	numerous	German	and	French	media	reports	(for	example	Harel	2018),	as	well	as	in	
the	accounts	counsellors	gave	us	in	interviews.	The	reference	to	a	juju	ritual,	in	which	the	
women	 are	 obligated	 to	 silence,	 is	 never	missing	 and	 presented	 as	 enabling	 a	 unique	
psychological	subjugation	of	the	victims. 
	

                                                
4	 Ayelala	is	a	popular	deity	in	the	western	part	of	Nigeria,	known	for	punishing	crime	of	various	
types.	Juju	rituals	take	place	in	Ayelala	temples	(IFRA	Nigeria	2019).	
5	 All	names	are	pseudonyms,	in	this	quote	as	well	as	in	further	quotes.	All	interviews	were	
originally	conducted	in	French	(in	France)	and	German	(in	Germany)	by	members	of	the	respective	
research	teams	(as	long	as	not	specified:	Mathilde	Darley	in	France,	Anne	Dölemeyer	in	Germany)	and	
quotes	have	been	translated	by	the	authors.		For	reasons	of	anonymity,	the	exact	city/location	of	the	
interviews	is	not	specified.		



 

8	
 

Nigerian	 women	 are	 really	 the	 community	 for	 which	 the	 concept	 of	 human	
trafficking	makes	the	most	sense:	Nigerian	women	trafficking,	that’s	a	caricature	
taken	 to	 the	 extreme!	 You	 take	 the	 definition	 of	 human	 trafficking,	 and	 that	 is	
precisely	what	they	[the	Nigerian	women]	are	experiencing!	This	was	a	relatively	
unknown	phenomenon	for	a	long	time,	since	the	women	speak	very	little,	because	
they	are	always	under	enormous	influence,	it	is	an	incredible	amount	of	work	to	
uncover	this! 
(Interview	with	Sandra,	counsellor,	September	17,	2015,	France) 

	
As	shown	in	this	quotation	as	in	many	media	reports,	Nigerian	women	are	now	generally	
understood	as	the	prototype	of	the	innocent	trafficking	victim	-	a	role	previously	ascribed	
to	Eastern	European	women	in	the	1990s	(Andrijasevic	2007).	Part	of	this	narrative	is	
that	 these	women	 “speak	 very	 little”,	 as	 the	 counsellor	 says,	which	makes	 them	 both	
extremely	vulnerable	and	hard	to	identify	as	trafficking	victims.	In	this	account,	it	is	the	
particular	work	of	the	counsellors	as	mediators	that	enables	them	to	be	seen	and	heard,	
and	therefore	to	become	recognizable	as	victims.	 
	
Whereas	Nigerians	seem	to	embody	the	epitome	of	the	absolute	victim,	the	staff	of	French	
and	German	counselling	centres	we	 interviewed	 identified	 ‘Roma’	as	another	ethnicity	
affected	by	exploitation	in	terms	of	prostitution	but	hardly	reachable	due	to	the	structures	
of	their	exploitation	as	well	as	their	socialization.	The	term	Roma	refers	to	an	ethnically	
connoted	 collectivisation	 of	 women	 and	 men	 from	 Eastern	 Europe	 ascribed	 to	 a	
(linguistic)	 minority	 (even	 if	 they	 do	 not	 necessarily	 speak	 Romani),	 and	 especially	
French	 interview	 partners	 also	 used	 it	 an	 equivalent	 of	 ‘Romanians’	 (and,	 vice	 versa,	
‘Romanians’	 as	 equivalent	 of	 ‘Roma’).	 The	 features	 that	 group	 the	 women	 concerned	
together	are	poverty,	illiteracy,	gender-related	intra-family	violence,	as	well	as	state	and	
societal	 discrimination	 in	 their	 country	 of	 origin.	 Thus,	 police	 as	 well	 as	 counselling	
centres	often	do	not	perceive	them	as	classic	trafficking	victims,	but	rather	as	victims	of	
structural	disadvantages,	unable	to	understand	their	own	interests. 
	

They	don’t	necessarily	migrate	for	the	same	reasons:	the	Nigerians	came	to	have	a	
better	future,	whereas	for	young	Romanians	the	concern	is	more	precariousness,	
intra-familial	or	marital	violence.	These	are	profiles	that	will	not	attempt	too	much	
to	get	out	of	their	situation.	Often	these	women	are	hardly	autonomous,	they	have	
to	be	accompanied	everywhere,	even	on	public	transport,	and	they	can’t	read… 
(Interview	with	Melanie,	counsellor,	October	12,	2015,	France) 
	

The	 women	 whom	 the	 counsellors	 we	 interviewed	 identify	 as	 Roma	 appear	 so	
problematic	 and	 so	 difficult	 to	 approach	 that	 even	 these	 specialized	 counsellors	 can	
hardly	understand	their	needs	and	thus	mediate	for	them: 
	

We’re	 still	working	 on	 this,	 somehow	we	 don’t	 have	 the	 right	 offer	 [...]	 for	 the	
women.	For	example,	[...]	many	other	women	are	happy	about	the	offer	of	German	
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language	courses,	because	of	a	job,	jobs	are	possible	and	such	things,	[...]	many	of	
the	 [Roma]	 women,	 they	 don’t	 see	 any	 point	 in	 it,	 what	 the	 point	 [of	 learning	
German]	is,	they	have	very	different	needs. 
(Interview	with	Kristin,	counsellor,	July	16,	2015,	Germany) 

	
In	the	accounts	of	the	counsellors	(as	well	as	police	officers)	we	interviewed,	Roma	are,	
just	 like	Nigerians,	 the	 epitome	of	 a	 problematic	 victim	 group,	 but	 in	 a	 different	way:	
according	 to	 these	 accounts,	 the	 sex	workers	 classified	 as	Roma	are	 clearly	 victims	of	
difficult	 circumstances,	 but	 not	 unambiguously	 identifiable	 as	 victims	 of	 human	
trafficking.	In	addition,	they	withdraw	not	just	from	the	justice	system	but	also	from	the	
counsellors.	As	one	counsellor	puts	it:	“We	never	again	got	access	to	that	[Roma]	woman.	
They	have,	Roma	have	a	clan	relationship	[...]	when	you	have	[to	deal	with]	a	clan,	you	can	
just	 give	 up”	 (Interview	 with	 Ines,	 counsellor,	 December	 16,	 2014,	 Germany).	 Roma	
women	are	elusive	even	for	these	specialized	caretakers.	
	
According	to	our	interview	partners,	however,	both	groups	have	in	common	that	they	are	
not	aware	of	being	victims	of	crime.	This	underscores	 the	 importance	they	see	 in	care	
work,	 since	 only	 they,	 as	 social	 workers,	 are	 in	 a	 position	 to	 unveil	 or	 uncover	 the	
awareness	of	 victimhood	 in	 their	 clients	 and	bring	 them	 to	 see	 themselves	as	victims.	
They	describe	Nigerian	women	as	generally	unwilling	or	unable	to	testify	as	victims	of	
human	 trafficking.	 This	 is	 partly	 linked	 to	 an	 ethnicised	 othering	 that	 attributes	 to	
Nigerians	an	emotional	and	perceptual	world	entirely	alien	to	Western	Europeans:	
	

[Irène]	 –	 As	 to	 the	 question:	 what	 is	 seen	 as	 violence,	 for	 young	women	 from	
Nigeria,	I	don’t	know	what	it	means	for	them.	I	think	it	is	somehow,	so	to	speak,	a	
very	 European	 concept,	 mental	 suffering,	 mental,	 somatic	 violence…	 Being	
mistreated	is	not	necessarily	something	they	know,	something	they	speak	about.	
Whereas	for	us...	
[Christiane]	–	They	speak	differently,	think	differently	in	Africa.	
(Interview	with	Irène	and	Christiane,	counsellors,	July	2,	2015,	France6) 

	
Otherness	 could	 not	 be	 formulated	 any	 clearer:	Nigerians,	 according	 to	 the	 statement	
here,	 do	 not	 recognize	 violence,	 because	 they	 think	 and	 act	 entirely	 differently	 than	
Europeans,	 and	 this	 explains	 the	 difficulty	 these	 women	 have	 seeing	 themselves	 as	
victims.	This	culturalist	absolute	thus	creates	a	great	need	for	experts	who	can	help	to	
bridge	this	cultural	divide	and	awaken	a	consciousness	of	victimhood:	
	

[Nigerian	 women]	 don’t	 even	 know	 what	 they	 are	 suffering	 from,	 they	 feel	
oppressed	and	don’t	even	know	where	it	comes	from!	[...]	So	we	are	working	on	
their	victim	status,	we	see	them	as	victims	and	get	them	to	recognise	themselves	
as	victims.	

                                                
6 Interview conducted by Lilian Mathieu. 
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(Interview	with	Caroline,	psychologist	at	a	counselling	centre,	October	27,	2015,	
France) 

	
Counsellors	in	France	and	Germany	frame	the	lacking	consciousness	of	victimhood	as	the	
effect	of	an	identified	cultural	difference	and	present	it	as	the	central	difficulty	they	face.	
Many	interview	partners	describe	how	their	clients	originally	came	to	them	with	other	
concerns,	 before	 slowly	 approaching	 the	 topic	 of	 exploitation	 and	 human	 trafficking.	
Then,	the	counsellors	describe	how	they	incidentally	explain	the	legal	situation	and	the	
support	possibilities.	As	they	put	it,	the	clients	would	then	somehow	have	enough	trust	
and	 sufficient	 understanding	 of	 their	 situation	 to	 say	 that	 they	 were	 victims	 of	
exploitation. 
	
Once	counsellors	have	thus	convinced	their	clients	to	understand	themselves	as	victims	
of	 a	 crime	 legally	 defined	 as	 human	 trafficking,	 they	 must	 then	 ensure	 that	 public	
authorities	equally	come	to	understand	these	women	as	trafficking	victims.	This	requires	
them	to	become	recognizable	not	just	by	the	‘facts’	but	also	through	their	behaviour	and	
the	 way	 they	 speak	 and	 act.	 Accordingly,	 part	 of	 the	 counselling	 work	 consists	 of	
conveying	 the	 behavioural	 rules	 expected	 by	 the	 authorities	 to	 the	 victims	 of	 human	
trafficking.	 This	 relies	 on	 the	 assumption	 that	 trafficking	 victims	 are	 culturally	 and	
socially	deviant	from	the	(French	or	German)	norms,	and	that	this	deviation	causes	severe	
problems,	 e.g.	 regarding	 the	 assessment	 of	 a	 victim’s	 credibility.	 The	 following	 quote	
refers	 to	 a	member	 of	 a	 Turkish-speaking	minority	 in	 Bulgaria,	 a	 group	 that	 is	 often	
lumped	together	with	‘Roma’	and	said	to	share	similar	characteristics	and	needs7: 
	

A	 few	 years	 ago,	 I	 had	 a	 trial	 where	 the	 witness	 was	 a	 member	 of	 a	 Turkish	
minority.	And	she	couldn’t	read,	couldn’t	write.	And	times	as	well	—	she	wrote	for	
example	in	the	statements,	it	was	dark,	it	was	night.	That	was	at	4	PM	in	November.	
But	for	her	it	was	dark	and	night!	And	there	were	many	inconsistencies,	which	the	
judge	or	the	attorney	didn’t	understand	too	well,	why	is	she	saying	such	nonsense.	
But	that	was	her	perception.	And	with	her	upbringing	she	couldn’t	describe	it	at	
all.	For	her,	a	week	was	already	an	eternity. 
(Interview	with	Olivia,	counsellor,	April	14,	2015,	Germany)	
	

Here	the	client’s	perception	and	understanding	of	time	is	simply	presented	as	different	
from	what	is	taken	for	granted	as	quasi-natural	in	the	courtroom	and	by	the	counsellor:	
the	originally	more	socio-economic	explanation	of	 the	woman’s	otherness	becomes	an	
ethnicized	 cultural	 otherness.	 However,	 the	 witness	 here	 is	 not	 the	 only	 problematic	
party,	the	court	is	as	well.	The	descriptions	of	the	highly	professional	German	counsellors	
almost	always	deal	with	the	incompatibility	between	the	client's	world	of	perception	on	

                                                
7	 The matter of Turkish Bulgarians and Roma is indeed complicated. According to Vassilev, there is no 
clear indicator whether someone is a Rom, and „(l)argely due to the stigma attached to being a Roma, the Roma 
often tend to identify themselves either as Turks or as Bulgarians“ (Vassilev 2003: 42). 
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the	one	hand	and	the	logics	and	expectations	of	the	law	enforcement	authorities	on	the	
other.	In	principle,	the	difficulties	related	to	court	requirements	on	testimonies	apply	to	
almost	all	trafficking	victims,	regardless	of	their	nationality.	Yet	counsellors	and	judges	
indicate	in	our	interviews	that	they	see	foreign	women	and	especially	members	of	Eastern	
European	minorities	(Roma,	Turkish	minorities	in	Bulgaria)	and	Nigerians	as	struggling	
far	harder	than	most	German	witnesses,	because	of	 language,	translation	and	so-called	
‘cultural’	barriers.	
	
This	of	course	does	not	mean	that	German	(or	French)	victim-witnesses	will	not	meet	
difficulties	if	their	testimony	does	not	fit	the	expectations	of	police	or	judges;	however,	
the	perceived	 ‘cultural’	 otherness	 of	 foreign	 victims	 increases	 the	 expectations	put	 on	
them	 for	 demonstrating	 their	 credibility	 and	 eligibility	 as	 victims.	 In	 a	 context	where	
language	cannot	–	because	of	the	language	barrier	and	the	loss	of	meaning	resulting	from	
translation	 -	 function	 as	 a	 site	 where	 credibility	 is	 constructed,	 the	 behavioural	 and	
emotional	expectations	potential	foreign	victims	face	when	displaying	suffering	increase	
to	make	up	for	this	‘cultural’	gap.	
	
A	lawyer	working	for	a	French	counselling	centre	and	specialized	in	legal	assistance	for	
Nigerian	victims	of	 trafficking	relies	on	 the	alleged	 ‘cultural’	difference	between	Africa	
and	Western	Europe	to	prepare	women	for	their	asylum	interview:	
	

You	 are	 supposed	 to	 give	 a	 lot	 of	 details.	 The	more	 details	 you	 give,	 the	more	
convincing	 you	 are.	 The	 judges	 are	 going	 to	 examine	 your	 case	with	 their	 own	
mind,	French	people’s	mind,	white	people’s	mind! 
(Interview	with	Géraldine,	Legal	counsellor,	June	12,	2016,	France) 
	

Here	the	othering	is	primarily	justified	by	the	idea	of	a	fundamental	gap	between	black	
and	white	culture,	making	it	necessary	for	the	counsellors	to	help	their	clients	adapt	to	
the	 authorities’	 expectations.	 To	 do	 so,	 the	 counsellors	 focus	 not	 so	much	 on	 legal	 or	
procedural	aspects	that	make	a	testimony	in	court	a	difficult	experience	for	any	litigant,	
but	rather	on	the	necessity	to	make	their	clients	‘culturally	conform’	to	the	stereotypes	
they	attribute	to	state	authorities. 
	

The	Nigerians	 are	 impolite.	 They	yell	 “chocolate,	 chocolate”	 and	don’t	 even	 say	
“please”.	I	explain	to	them	that	they	have	to	learn	how	to	say	“s’il	vous	plaît”	and	
“merci”,	since	this	is	how	it	works	in	France.	It	is	a	cultural	characteristic	in	Nigeria;	
these	forms	of	politeness	are	not	used	[...].	They	are	not	polite,	but	we	have	to	teach	
them	 this,	 for	 in	 France	 you	 need	 this	 in	 order	 to	 receive	 something	 from	 the	
authorities. 
(Frédéric,	counsellor,	Observation	during	outreach	work,	April	27,	2016,	France8) 

	

                                                
8 Observation conducted by Muriel Mille.  
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The	 culturalism	 at	 stake	 here,	 i.e.	 essentializing	 identities	 and	 assigning	 specific	
characteristics	 to	 specific	 ethno-racial	 groups,	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 racialization	 process	
aiming	not	only	at	giving	a	‘cultural’	explanation	for	behaviours	labelled	as	deviant	but	
also	 at	 justifying	 the	 role	 of	 counsellors/social	 workers	 as	 ‘brokers’	 in	 preparing	 the	
victim	for	an	emotional	and	cultural	performance	that	goes	beyond	merely	narrating	their	
experiences	of	(sexual)	violence.	As	several	studies	have	shown	(Leser,	Dölemeyer	and	
Pates	2017),	the	‘appropriate’	emotional	behaviour	expected	from	victims	and	which	has	
here	(according	to	the	counsellors)	to	be	taught	to	them,	especially	if	they	are	of	‘foreign	
origin’,	includes	politeness,	respect,	acknowledgment,	gratefulness	(Darley	2014,	Graham	
2002)	but	also	despair	and	helplessness.	
 

So,	when	the	woman	was	clearly	a	victim,	when	she	cried	a	lot	and	was	completely	
helpless,	then	the	police	went	to	great	lengths	for	her.	But	if	she	flipped	out	now	
and	 again	 and	 said	 son	 of	 a	 bitch	 once,	 then	 the	mood	was	 very	 different,	 and	
actually	that’s	not	how	it	should	be. 
(Interview	with	Britta,	former	counsellor,	December	3,	2014,	Germany)	

	
This	 is	 confirmed	 by	 representatives	 of	 the	 French	 law	 enforcement,	 who	 also	 place	
emotional	expectations	on	victims so	that	they	can	perform	their	duties	(Graham	2002:	
211): 
	

If	 victims	 are	present	 in	 the	 criminal	 proceedings,	 it	 changes	 everything.	 I	 love	
having	the	victims	there,	they	get	everyone	crying.	
(Interview	with	a	public	prosecutor,	December	9,	2014,	France)	

	
For	foreign	victims	of	sexual	exploitation,	expressive	forms	of	mental	(and/or	physical)	
suffering	thus	seem	to	become	particularly	important,	especially	when	they	fail	to	meet	
other	 requirements	 such	 as	 coherent	 narratives	 suited	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 court	 records.	
German	 (or	 French)	 victim-witnesses	 might	 also	 show	 inconsistencies	 in	 their	
testimonies	and	accordingly	might	meet	difficulties	if	their	emotional	performance	does	
not	fit	the	expectations	of	police	or	 judges;	however,	 for	foreign	women,	the	perceived	
‘cultural’	otherness	makes	the	display	of	suffering	even	more	important	in	order	to	make	
up	for	this	gap	and	be	acknowledged	as	‘victims’.	With	respect	to	Nigerians,	counsellors	
also	understand	their	role	as	having	to	mediate	between	two	systems	of	belief.	Again	and	
again,	in	the	interviews	with	counselling	offices,	it	is	emphasized	how	‘we’	find	it	difficult	
to	understand	the	belief	in	juju	(voodoo),	since	this	involves	a	completely	different	belief	
system.	The	following	statement	by	a	counsellor	in	Germany	shows	clearly	the	efforts	to	
translate	their	clients’	stories	 into	an	explanatory,	understandable	pattern	for	Western	
Europeans: 
	

Of	course,	a	lot	is	manipulated.	I	had	a	young	woman	who	said	nothing	for	a	long	
time	 and	 then	 sat	 in	 prison	 herself,	 a	 Nigerian	 woman.	 [...]	 Then	 she	 received	
counselling	there,	then	she	made	a	statement	and	three	weeks	later	her	father	was	
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in	a	traffic	accident.	The	woman	felt	unbelievably	responsible	for	it,	she	said	it	was	
voodoo.	[...]	She	never	got	past	this.	It	made	her	crazy.	And	I	mean,	whoever’s	been	
in	Nigeria	knows	that	everyday	people	end	up	in	traffic	accidents,	since	the	traffic	
there	is	horrifying	[...].	But	for	her	it	was	completely	clear	that	it	was	the	voodoo	
oath.	And	that	was	then	what	was	crucial. 
(Interview	with	Nadine,	counsellor,	January	12,	2015,	Germany)	
	

Here	 the	 counsellor	 builds	 a	 bridge	 by	 justifying	 her	 client’s	 behaviour	 with	 an	
explanation	that	could	also	be	accepted	by	a	Western	police	officer:	even	if	ultimately	the	
client	appears	superstitious,	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	officer	or	judge,	her	superstition	
explains	her	behaviour	convincingly.	Since	juju	is	described	as	the	central	axis	of	both	the	
mechanism	of	debt	towards	the	traffickers	and	the	lower	willingness	of	victims	to	testify,	
and	more	broadly	as	one	of	the	leading	principles	of	 ‘the’	Nigerian	culture,	counselling	
centres	establish	themselves	as	indispensable	experts	in	the	mediation	between	victims	
and	authorities. 
	
 

4. Knowledge	Transfer	Between	Counselling	Offices	and	Authorities	
	
Both	in	Germany	and	France,	the	counselling	centres	position	themselves	as	mediators	
who	can	use	 their	 specialized	knowledge	 to	bridge	 the	differences	between	purported	
victims	of	human	trafficking	and	authorities.	But	the	focus	on	cultural	translation	tends	
(often	 contrary	 to	 their	 own	 stated	 intention)	 to	 divide	 victims	 into	 ethnic	 groups	
conceived	 as	 culturally,	 socially	 and	 even	 emotionally	 homogenous.	 These	 groups	 are	
subject	 to	 expectations	 aimed	 at	 adapting	 them	 to	 the	 particular	 national	 (French	 or	
German)	 ‘culture’,	 which	 is	 also	 implicitly	 understood	 as	 a	 homogenous	 and	 stable	
construction.	 The	 assumption	 is	 that	 this	 adaptation	 will	 make	 them	 legible	 for	 local	
authorities	and,	 simultaneously,	 governable	–	 i.e.	 local	 state	 techniques	 to	 read	and	 to	
steer	behaviour	can	successfully	be	applied.	In	both	France	and	Germany,	however,	the	
assumption	that	illegibility	and	non-compliance	are	based	on	cultural	differences	linked	
to	 the	women’s	 foreign	 ‘culture’	may	 also	 contribute	 to	 reifying	 these	 alleged	 cultural	
differences.	 In	 contrast	 to	 this	 similarity	 between	 the	 two	 countries,	 the	 counsellors’	
relations	 to	 various	 criminal	 justice	 authorities	 differ.	 Here,	 the	 issue	 of	 cultural	
compatibility	between	the	parties	seems	to	be	understood	differently	in	the	German	and	
French	contexts. 
 
 

4.1. Germany:	 Mediation	Work	 as	 a	 Reciprocal	 Adaption	 Between	
Victims	and	Authorities	

	
The	 interview	partners	 in	German	counselling	centres	often	depict	 the	 incompatibility	
between	victims	and	authorities	as	the	result	of	divergent	conventions	and	expectations	
on	both	sides.	To	some	extent,	the	counsellors	also	present	the	victims’	unsuitability	as	
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the	result	of	the	inability	of	criminal	justice	authorities	to	cope	with	their	alterity	and	to	
correctly	interpret	their	behaviour	or	their	statements	–	for	example,	when	police	officers	
interpret	a	victim’s	 impolite	behaviour	as	a	sign	that	they	are	not	a	victim	at	all.	Thus,	
police	and	courts,	with	their	partly	unfulfillable	requirements,	seem	to	be	at	least	as	much	
a	part	of	the	problem	as	the	victim	testifying,	which	makes	training	for	criminal	justice	
actors	particularly	necessary. 
 

I	believe	the	difference	is	that	we	now	have	an	awareness	of	this.	This	was	also	a	
large	part	of	the	sensitization	during	police	training,	that	is,	what	does	trauma	do	
to	people,	and	that	aggressions	can	also	go	along	with	trauma	and	such	things,	but	
most	police	officers	–	well	I	think	the	difference	is,	that	they	might	be	aware	of	it,	
but	not	necessarily	act	accordingly	in	the	situation.	
(Interview	with	Britta,	former	counsellor,	December	03,	2014,	Germany)	

 
There	are	signs	that	the	strong	professionalization	of	the	German	counselling	centres	and	
the	 contractually	 regulated	 cooperation	 with	 authorities	 have	 led	 them	 to	 position	
themselves	as	legitimate	partners	and	thus	to	have	certain	expectations	on	the	behaviour	
of	criminal	justice	authorities	or	to	influence	how	these	authorities	interact	with	victims.	
This	 is	underlined	by	a	basic	understanding	of	cultural	difference	as	a	relative	concept	
that	has	two	sides,	both	of	which	follow	their	own	logic.	
 

This	means	that	the	people	working	[in	specialized,	trained	units]	have	some	clue	
about	this	area,	can	respond	with	the	appropriate	sensitivity,	that	by	now	you	don’t	
have,	you	know,	naked	breasts	hanging	on	the	wall	[in	the	police	office]	and	so	on.	
Yeah,	there	were	times	when	there	were	things	like	that. 
(Interview	with	Ines,	counsellor,	December	16,	2014,	Germany)	

 
Thus,	 the	 client	 (the	 trafficking	 victim)	 is	 not	 the	 only	 one	 who	 in	 the	 counsellors’	
perception	needs	to	adapt:	the	behaviour	of	authorities	and	their	ways	of	understanding	
the	world	are	not	taken	for	granted,	either,	but	are	rather	seen	as	in	need	of	explanation	
and	 change	 as	 well.	 The	 counsellor’s	 quote	 shows	 that	 to	 her	 understanding	 cultural	
difference	as	well	as	adaptation	is	a	two-way	street.	This	hints	at	a	perception	of	‘culture’	
not	only	 in	view	of	the	 ‘African	others’,	but	also	as	specific	 institutional	culture(s)	-	an	
aspect	we	cannot	elaborate	here	but	that	is	worth	keeping	in	mind.	  
 

4.2. France:	 Cultural	 Expertise	 as	 the	 Bridging	 of	 Working	
Differences	Between	State	and	Non-State	Actors?	

 
In	the	training	that	French	counselling	centres	provide	for	criminal	justice	actors,	it	is	also	
frequently	emphasized	that	they	need	to	be	trained	in	the	cultural	particularities	of	the	
so-called	‘Roma’	or	-	even	more	-	‘Nigerian’	human	trafficking,	i.e.	involving	respectively	
Roma	or	Nigerian	victims	and/or	perpetrators.	In	the	case	of	so-called	Nigerian	networks,	
the	 focus	 is	 in	particular	on	 the	power	 that	 juju	has	over	people,	 an	understanding	of	
which	would	make	it	possible	for	criminal	justice	authorities	to	take	the	narratives	of	the	



 

15	
 

witness	seriously	(and	thus	to	pursue	the	perpetrators).	A	trainer	who	is	considered	an	
expert	in	Nigerian	human	trafficking	because	of	his	double	legitimacy	on	this	issue	as	a	
counsellor	 and	 as	 a	 researcher,	 explained	 in	 a	 training	 session	 for	 judges	 and	 state	
prosecutors	that	he	would	provide	them	with	“anthropological	knowledge”: 
 

The	investigators	and	judges	have	to	understand	the	function	of	the	networks	very	
well	in	order	to	carry	out	the	questioning,	so	that	the	victims	can	testify:	as	long	as	
the	victims	have	the	feeling	that	their	contact	partner	does	not	understand	what	
they’re	saying,	 they	won’t	 talk.	Whereas	 they’ll	 talk,	 if	 their	 contact	partner	has	
mastered	the	cultural	aspects.	When	the	contact	partner	understands	the	meaning	
of	juju,	he	has	a	better	chance	that	the	victim	will	reveal	information. 
(Elisabeth,	Counsellor,	training	for	judges,	November	22,	2015,	France)	
	

As	we	see	here,	the	ability	claimed	by	counsellors	to	better	understand	and	interpret	the	
world	of	their	clients	is	also	interpreted	as	a	potential	contribution	to	easing	the	work	of	
police	 investigation.	 The	 interviewed	 police	 themselves	 explain	 that	 they	 choose	 the	
counselling	 centres	 with	 which	 they	 work	 informally	 according	 to	 whether	 they	 are	
capable	 of	 “distinguishing	 between	 true	 and	 false	 victims”	 (Interview,	 police	 officer,	
France,	November	2016).	Counsellors	therefore	foreground	their	particular	competence	
in	uncovering	“liars”	thanks	to	their	cultural	expertise: 
	

It	is	always	interesting	to	see	how	women	react	when	we	propose	a	conversation	
with	a	mediator.	If	they	refuse,	that	might	be	a	sign	that	they	have	something	to	
hide	and	fear	that	the	Nigerian	mediator	will	quickly	catch	on.	
(Interview	with	Caroline,	psychologist,	counselling	centre,	October	27,	2015)	

	
This	 segregation	 of	 ‘false	 victims’	 (i.e.	 having	 “something	 to	 hide”)	 as	 kind	 of	 cultural	
competence	gives	the	counselling	centres	 legitimacy	as	contact	partners	 for	the	police,	
particularly	if	they	buy	into	the	police’s	suspicion	of	some	victims	actually	being	‘false’.	
One	 of	 the	 principle	 differences	 to	 German	 counselling	 centres	 is	 the	 thoroughly	
competitive	 context	 of	 non-state	 assistance	 for	 sex	 workers	 in	 France.	 This	 leads	 to	
struggles	for	both	state	funding	and	recognition	by	state	authorities	and	puts	counselling	
centres	in	France	in	a	weaker	structural	position	than	their	counterparts	in	Germany.	This	
fragile	position	could	explain	why	and	how	their	 cultural	expertise	 in	 interacting	with	
state	authorities	goes	hand	in	hand	with	having	to	accept	some	of	the	authorities’	working	
logics,	such	as	the	uncovering	of	‘false	victims’	as	a	central	part	of	their	activity.	In	addition	
to	this,	the	nature	of	the	crime	also	plays	a	role:	the	consensus	around	the	“moral	panic”	
(Mathieu	 2015:	 32)	 that	 goes	 along	with	 human	 trafficking	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 sexual	
exploitation	seems	to	make	this	slight	blurring	of	the	division	of	labour	between	non-state	
actors	and	criminal	justice	authorities	acceptable	here,	while	it	would	be	unthinkable	in	a	
different	area.	
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5.		 Conclusion	
 
There	is	a	series	of	significant	differences	between	the	German	counselling	centres	that	
are	institutionally	integrated	into	state	practices	of	identifying	and	caring	for	victims	of	
human	trafficking	and	the	counselling	centres	in	France	that	cooperate	more	informally	
with	state	authorities.	These	differences	can	be	found	e.g.	in	the	structural	position,	in	the	
legal	and	political	framing	conditions	with	regards	to	the	criminal	prosecution	of	human	
trafficking	in	prostitution,	in	the	funding	and	degree	of	professionalisation	of	the	work.	
Nonetheless,	in	their	narrations	of	their	work,	both	the	French	and	German	counsellors	
describe	various	incompatibilities	between	state	institutional	logics	and	actions,	and	their	
clients’	logics	and	behaviour	in	a	similar	way.	In	their	own	explanations,	they	partly	codify	
these	differences	and	 their	causes	 in	ethnic	and	cultural	 terms,	partly	also	as	based	 in	
socio-economic	patterns.	Essentializing	culturalist	explanations	—	understood	within	a	
container	model	of	national,	homogeneous	cultures	(Çağlar	1990)—	are	used	above	all	
when	 it	comes	to	raising	the	awareness	of	 the	public	or	 the	authorities,	who	are	to	be	
brought	 to	acknowledge	even	those	persons	who	 fall	outside	 the	narrow	norms	of	 the	
standard	narrative	as	victims	of	human	 trafficking.	Thus,	 in	both	countries,	 ‘culture’	 is	
central	when	it	comes	to	producing	governable	subjects.	
 
However,	 the	particular	national	 and	 institutional	 contexts	 in	 France	 and	Germany	go	
along	with	a	different	weighting	of	the	cultural	explanatory	pattern	and	its	function	in	the	
forms	 of	 collaboration	 between	 criminal	 justice	 authorities	 and	 counselling	 centres.	
Whereas	 in	 Germany	 the	 so-called	 ‘multikulti’	 approach	 in	 public	 policy	 and	 the	
professionalization	 of	 the	 counselling	 centres	 coincide	 with	 (and	 might	 encourage)	
reflections	 not	 just	 on	 the	 alterity	 of	 the	 culture	 of	 the	 ‘other’	 but	 also	 on	 one’s	 own	
alterity,	the	French	universal-republican	model	makes	primarily	visible	the	differences	of	
the	‘others’.	The	more	fragile	position	of	the	counselling	centres	in	France,	who	have	to	
struggle	 for	 (financial)	 recognition	 and	 legitimation	 from	 the	 authorities,	 seems	 to	
contribute	 to	 their	 foregrounding	 of	 their	 cultural	 expertise.	 This	 furthers	 othering	 of	
their	clients,	legitimated	by	criminal	justice	authorities	when	it	corresponds	to	the	logic	
of	their	investigative	work	and	makes	it	possible	to	distinguish	between	so-called	‘true’	
and	‘false’	victims.	In	contrast,	the	stable	role	of	counselling	centres	in	Germany	as	official	
partners	of	the	criminal	justice	authorities	could	explain	that	while	they	choose	cultural	
explanatory	models,	they	understand	cultural	differences	as	a	sign	of	necessary	mutual	
adaptation	between	two	cultures	and	their	so-called	cultural	expertise	as	an	instrument	
to	encourage	criminal	justice	authorities	to	adjust	their	working	practices.	
 
But	 in	 both	 countries,	 counselling	 centres	 position	 themselves	 with	 their	 cultural	
expertise	as	indispensable	mediators,	albeit	in	different	ways.	Hence	our	comparison	here	
provides	a	contribution	 to	a	broader	comparative	analysis	of	 the	role	of	culture	 in	 the	
German	and	French	context.	It	also	invites	further	research	taking	into	consideration	not	
just	public	policies,	but	also	the	concrete	everyday	work	practices	around	the	process	of	
their	implementation,	with	a	particular	emphasis	on	the	role	of	non-state	actors.	
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