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Jeanne Morefield

Equally Vulnerable: Liberal Internationalism, the Traffic 
in Women and Children, and the Non-Politics of Race

Over the last two decades, a growing number of interdisciplinary scholars interested in 
the origins of both contemporary global hierarchy and the idea of liberal internationalism 
have turned their attention to critical examinations of the League of Nations—the world’s 
first “great experiment” in international organization.1 In particular, these studies have 
focused on the tension between the League’s dual commitment to the “equality of 
nations” (in Woodrow Wilson’s words) and the preservation of the global color line—a 
commitment formally captured in the Drafting Commission’s refusal to include a racial 
equality clause in the Covenant.2 For many scholars, the clearest institutional and rhetori-
cal expression of this circle squaring was the mandate system.3 Enshrined in Article 22 of 
the Covenant, the mandate system “internationalized colonialism” by shifting the tempo-
ral justification for racial hierarchy to the League. Instead of transferring the colonial ter-
ritories held by the Axis powers directly to Allied states to govern as colonies, the political 
settlement of 1919 created a new form of indirect imperialism, where League member 
states ruled “peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of 
the modern world” as mandates, “on behalf of the League” as “a sacred trust of civiliza-
tion.”4 While the mandate system still depended upon the temporal and racial logic of 
what Partha Chatterjee calls the “rule of colonial difference,” the indirectness of the sys-
tem made it possible to control the political and economic lives of formerly colonized peo-
ples in the name of internationalism rather than imperialism, a mode of global 
governance with lingering effects on the international system today.5

With critics of the mandate system, I am similarly intrigued by the institutional and 
rhetorical framework behind the League’s liberal internationalist accommodation of racial 
hierarchy and the relevance of this evolving framework for our contemporary era. My 
interests, however, are both conceptually and literally adjacent to theirs. Rather than focus 
on the temporal and civilizational language associated with Article 22 of the Covenant, 
I interrogate the explicitly atemporal and deracialized approach to “the traffic in women 
and children” that appears in Article 23. Thus, despite the preponderance of the term 
“white slave traffic” in international treaty agreements at the time the Covenant was 
drafted, the same delegates in Versailles who rejected the Japanese delegate’s proposed 
racial equality clause chose the phrase “traffic in women and children” to describe the 
League’s future work in this area.6 This change was publicly reaffirmed two years later by 
attendees at the first International Conference on the Traffic in Women and Children, 
who vowed to “suppress” the phrase “white slave” in League documents.7 While through-
out the interwar period, phrases like “backward races” continued to circulate within the 
mandate section, a new common sense emerged concerning Article 23: when it came to 
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the predations of traffickers, all women and children were equally vulnerable, “whatever 
be their nationality and whatever be their color.”8 

Contrary to contemporary arguments suggesting that an international language asso-
ciating racial equality with the good of humanity only gained global traction with the 
adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, an examina-
tion of the League’s early anti-trafficking campaign suggests that a nominal fusion of this 
type occurred three decades earlier.9 As an issue, trafficking resonated particularly well 
with a highly influential form of liberal internationalism, articulated most famously by 
British liberals during the war, that imagined the League in broadly natural, “nonpoliti-
cal” terms as a “common possession of all mankind,” an “element in the international life 
of the world,” and a means to organize the “vital unifying forces present in humanity.”10 
The originators of this early League vision often described their internationalism not in 
reference to global political projects and/or the triumph of European civilization, but, 
rather, through an observational language that stressed extant forms of international orga-
nizing devoted to preserving what Alfred Zimmern called the “eternal things which unite, 
to the rock bottom level of our common humanity.”11 The global campaign against “white 
slavery,” they argued, provided a particularly vivid example of such “nonpolitical” interna-
tionalism in action. When, in 1919, the drafters of the Covenant took up the issue and 
substituted “traffic in women and children” for “white slavery,” they embraced the spirit of 
this “nonpolitical” internationalism while widening its horizons still further, opening up 
the League’s rhetorical vista to an idea of “common humanity” rooted in the equal vul-
nerability of “women and children of all races and colors.”12 

In what follows, I argue that an analysis of the League’s abrupt shift from the lan-
guage of “white slave” to the language of “women and children” offers scholars unique 
insight into one of the earliest moments in the development of twentieth-century liberal 
internationalism when a rhetoric of global racial equality not only coexisted with, but 
helped facilitate, the maintenance of global racial hierarchy in the name of humanity. 
This article is the first scholarly attempt to probe the ideological and rhetorical signifi-
cance of that transition for international thinking.13 Crucially, my point here is not to 
suggest that everyone involved in promoting the shift from “white slave” to “women and 
children” did so with the explicit intention of squaring universal liberalism with racial 
hierarchy. Instead, as the rest of this essay makes clear, different actors involved with the 
League—from anti-trafficking feminists to abolitionist activists, from liberal internation-
alist cheerleaders to imperial administrators—advocated the name change for various, 
sometimes overlapping, ideological, professional, and political reasons. This article thus 
suggests that the idea of “racial equality as vulnerability” promoted through the League’s 
anti-trafficking campaign had the effect of allowing “the rule of colonial difference” to cir-
culate in the name of “common humanity” while simultaneously providing supporters of 
the liberal internationalism preferred by the League’s most powerful founders with an 
example of that internationalism’s success.

The article begins by interrogating the ideological challenges of League international-
ism, then traces the presence of trafficking examples in the international imaginary that 
most influenced League thinkers. Section two focuses on the importance of the League’s 
early work on “the traffic in women and children,” paying particular attention to the role 
of feminist “abolitionists” in the development of the League’s institutional, “technical and 
nonpolitical” self-fashioning. Section three examines the rhetorical capaciousness of the 
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idea of humanity, worked out through “the traffic in women and children,” arguing that 
it replicated the rule of colonial difference by plotting human suffering along a universal 
scale marked by nonracial signifiers, such as “custom” and “climate.” I conclude with 
some brief thoughts about the international vision that the League’s campaign against 
“the traffic in women and children” helped breathe into being. 

The Ideological Challenges of League Internationalism and the Turn to Trafficking

In 1919, when President Woodrow Wilson and the other delegates in Paris gathered to 
thrash out the details of the Covenant of the League, they were all more or less aware of 
the complicated political task with which they had been charged. On the one hand, the 
devastating impact of World War I on Europe had convinced millions of people that the 
only way to prevent future wars was to establish a permanent, international organization 
dedicated to promoting peace and cooperation. The impact of the war, however, had dam-
aged the reputation of European imperialism as a civilizing/ordering force while anti-
imperial struggles in Europe and throughout the colonies amplified support for the idea of 
“national self-determination,” a cause particularly close to Wilson’s heart.14 Moreover, the 
1917 Bolshevik Revolution and the rise of Pan-African activism had forced the uniformly 
liberal group of delegates involved in the drafting of the Covenant—all of whom were 
nominally supportive of free trade, the rule of law, and collective security—that the inter-
nationalism they were in the process of inventing was hardly the only world-organizing 
vision currently in circulation.15 In the aftermath of “the war that will end war,” the assem-
bled leaders in Geneva understood all too well that their international imaginary had to 
differentiate itself from imperialism and nonliberal visions of the international while simul-
taneously supporting the rights of individual states to self-determination.

On the other hand, these delegates were also aware that, while self-determination was 
a universal principle, it was not to be applied to currently colonized or mandated peo-
ples.16 Back-channel discussions determined that the League would also exclude the new 
Bolshevik state from League membership, and similar talks assured the Allied states that 
they could retain their existing imperial holdings. At the same time, the mandate system 
was meant to absorb people formerly under Ottoman and German imperial rule.17 More-
over, the proposal brought forward by the Japanese delegate, Baron Makino Nobuaki, to 
add a racial equality clause to the Covenant was overruled by the triangulated manoeu-
vring of the United States, Great Britain, and South Africa.18 In sum, the founders of the 
League of Nations explicitly eschewed any commitment to the political or material equal-
ity between races and/or peoples.19 

Thus, in 1919, League founders were tasked with envisioning what Wilson called a 
“new order of the world” that was anti-imperial and “all inclusive” but that also main-
tained the global racial status quo and facilitated the ongoing, extractive practices of 
imperial capitalism.20 They were required to ground the League in the universally con-
ceived principle that all nations had a right to self-determination, while also ensuring that 
this principle applied only to some peoples. Not for nothing did E. H. Carr later refer to 
the League’s founders as the “metaphysicians of Geneva.”21

Famously, for Carr, League metaphysicians worked out these myriad tensions through 
a liberal “harmony of interests” doctrine, which claimed that self-interest ultimately 
resolved itself in the public good.22 And yet, more often, liberal internationalists addressed 
the political problems associated with their universal claims and exclusionary policies by 
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simply removing the idea of organized internationalism from the realm of power politics 
altogether. Borrowing from a particular approach to internationalism developed by Brit-
ish liberal intellectuals during the war, supporters of a future League of Nations argued 
that their vision of internationalism was a natural extension of pre-existing legal, social, 
cultural, and economic connections forged among European states over the course of the 
nineteenth century. Anyone who dismissed that idea as “utopian” was guilty, Leonard 
Woolf argued in 1916, of having “shut their eyes to the fact,” that the germ of such a 
league “already exists.”23

Supporters of this international vision, like Woolf and Zimmern (both of whose views 
had an outsized impact on the final shape of the League), tended to describe it through a 
vivid language that leaned heavily on naturalizing metaphors.24 While slightly different in 
political orientation, both men relied on phrases like “international life” and “interna-
tional society” to argue, in Zimmern’s words, that “the modern world” is “international to 
the core” and “its internationalism lies in the nature of things.”25 Both men also tended to 
describe what Woolf called the “interconnections of international life” in reference to 
existing social, cultural, and legal affiliations.26 In contrast to socialist and anticolonial 
figures who were also writing about global “interconnections” during the war, Woolf and 
Zimmern studiously avoided examples forged through the legal, political, and economic 
entanglements of European imperial competition.27Instead, they focused on international 
agreements and affiliations in areas such as “finance, industry, commerce,” “science and 
art, philanthropy,” sport, maritime law, and even fashion trends.28 The necessary chal-
lenge of the moment, they argued, was to formalize these interconnections into a “new 
international order.”29 

While they tended to draw on different extant examples of international organization, 
both Zimmern and Woolf zeroed in on the international campaign against “the white 
slave traffic” as particularly illustrative of the kind of interconnections they found most 
compelling. With domestic origins in Britain, the international anti–“white slavery” cam-
paign in Europe emerged from a scandal in 1880 over the presence of underage English 
girls discovered in licensed brothels in Belgium and France.30 By the time British liberals 
were developing their international visions thirty years later, that campaign had already 
inspired several international conferences and the passage of two international conven-
tions: the 1904 International Agreement for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic 
and the 1910 International Convention for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic.31 
Additionally, for both Zimmern and Woolf, “the white slave traffic” provided proof that 
internationalism emerged from “the nature of things” because states and activists orga-
nized collectively to oppose it and because traffickers were themselves organized interna-
tionally.32 The world, in this vision, was comprised of two internationalisms, one 
associated with “the common life of mankind in the world” and the other with “the blind 
and selfish forces of exploitation.” The goal of any future League must be to promote 
“internationalism in its better” expression while “counteracting it in its worse, manifesta-
tions,” and to do so in the name of those “eternal things which unite, to the rock bottom 
level of our common humanity.”33 

One can see how the League’s liberal founders would be drawn to an internationalism 
whose rhetorical framing disassociated international organization from political power 
and transformed the global landscape into a battle between good and evil. Embracing this 
new Manichean vision allowed League supporters to make universal claims about 
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“common humanity” without challenging political inequality, since the things humanity 
held in common were presumed to lie outside the realm of politics. Thus, by the time 
these founders were formalizing plans for a postwar peace in the summer of 1918, depoliti-
cized terms like “international life” and “international society” had come to dominate the 
internationalist discourse of both British and American liberalism.34 At the same time, 
throughout 1918 and 1919, these same liberal internationalists began associating the future 
League with the idea of “humanity” and its “interests” (e.g., the “permanent interests of 
humanity,” the “interests of humanity as a whole.”)35 By 1920, the Belgian delegate closed 
the First Assembly by exhorting the assembled members to remember that the “interests 
of humanity and the interests of the world are universal interests.”36 And everyone seemed 
to agree that such “universal interests” entailed firm, organized opposition to what Wilson 
described as the “evils currently debasing men”: the traffic in liquor, the traffic in opium, 
and most urgently, “the white slave traffic.”37 

Anti-trafficking quickly emerged as one of the League’s signature “social and humani-
tarian” issues around which the universal “interests of humanity” were presumed to 
coalesce. The growing consensus on this issue is evident in the many comments made by 
delegates attending the 1921 Second League Assembly, who were clearly irritated that they 
even had to debate the passage of the 1921 anti-trafficking convention, given that, as “rep-
resentatives of humanity,” they were meant to be opposing “certain evils with all the speed 
possible.”38 In substance, the 1921 Convention essentially reaffirmed the commitments of 
the 1904 and 1910 Conventions for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic with one 
crucial alteration: in 1921, “the traffic in women and children” was officially and perma-
nently substituted for the phrase “the white slave traffic,” reaffirming a change that had 
already been incorporated into the Covenant by its drafters in 1919. Thus, somewhere 
along the road between the initial linking of “the white slave traffic” to internationalism 
and the formation of the League itself, the “permanent interests of humanity” were 
expanded to include the protection of all women and children, everywhere in the world, 
“whatever be their nationality and whatever be their color.”39 

The House That Trafficking Built

The first formal reference to “the traffic in women and children” in a League document 
appeared in a British amendment to the draft Covenant circulated at the Thirteenth 
Meeting of the original Drafting Commission in 1919.40 The following month, the com-
mission received a delegation from the International Council of Women, who urged the 
League to work for the “abolition” of the traffic.41 Oversight of international efforts to 
combat the “traffic in women and children” was included in Article 23, along with “gen-
eral supervision” of similar efforts to combat the traffic in opium.42 Both of these man-
dates were handed over to the League’s newly created Social Section and its head, Dame 
Rachel Crowdy. A British social reformer, Crowdy relied extensively on the expertise and 
advice of the most powerful anti-trafficking organization in the world at the time, the 
British National Vigilance Society (NVA) and its international bureaus.43 By the fall of 
1920, activists from the NVA and other anti-trafficking organizations had helped build up 
considerable momentum around the issue within the League. That fall, the Assembly 
passed a motion authorizing the Secretariat to send a questionnaire about trafficking to 
League member states and recommending that an International Conference be convened 
before the next Assembly meeting.44 
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Held in Geneva in the summer of 1921, the conference attracted representatives from 
thirty-four nations and fourteen voluntary organizations. Overall, the gathering led to 
three significant achievements. First, the delegates agreed upon a set of “Final Acts” 
intended to serve as the basis for a new international convention. Second, the conference 
recommended the creation of the Committee on the Traffic in Women and Children 
(CTWC), which convened annually from 1922 to 1936. Third, on the first day of their 
meeting, delegates to the conference voted unanimously for a change that would be for-
malized in the Second Recommendation of the Final Act: “The Conference recommends 
that the words ‘White Slave Traffic’ should be replaced in the texts of international instru-
ments by the words ‘Traffic in Women and Children.’ ”45 

After years of historical neglect, scholarly interest in the League’s anti-trafficking efforts 
has increased substantially over the last two decades, with particular focus on the CTWC’s 
work throughout its existence.46 The CTWC was the first historical example of a commit-
tee housed within an international institution that granted legal recognition and status not 
only to state delegates but also to representatives from voluntary organizations.47 Initially 
comprised of delegates from nine countries and six permanent, non-voting “assessors” from 
voluntary associations, its organizational structure was thus both novel and precedent-
setting. From 1921 until its last meeting in 1936, the CTWC concentrated its efforts vari-
ously on coordinating replies to yearly questionnaires about trafficking gathered from 
member states, producing more focused investigations into problems associated with traf-
ficking (e.g., the employment of foreign women in “music halls” and the “rehabilitation of 
adult prostitutes”), and sponsoring two major global studies of trafficking: the Report of the 
Special Body of Experts on the Traffic in Women and Children,1927, and the 1932 Enquiry into 
Traffic in Women and Children in the East.48 Activists on the committee also played a sig-
nificant role in fostering the diplomatic environment for the passage of 1933’s International 
Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Women of Full Age.49

Scholarly interest in the CTWC also reflects a general renewal of concern with the 
League’s “technical and nonpolitical” sections—commonly referred to by supporters at the 
time as its “machinery.”50 Initially developed to address a variety of international issues, by 
the 1930s, over half of the League’s annual budget was devoted to this “technical and non-
political” work, an expansion driven by the legions of “institutional entrepreneurs” (in 
Susan Pederson’s terms) who descended on Geneva in the 1920s.51 A not insignificant num-
ber of these activist “entrepreneurs” were women activists who had contributed substan-
tially to the League of Nations movement during the war and now sought to ensure their 
continued relevance in the postwar order.52 Hailing primarily from Europe, these activists 
tended to focus their organizing efforts on the League’s Social Questions and Opium Traf-
fic Section, which was relatively more open to the influence of women.53 When appointed 
head of that section in 1920, Crowdy became the first—and only—woman in such a lead-
ership position within the League.54 Women were also well represented within the CTWC 
in comparison to other League committees, primarily in their role as permanent “assessors” 
associated with anti-trafficking voluntary organizations.55 

And yet, the fact that anti-trafficking rocketed to prominence within the League 
above almost every other feminist issue brought originally before the drafters of the Cov-
enant cannot be explained solely by the outsized influence of women on the Social Sec-
tion. One must also examine the outsized influence of “abolitionism” on women’s 
international organizing in the early twentieth century more generally. Originating in the 
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British campaign against the Contagious Disease Act (a series of mid-nineteenth-century 
laws that enabled the state to impose compulsory medical examinations on women 
accused of being prostitutes), groups like Josephine Butler’s Ladies National Association 
(LNA) referred to themselves as “abolitionists” because they believed that all prostitution 
(regardless of consent) was coerced and that state-regulated prostitution amounted to 
legalized slavery.56 After the repeal of the act in 1886, abolitionists refocused their cam-
paign on the international trafficking of women for sex work, which they now called 
“white slavery” or “the white slave traffic.” This racialized term not only implied coerced 
labor but also connected that coerced labor to the illicit, often cross-border, forced move-
ment of women. Activists emphasized this rhetorical point by explicitly linking the exis-
tence of state-regulated houses to the procurement and smuggling of sex workers, arguing 
that “the fickle demands of clients” necessitated a constant supply of “new and younger 
women,” which then encouraged trafficking.57

During this period, abolitionist activists throughout Europe banded together to form the 
international branches of the NVA as well as the International Abolitionist Federation (IAF) 
and the British-led Association for Moral and Social Hygiene (AMSH). Together, these 
organizations helped push anti-trafficking to the center of the international feminist 
agenda.58 While such groups worked collectively across Europe, British anti-trafficking activ-
ists exercised substantial influence on these global efforts from the outset which persisted 
into the League era. Through the NVA and other British abolitionist organizations, aboli-
tionist feminists had a direct hand in constructing the League’s official response to traffick-
ing, flooding Crowdy’s office with letters and abolitionist publications from 1919 on.59 

By the summer of 1921, not only was the entire British delegation abolitionist in out-
look, but so too were all the representatives from voluntary associations attending the 
anti-trafficking conference. At the conference, they argued in speech after speech that the 
goal of the League must be “to abolish the regulation of prostitution wherever it comes 
within our sphere.”60 At the same time, these same activists and delegates never had 
enough votes to set the League’s anti-trafficking agenda entirely. Powerful delegates from 
countries with state-regulated prostitution systems (most notably, France) insisted that the 
League restrict its work on trafficking to forced prostitution and the “freedom of women 
and children.”61 Thus, while the archives reveal that most of the speeches at the 1921 con-
ference were resolutely abolitionist in tone, the attendees were deeply divided about the 
nature of sex work and the definition of “trafficking” itself.62

How then did these divergent groups come to the unanimous decision to change the 
name of the problem from “white slave” to “women and children”? Surprisingly, despite 
the rhetorical and ideological significance of this linguistic shift, that question remains 
under-researched. Instead, most historical scholarship about “white slavery” panics in 
Europe and North America has tended to think in broader terms about the relationship 
between anti-trafficking campaigns and the racial and sexual politics of imperialism and 
immigration that saturated the era.63 In her wide-ranging analysis of the British, French, 
and Dutch empires, for instance, Ann Stoler argues that the use of sex and gender regula-
tions as racial bordering instruments of colonial rule was “strongest during the interwar 
years.”64 And yet, while this critique is enlightening, it is less straightforwardly helpful for 
unpacking the League’s specific and very public decision during those same years to trans-
form “white slavery” into the first international humanitarian problem intended to apply 
equally to women and children of all races.65 
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The archives themselves are opaque regarding this transformation. Unlike the “racial 
equality” clause, the minutes of the Covenant’s Drafting Commission include no debate 
about adding “the traffic in women and children” to Article 23, nor any discussion of its 
wording. Instead, the phrase “traffic in women and children” (not “the white slave traffic”) 
simply appeared, as is, in the original British proposal. This development undoubtedly 
reflects the fact that, by the time the Covenant was being drafted, the term had become 
more widely used in abolitionist circles.66 At the same time, the race-neutral “women and 
children” was not embraced by some of the most powerful internationalist abolitionist 
organizations in the world, and many League activists, delegates, and attendees up 
through the 1921 conference used the terms “white slave” and “women and children” 
interchangeably.67 Thus, in 1919, when the Drafting Commission settled on “traffic in 
women and children,” they were choosing to amplify a phrase not yet universally accepted 
in popular discourse or in anti-trafficking circles.

However they reached that decision, by the summer of 1921, the official mood of the 
League had swung definitively in the direction of “the traffic in women and children.” 
While the original name of the 1921 conference seems to have vacillated between “white 
slave” and “women and children” (the archives include preparatory material with both 
names), the conference was publicly hailed as the “International Conference on the Traffic 
in Women and Children” during the first meeting.68 What discussion of the change 
occurred consisted entirely of positive affirmations. Later, during the proceedings, when 
delegates reiterated the necessity of removing the word “white,” they were reminded by 
the president that the word had already “been suppressed in the invitation to the Confer-
ence and in the actual work of the Conference,” and would be “omitted from interna-
tional agreements referring to the traffic” going forward.69 

Again, however, what accounts for this sudden and unanimous shift? According to 
Jean-Michel Chaumont, the change in terminology was tactical, reflecting a growing 
realization among anti-trafficking activists that “traffic in women and children” had a 
strategic advantage over “white slavery.”70 The substitution of “women and children,” he 
argues, added an aura of mainstream, humanitarian respectability to the issue at a 
moment when various government authorities were beginning to grow suspicious of the 
melodrama and exaggeration associated with the “white slavery” narratives.71 Scholars 
who share this view are thus sceptical of arguments made by some feminist historians, 
such as Katrina Leppänen, who suggest that the name change reflected a genuinely felt, 
anti-racist orientation among anti-trafficking groups and a desire “to reframe the issue of 
traffic in women in a global context.”72 

While I agree that Leppänen’s reading is a bit pollyannaish, she is correct that numer-
ous abolitionists in the early decades of the twentieth century were moving away from the 
racist implications of “white slavery.”73 She is also equally correct to observe that aban-
doning the phrase “white slave traffic” did reframe the issue “in a global context,” expand-
ing the international imaginary of both anti-trafficking work and League 
internationalism. In other words, while Zimmern and Woolf may have used the example 
of “white slavery” to draw their readers’ attention to the international dimensions of traf-
ficking and anti-trafficking, they would have been aware that the anti-white slavery con-
ventions of the 1910s were never intended to apply to the entire world, an assumption 
made explicit in the legal and diplomatic discourse of the time. Trafficking patterns iden-
tified by drafters of the 1904 and 1910 conventions, for instance, ran in a single direction: 
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women were “procured” in Northern Europe and “delivered” to the South.74 By contrast, 
the shift to “women and children” enlarged trafficking’s topography at a moment when 
the idea of international organization was itself becoming at least nominally less racist, as 
seen in the extension of League membership to China, Japan, and Siam as well as numer-
ous Latin American states (including Haiti) and, eventually, Ethiopia and Liberia.75 
While, in practice, the women in whom League members tended to be most interested 
were European, the warp and weave of international trafficking now potentially covered 
the entire world.

Additionally, this new deracialized framing of the “traffic in women and children” 
helped grow the League’s “technical and nonpolitical” capacities in an explicitly interna-
tional direction while linking the work of this “machinery” to the flourishing of common 
humanity. One senses this in the enthusiasm with which anti-trafficking activists under-
stood their work with the League as part of a larger movement for the “promotion of 
international cooperation.”76 As the president of the 1921 conference put it, the League’s 
anti-trafficking campaign played an essential role in the League’s organizational evolution 
because, just as “one proves the fact of movement by walking, so the League is proving its 
existence by working.”77 From this perspective, the League quite literally animated itself 
through its work to combat trafficking and, at the same time, served as a “vivifying influ-
ence” on the global anti-trafficking movement itself.78 At the core of these observations lay 
a sense that, in the words of the British delegate to the 1921 conference, “a new interna-
tional situation has been created by the establishment of the League of Nations,” which 
allowed people of good will to establish a “sphere of action” that was “not-confined to 
Europe, but extends over the whole world.”79 In other words, through their work on traf-
ficking, League activists helped manifest “a humanity which transcends all differences.”80 

Humanity and the Racial Equality of Vulnerability

The idea of “humanity” as it evolved throughout the nineteenth century was never 
intended to apply equally to all races and peoples.81 Late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century European anti-slavery arguments, for instance, frequently maintained that the 
slave trade was contrary to the idea of “humanity.” However, this idea worked primarily, 
in Lynn Festa’s words, as an “incitement to sympathy” that produced sentimentality 
rather than “likeness or equality.”82 Likewise, references to “humanity” as they appeared 
in international legal documents such as the Geneva and Hague Conventions were usu-
ally linked to abstract moral forces associated with “civilization,” and the international 
legal protocols developed through these conventions were initially intended only for “civi-
lized peoples.”83 For scholars like Siep Stuurman, this exclusionary reading of humanity 
dominated international discourse until 1948, when the UDHR established the “inclusive 
concept of modern equality” as a global value.84 Such a step, he continues, would have 
been “virtually unthinkable” during the League era. 

If one were to take the discursive environment associated with the Permanent Mandate 
Commission as a complete expression of the League’s overall attitude toward race, Stuur-
man’s observations make sense. For Anghie and other critics, the mandates may have laid 
the groundwork for a future indirect system of control over non-European states in the 
name of international institutions, but it wasn’t until the postwar period that this indirect 
form of imperial rule was uncoupled from the temporal language of racial deficit.85 Despite 
Japan’s status as a mandatory power, the term “backward races” was very much alive 
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within the discursive universe of the interwar mandates, with delegates, employees, and 
activists regularly deploying a language of civilizational development that mirrored—in a 
literal way—the racist and temporal logic so crucial to the European imperial project.86 

When it came to the “traffic in women and children,” however, not only was the lan-
guage of race now absent, so too was the language of “backwardness.” At the 1921 confer-
ence, delegates were vocal in their insistence that this international problem impacted 
women and children “of all races and colors” and that “colored women” and “their white 
sisters” were equally in need of protection from a crime understood to function in the 
same way, wherever it took place.87 Throughout the 1920s, CTWC members reaffirmed 
their conviction that “trade in women must be extended to mean trade in all women, 
both Eastern and Western.”88 Most crucially, League anti-traffickers disputed the idea 
that the sexuality of Asian and African women was fundamentally different from Euro-
pean women, and contested the notion that sex work does them “no harm whatever.”89 
In other words, neither “backwardness” nor the “rule of colonial difference” circulated 
within the League’s anti-trafficking sections in the same way it did within the Permanent 
Mandate Commission. All women and children were understood to be equally vulnerable 
to trafficking now, in the present.90 

It was precisely the urgent and perennial vulnerability of “women and children” that 
made sex trafficking so different from the other international crime included in Article 23 
of the Covenant: the “traffic in opium and other dangerous drugs.” Perhaps, given the 
short history of the international campaign against drug trafficking, or because the British, 
French, and Dutch empires dominated the global trade in narcotics at the time, minimal 
international sympathy existed during the interwar period for the victims of drug traffick-
ing. Indeed, users of drugs—whether they be in Shanghai or London—were rarely referred 
to as victims at all and were even described by newspapers as “evil.”91 Articles about the 
League’s work on the “traffic in opium” put out by the Information Section were less sensa-
tionalist, but hardly sympathetic to users. Rather than focusing on victims’ vulnerability, 
most League reports used clipped, officious tones to address international agreements and 
criminal enforcement.92 While the various communications associated with “the traffic in 
women and children” tended to emphasize shared characteristics, those dealing with drug 
trafficking often focused on the racial otherness of both users and traffickers.93

From the very beginning, League delegates, activists, and CTWC members were keen 
to distinguish the victims of sex trafficking from the victims of drug trafficking, and they 
bristled at any comparison of the two issues.94 Unlike the deeply unsympathetic, clearly 
racialized users of drugs, trafficked women and children were almost always portrayed, in 
both League and popular discourse, as helpless victims, “innocent girls,” tricked into mar-
riage by wily traffickers, living on the corruption of their victims.”95 Within League publi-
cations, trafficked women and girls of all races and colonial status were presumed to be 
victims; from the “innocent young girls” lured “from Kathiawar to Karachi,” to the 
twelve-year-old African girls discovered in a brothel in Zanzibar, to the “young Cantonese 
girl” sold for prostitution in Singapore.96 Within these same publications, sex workers 
were routinely portrayed as victims of trafficking, even when the League’s own researchers 
reported that the majority of sex workers they interviewed for their reports did not con-
sider themselves victims.97 

Thus, unlike drug users, all women and children in the world were equally vulnerable 
to the predations of international traffickers. This “racial equality of vulnerability” was, 
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however, very different from the racial equality being demanded by Pan-African, anticolo-
nial, and non-European liberals at the time. On the one hand, when Marcus Garvey’s 
Universal Negro Improvement Association and African Communities’ League launched 
its 1922 petition to the League of Nations aimed at transferring the mandate for South-
West Africa to their Association, that petition was not only addressed to “Fellow Citizens 
of All Humanity,” but also argued vigorously that had Europeans not enslaved Africans 
and colonized their land, the “present problem of racial inequality would never have 
arisen.”98 Likewise, when Du Bois urged the League to acknowledge the “absolute equal-
ity of races,” he was clear that this referred to the “physical, political, and social” equality 
of all races.99 Equality, for both men, thus necessarily entailed political and economic 
autonomy for black peoples, both individual and collective.

On the other hand, the 1919 Japanese proposal asked the League to ensure that “alien 
nationals of state members of the League” be given “equal and just treatment” regardless 
of their “race or nationality.”100 That proposal was thus framed in reference to both 
national and individual claims to equality. The League, Baron Nobuaki argued, was 
grounded in the “legitimate claims” of all peoples to nationality. Thus, any individual 
member of a nation-state should expect equal treatment under the law, wherever they 
found themselves in the world, regardless of their race. At the same time, as the represen-
tative of an imperial state, Nobuaki’s “racial equality” argument here was also self-serving 
in a particular way. Japan, along with the United States, was developing a liberal approach 
to colonial governance that incorporated the language of national self-determination into 
its imperial self-definition.101 For the United States in 1919, this meant pushing hard to 
incorporate the idea of “national self-determination” into the League, while simultane-
ously arguing successfully for the inclusion of the Monroe Doctrine in the Covenant.102 
For Japan, it meant arguing for a “racial equality” clause that ensured citizens from non-
white majority states with League membership had equally “just and fair claims” to equal 
treatment when traveling abroad (e.g., Japanese citizens in the United States) while, at the 
same time, insisting that this approach would have “no impact on the internal affairs of 
any nation” (e.g., on the treatment of racial minorities in settler states or in regions gov-
erned by imperial states, including Japan). 

While attendees at the 1921 Traffic in Women and Children Conference sometimes 
used “claim” language to talk about the equality of “women and children,” the claims they 
evoked were markedly different from claims to individual just treatment or claims to eco-
nomic, political, and national autonomy. Instead, they argued, because all women were 
equally vulnerable, all women had a claim to protection, and women of color should be 
able to “claim the same protection as their white sisters.”103 Given this emphasis on protec-
tion rather than equal rights, it is hardly surprising that the earliest and most vocal calls to 
jettison the term “white slave” came not from League delegates from non-white majority 
states or from women’s organizations in Asia or Africa, but rather, from European aboli-
tionist activists associated with imperial states. No women of color were present at the 1921 
conference, and only one activist from a colonized region (a Moroccan woman whose 
“appeal to conscience” one delegate had heard read aloud at a conference eight years earlier) 
was directly mentioned.104 As the only non-sovereign colonized state with representation in 
the League, India could have sent a delegation of Indian anti-trafficking activists, but was 
instead represented by the head of the delegation, who, until 1928, was always an English-
man.105 In the course of making the conference’s lengthiest and most impactful speech on 
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the subject, the Dutch delegate captured this fusion of abolitionism and imperialism per-
fectly by relying almost entirely on information supplied to him by Dutch abolitionists and 
“a Technical Expert who has worked in the Indies for six years.”106 

That so many delegates attending the 1921 conference would end up articulating their 
concerns about race and trafficking in terms of colonial administration is, again, also a 
testament to the outsized influence of Britain on the international abolitionist movement. 
Following the repeal of the Contagious Disease Act in 1886, British abolitionists not only 
shifted their focus toward international anti-trafficking campaigns but also toward cam-
paigns to repeal regulationist laws in the colonies, a shift that reflected a broader expan-
sion of British women’s social welfare activism throughout the Empire during this period 
that Pedersen refers to as “maternalism.”107 Maternalist activism more generally played a 
crucial role in supporting and consolidating imperial culture while legitimizing the femi-
nist movement domestically.108 Many of these activists embraced a broadly developmen-
talist attitude toward racial difference, often arguing that women in Britain had a unique 
moral insight into “the problem of the relation between races at different stages of civiliza-
tion” because their struggle for rights had taught them wisdom that men “have not 
learned or have forgotten.”109 When it came to abolitionism, however, many activists 
employed a rhetoric that concentrated less on racial difference and more on the particular 
characteristic they believed European women and women of color shared: a gender spe-
cific vulnerability to suffering.110 In this framing, because women were more prone to suf-
fering and pain than men, “the wrongs of every woman,” no matter her race or colonial 
status, were “the wrongs of all women.”111 This meant that for many abolitionists, both the 
subjects and objects of abolitionist social work (white and black/brown women, respec-
tively) were sisters in suffering, equally vulnerable to “the unequal moral standard by 
which man so often brings disease home to the innocent wife.”112 

This emphasis on shared suffering allowed abolitionists to claim that regulated prosti-
tution was the same abomination everywhere in the world, a strategically vital point to 
make given that England had only recently abolished the Contagious Disease Act and 
numerous European states still sanctioned systems of licensed houses. In other words, 
abolitionist activists in Britain and Europe who expanded their interests to the colonies 
could not argue that legalized prostitution was a phenomenon embraced by only the most 
backward of races. Instead, they maintained that state regulation always and inevitably 
disadvantaged all women everywhere. As the editors of The Shield put it in 1908, in every 
part of the world—in regions representing “different races, different religions, different 
forms of governments” and “different climates”—one finds “the inevitable union of the 
systems of slavery and regulation.”113

Again, however, while the assumption that women of all races were more vulnerable to 
suffering than men enabled abolitionists to universalize both the problem (regulated prosti-
tution) and its solution (the abolition of regulated prostitution), most activists and organiz-
ers still believed in the clear, civilizational superiority of European women. Abolitionist 
discourse sustained this contradiction by plotting the differences between white and black/
brown women along a scale of suffering rather than civilization, arguing that Indian and 
African women suffered more than their European sisters. During the height of her crusade 
to repeal the Contagious Disease Act in India, for instance, Josephine Butler spoke about 
Indian women as “the first and greatest sufferers,” arguing that regulation weighed “more 
heavily on the poor Indian woman” who “bends under it more hopelessly, more helplessly, 
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a broken reed, trodden down by unholy feet.”114 This image of Indian women as downtrod-
den, mute victims was common in abolitionist literature. It was usually linked to economic 
and cultural circumstances—“ignorance of hygienic facilities, insufficiency of medical 
and maternity aid, poverty, early motherhood”—and to “the difficulties of the tropical cli-
mate.”115 Returning to an older tradition of “climate determinism” that had gone out of 
fashion in the late nineteenth century with the expansion of settler colonialism in Africa, 
abolitionists stressed that “tropical climates” had deleterious effects on Indian and African 
women’s health and made both European and non-European men more susceptible to sex-
ual vice.116 When combined with religious custom, the result was a “heart-rending percent-
age of suffering” experienced by women in the colonies.117

Thus, abolitionists tended to think about suffering in terms of gradations, a logic that 
both equalized and differentiated at the same time. Butler, for instance, referred to Indi-
ans as “our fellow subjects” rather than “uncivilized races,” and to “Indian gentlemen” as 
those “whose hearts are full of deep sorrow and concern for the women of their own 
land”; women who suffer more from the degrading effects of regulation than English 
women because of poverty, custom, and climate.118 The abject situation of Indian women 
(and their perennial portrayal as silent, broken subjects) served as the primary invitation 
for the interventions of English women social workers. However, the rhetoric of this invi-
tation functioned slightly differently from the “white men rescuing brown women from 
brown men” logic that Gayatri Spivak and others associate with imperial power.119 While 
maternalist anti-trafficking activists still spoke for women in the colonies, and while their 
international social work continued rationalizing the ongoing intervention of the British, 
they did not presume that the sexual behavior of non-white men in the colonies (and their 
treatment of women) was either uniquely barbaric or the product of an ineradicable “Ori-
ental sensuality,” because regulated prostitution always negatively affected men’s sexual 
conduct, wherever it occurred.120 In this scenario, all women were vulnerable, and “no 
race can claim to be guiltless” when it came to the sexual exploitation of women.121 

This maternalist abolitionism reigned supreme within the voluntary organizations that 
most shaped Crowdy’s view on “the traffic in women and children.” As early as 1920, these 
organizations began lobbying Crowdy, the Secretary General, and the Council, imploring 
them to agree that “all mandatory territories shall adhere to the International Agreements 
for the suppression of traffic in women,” a plan enthusiastically supported by other impe-
rial social work organizations.122 During the 1921 conference, abolitionist representatives 
and delegates alike rose to speak on the issue, insisting, as did the Dutch delegate, that 
once one admits “no woman should be handed over to prostitution,” one also has to 
acknowledge that “the colonies are suffering from the same evils that the Mother-country 
has suffered from.” In “whatever country it is practised,” the traffic in women “has a defi-
nitely parasitic character, which made it necessary to bring to the colonies the same poli-
cies adopted by the Mother-country at a degree of development from which the colonies 
are still far removed.”123 

Thus, despite some disagreement among conference attendees, the Second Recommen-
dation of the Final Act of the Conference was passed unanimously. It began by observing 
that attendees were “anxious to provide for the protection of women and children, what-
ever their race or color.” It went on to instruct the council to invite state signatories of the 
1904 and 1910 International Conventions to “notify their adherence also on behalf of their 
colonies and dependencies.”124 And yet, in the draft of the 1921 International Convention 
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put before the Second Assembly for a vote later that autumn, this recommendation was 
replaced with Article 14: “Any Member or State signing the present Convention may 
declare that the signature does not include any or all of its colonies, overseas possessions, 
protectorates or territories under its sovereignty or authority.”125

It remains unclear when the decision to jettison the Second Recommendation was 
made, although it must have occurred between the conclusion of the conference in July 
1921 and the presentation of the draft proposal to the assembly that fall. What is clear is 
that the state whose delegation took the Final Acts of the conference and transformed 
them into the formal language of the 1921 convention decided to drop the Second Recom-
mendation and replace it with the Article 14 exception.126 That this state was Britain may 
appear surprising, given that the most powerful and outspokenly abolitionist delegation at 
the conference was British, and Britain presented itself as an abolitionist state. British 
associations and activists had played the biggest role in pushing the League away from the 
language of “white slavery,” and they lobbied hardest for the extension of the anti-
trafficking protocols to the colonies. Britain had, by all appearances, worked to help coor-
dinate relationships between the League’s Social Section and British abolitionist 
organizations from the very beginning, organizations that Crowdy and the Home Office 
invited to help structure the League’s response to Article 23 as early as 1919.127 

What is also clear is that the removal of the recommendation appears to have troubled 
none of the British delegates nor the very abolitionist activists who fought so hard to get it 
on the agenda in the first place. Indeed, the only person who publicly remarked on its 
absence was the French delegate, Gabriel Hanotaux, and his persistent comments on this 
omission lend the minutes of the 1921 Second Assembly debate an almost comical aura of 
procedural gaslighting. Two abolitionist activists—the Norwegian Kristinne Bonnevie 
and Danish Henni Forchammer—began the discussion about the proposed convention 
by throwing their full support behind it, referring to the draft as “nothing but the same 
Final Act clothed in conventional terms.”128 When Hanotaux pointed out that the Second 
Recommendation “has been cut out” and that therefore “the reference to women of color 
and the reference to Colonies was entirely deleted,” he was either ignored or other del-
egates referred to the changes as “slight modifications.”129 Later on in the debate, when 
the French delegate returned to the absence of the recommendation, Arthur Balfour 
responded with derision. “M. Hanotaux has,” he opined, “by the application of a very 
acute and very critical intellect, discovered some differences between the Final Act and 
the Convention.” “My own powers of discrimination,” he continued, “are not sufficient to 
find any substantial differences.”130

Why abolitionist activists failed to protest the omission of the Second Recommendation 
is unclear, but it might have something to do with assurances they’d been given about access 
to the League’s Social Section. Individual British, European, and American abolitionists, for 
instance, were actively promoted by Crowdy within the League and the CTWC, and their 
perspective would go on to dominate the voluntary associations associated with that com-
mittee going forward.131 For the official British state representatives on the League, by con-
trast, the answer seems slightly more straightforward. From as early as the 1921 conference, it 
was abundantly clear that the race-neutral term “traffic in women and children” could 
accommodate the “rule of colonial difference” quite cozily. In other words, representatives 
from the British empire didn’t need to explicitly extend the provisions of the 1921 convention 
to the colonies because the “racial equality of vulnerability”—grounded in gradations of 
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suffering—provided them with another vocabulary to rationalize that exclusion without 
reference to racial distinctions or civilizational inferiority.

One of the clearest examples of this accommodation in action can be found in a 
speech given by the delegate from India, Stephen Meredyth Edwardes, at the 1921 confer-
ence. Again, India was the only non-self-governing state that had representation in the 
League, and the British continued to control both its domestic and international policy 
throughout the interwar era.132 Edwardes, therefore, attended the 1921 conference to nom-
inally represent “Indian” interests, but the British imperial state still determined those 
interests. And the British, for all their explicit affiliation with the abolitionist movement, 
had no intention of extending the provisions of either the 1910 or the 1921 anti-trafficking 
conventions to India. This decision reflected a regulationist common sense about prostitu-
tion in India developed during the latter half of the nineteenth century that played a cru-
cial role in promoting the empire’s interests in overseeing racialized zones of sexual 
hygiene for its soldiers.133 In the context of British imperial governance, control of sexual 
vice functioned as a mechanism for reinforcing racial difference through the symbolic and 
legal separation of native sexuality from British values, and this remained the case, even 
after the repeal of the Contagious Disease Act in India in 1888.134 During the interwar 
era, as anticolonial tensions increased, the imperial state—working in concert with volun-
tary organizations like the AMSH—continued to focus on sexual vice as a crucial site of 
biopolitical control and differentiation within India.135

Edwardes, the retired police commissioner of Bombay with a long-term interest in the 
city’s sex trade, began his speech at the conference by arguing that “India” was “anxious 
to associate herself with other countries” and become a signatory of the 1910 convention. 
Unfortunately, that had not been possible because of the “various ways” the problems 
associated with prostitution in India were “different from those which confront the coun-
tries of the Western World.”136 This argument is notable for the hidden-in-plain-sight 
nature of the imperial unseeing woven into its rhetorical structure. Obviously, the “India” 
that Edwardes is representing at the conference, as though “she” was independently 
“anxious” to sign the 1910 convention, could not have been an independent signatory 
before 1919 because India had no independent international status. Moreover, in 1921, 
most of India’s domestic and foreign policy was still controlled by the British, despite 
having independent representation in the League. 

Edwardes avoided this obvious fact, focusing instead on India’s putative “difference” 
from Europe to explain why “she” could not sign on to the provisions of the 1921 conven-
tion. And, since the “difference” Edwardes described could now no longer be explained 
through a language of race—since all women and children “whatever their race or color” 
were, within the League, now equally vulnerable to trafficking and all men were equally 
capable of sexual vice—Edwardes’s vocabulary fixed on an issue that had long been a key 
feature of the abolitionist agenda: the establishment by international convention of a uni-
versal age limit below which it was illegal for a person to engage in sex work abroad.137 
The current age limit of twenty years, Edwardes opined authoritatively and at length, pre-
sented “certain difficulties arising out of the conditions which are peculiar” to India. 
These “difficulties” included, he argued, “established physical facts” associated with the 
“climatic conditions of India,” which result “in maturity being reached at an earlier age 
than in Europe.” Simultaneously, he argued, the age limit would also conflict with India’s 
“religious and social customs.”138 
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Edwardes’s clear purpose in his speech was to establish Indian sexuality as exceptional 
to the universal standards articulated by abolitionist activists, in part, by mirroring the 
language of abolitionism itself while also adhering to the new restrictions of a discursive 
environment that no longer tolerated explicit references to racial difference.139 He achieved 
this by mirroring the race-neutral language of climate and culture that British abolition-
ists had developed decades earlier. And he was hardly alone. Over the course of the 
CTWC’s existence, various delegates and assessors would evoke differences in climate and 
custom to make racial distinctions when it suited them (e.g., in reference to colonial gov-
ernance or immigration policy), while still insisting that all women and children, regard-
less of race, were equally vulnerable to trafficking.140 

In effect, it was precisely the rhetorical flexibility baked into the idea of racial equality 
as vulnerability that allowed imperial and mandatory states, working through the 
League’s “machinery,” to strategically reinforce zones of racial exception within the 
emerging, post-racial common sense about “the traffic in women and children.” Crowdy 
inadvertently put it best in a 1921 letter in which she described the benefits of the Interna-
tional Convention. In her opinion, she observed, “it is a question of some importance, 
that the term ‘white Slave Traffic’ is abolished, and ‘Suppression of the Traffic in Women 
and Children’ substituted, as this will, undoubtedly, enable the advisory committee to 
consider, when necessary, the question of traffic in colored women.”141 The ability to 
address the traffic in non-white women “when necessary”—and in ways deemed appropri-
ate to climate and culture—enabled the imperial and mandatory states on the committee 
(including Britain, France, Italy, Japan, Spain, and the ever-present, nonvoting but hugely 
influential representative from the United States) to enforce the provisions of the 1921 con-
vention selectively.142

This selective enforcement proved useful for imperial and mandatory states throughout 
the interwar period. On the one hand, this was a period of exploding global migration that 
also saw a rapid increase in the number of women migrating for sex work.143 Much of this 
movement took place either within Europe or between Europe, the Middle East, and 
North and South America. According to the League’s own research, most women involved 
were over the age of twenty-one and already sex workers in their home countries.144 The 
flexibility built into the language of “traffic in women and children” allowed European 
states (including liberal democratic states that were also empires) to exercise immigration 
control and racial exclusion by other means. They could, for instance, selectively enforce 
the 1921 convention to deport women of color they accused of being prostitutes (even if 
they were not) while simultaneously evoking differences in climate and custom to justify 
differential treatment of foreign and indigenous sex workers in various parts of Europe’s 
still sprawling imperial geography and the mandated territories.145 

On a more macro level, the League’s anti-trafficking work supported racial hierarchy 
in a way similar to its anti-slavery provisions. As with “the traffic in women and children,” 
the League’s “nonpolitical” commitment to combating slavery globally was codified by 
convention in 1926.146 Imperial member states weaponized this convention when they 
challenged the membership credentials of free African states like Ethiopia and Liberia on 
the grounds that they weren’t doing enough to combat domestic slavery.147 Likewise, the 
apparent failure of some Latin American countries to combat “the traffic in women and 
children” cast doubt on the legal capacities of these states to regulate immigration, while 
the supposed inability of locals in cities like Cairo to control illegal sex work contributed 
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to an imperial common sense that mandatory states like Britain should retain their “spe-
cial powers” in nominally independent states like Egypt.148 

In addition, the shift to a global, deracialized language of “traffic in women and chil-
dren” allowed liberal League boosters to claim that its “machinery” was of universal ben-
efit to the world even as the institution itself remained racially exclusive and its political 
and diplomatic ineffectiveness became more obvious. The president of the Second Assem-
bly meeting, for instance, closed the session by first acknowledging that the League had 
accomplished very little before directing his audience to the few things it had accom-
plished, putting efforts to combat “the abominable traffic in women and children” for 
“the benefit of humanity” at the top of that list. He then insisted that the League of 
Nations—“the political and moral expression of the interests which unite all peoples”—
was “not a mirage, but reality.”149 That same year, in a speech before the Imperial Confer-
ence, Balfour identified the League’s “common international effort” to combat “the traffic 
in women and children” as one of the new organization’s few successes.150 For the next 
decade, League champions in Europe and America used the League’s work on trafficking 
to exemplify “the organized international life of our time” and demonstrate “how the 
nature of international relations is slowly being altered as the League idea and system set-
tle deeper and deeper into the life of the world.”151 To combat trafficking was to promote 
the interests of women and children “of all races and colors,” to restructure international 
life, and to concretize the League for the universal good of humanity. All at the same 
time. Without decolonizing. And without mentioning race.

Conclusion

I have argued above that the League of Nations’ shift from “white slave traffic” to “the 
traffic in women and children” offers an early example of liberal internationalist circle 
squaring by nonpolitical means. Thus, for supporters of the League, its campaign against 
“the traffic in women and children” not only demonstrated this new institution’s color-
blind commitment to “common humanity” but also helped grow its bureaucratic 
“machinery” while seemingly proving its organizational effectiveness. At the same time, 
locating racial equality in the vulnerability of women and children rather than in the 
political and economic autonomy of individuals and/or peoples, allowed member states 
to selectively enforce anti-trafficking provisions and rationalize the League’s ongoing 
support for imperialism despite its commitment to the self-determination of nations. 
Furthermore, the attachment of League anti-trafficking activists to words like climate 
and custom, rather than race and civilization, can be read as a harbinger of the deracial-
ized language that sustains global racial hierarchy to this day. If, as Anghie puts it in 
relation to the postwar period, a “vocabulary of race is no longer required in its explicit 
form” to exercise political and economic control over formerly colonized peoples, a close 
reading of the League’s early linguistic reworking of trafficking—and its refiguring of 
racial equality as vulnerability—provides us with crucial insight into the process by 
which this happened.152
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