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Abstract 
Human trafficking is a clandestine, complex and global phenomenon involving almost all countries. 
History has it that the emergence and appearance of trafficking in persons are believed to have 
emanated from the slave trade era. However, the recent development in terms of defining the 
menace proved a difficulty that demonstrates continued human exploitation. This study is nearly the 
first attempt to critically look into the history of the anti-trafficking conventions as well as the current 
stands, which shows limited success in combating modern-day slavery. The investigation is a content 
analysis that uses scholarly published journals on human trafficking that identified the history and 
the current happenings within the anti-trafficking pacts or resolutions. The research explores how 
the human trafficking definition keeps changing over several decades to the present situation. The 
findings reveal contrasting and nuanced similar views and the research proffer the way forward. 
 
Introduction 
Historically, trafficking in humans is hidden, dirty and dangerous exploitation that has become a 
global crime. Human trafficking particularly dealing with young women for sex trafficking has spread 
to all the continents of the world. The menace is now a serious issue of the unlawful international 
economy for the criminal networks. The development in defining human trafficking and happenings 
over the recent years is said by scholars to have generated ambiguity, clarity, confusion and varying 
views because of the basic reasons within the history of the anti-trafficking legislations. This study 
found that presently human trafficking flourishes in this globalized and interconnected world. In light 
of the fact that the legal means to checkmate the menace lies with states, while the chunk of the 
criminals is transnational. The network of criminals has connections not only in their countries but as 
well as in transiting and destination nations. Most importantly, anti-trafficking conventions have 
largely described the fundamental procedures for combating international or human trafficking. 
Especially trafficking for the purpose of female prostitution, which is severe, and the international 
community said that trafficking in persons was a violation of human rights (United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime, 2000). The conventions have largely declared that enslavement of women, men 
and children is an infringement of their fundamental rights. Though, despite the fact that the majority 
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of the global countries have signed the anti-trafficking protocol, exploitation is ongoing at an alarming 
rate (International Labour Organisation, 2018). For these reasons, this research is practically the first 
attempt to look into the historical and recent development of the anti-trafficking conventions. That 
is to say, the investigation is distinct in trying to explain what is needed to reduce or eliminate the 
various stands within the human trafficking definitional approach. 
 
Literature  
Venson and Pedro (2013) in their historical submission said human trafficking was initially introduced 
in the nineteenth century and resurfaced with full force towards the end of the twentieth century. 
According to the authors, that was the time when prostitution was first mentioned and brought to 
the limelight to the global discourse on human trafficking. Enrile (2017) work opines that human 
trafficking emanates or is inseparable from the history of human slavery. That means, it is the legacy 
of the colonialists and the imperialist nations. As such, human trafficking is the end product of 
agricultural slavery, which saw the birth of the scourge and it lasted until the end of the nineteen 
century. Similarly, Chapdelaine (2015) cited the historical development of human trafficking is traced 
to the transatlantic dealing in slavery, servitude and slave trade. Whereas Winterdyk (2019) book 
entitled “explaining human trafficking: modern day slavery” is of the view that human trafficking is a 
complex, diverse and multifaceted global phenomenon without states agreeing on a single definition. 
To him trafficking in person is at the moment modern-day slavery due to forceful and deceitful sexual 
exploitation in victims. Okech, Choi, Elkins, and Burns (2018) confirm that historically and in recent 
times children and women are the hard-hit victims of human trafficking globally. However, the recent 
development shows females are exploited largely as domestic house help, construction work, 
agricultural sector, manufacturing and in sexual industries mainly for economic gains (Bonilla & Mo, 
2019). Undoubtedly, this constitutes a great violation of the rights of persons and abuse of the 
fundamental freedom of humans. Presently, the lack of a universally agreed global definition is what 
has given transnational criminals persistence human trafficking exploitation. 
 
Methodology  
The main or critical challenge in conducting a human trafficking study is the absence of reliable data. 
One such explanation has to do with the fact that it is a secret, complex and the absence of agreed 
definition. Hence, the actual persons exploited globally are not known. As a result of this conundrum, 
this article utilises content analysis on human trafficking via historical publication that focuses on 
what the menace is and how the recent development continues. Articles, journals, are collected 
through a thorough search on official government sites within Nigeria, and globally. (Vaismoradi & 
Snelgrove, 2019). While many journals did not touch on historical and recent development. Yet, this 
article has offered a thick, extensive and detailed explanation with regards to the current anti-human 
trafficking history. The study themes emerged deductively from the critical and deeper 
understanding of the works of literature reviewed. Fortunately, this research answers the question 
and illustrate how human trafficking pacts or conventions will address the modern-day slavery 
successfully. 
 
Findings 
Human Trafficking: History and Recent Development 
Several scholars and researchers insist that the first indication of human trafficking on the planet 
showed up a couple of hundred years, as far back as the trans-Atlantic slavery or slave trade (Bravo, 
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2007; Davidson, 2017; Munck, 2010). Other scholars view trafficking as exploitation, express that the 
starting points of the contemporary trafficking in human are historically traced to the late nineteenth 
century (Doezema, 2002; Eliot, 2019; Newman, 2017). Whereas, international trafficking in young 
women for sexual exploitation gained momentum in the late nineteenth century. While slavery is 
centered around exploitation of labour, young women were trafficked out of Africa to Europe to fill 
in as mine workers’, wives or as prostitutes. At the same time, numerous African young girls were 
trafficked to Europe and a lot of them were oppressed as prostitutes in various French ports (Bryant-
Davis, & Tummala-Narra, 2017; Martens, Pieczkowski & Vuuren-Smyth, 2003). 
However, England was the primary or leading state behind the stoppage of trans-Atlantic slavery. 
Under the banner and concern for humans, the English parliament prohibited the slave trade with 
the slave Act in 1807 which became effective first of January 1808 (Lee, 2013). England, utilising its 
naval power, diplomats and armies, continued to nullify slavery and in 1833 through her colonies, 
territories authorise the abolition of the slavery policy throughout the globe (Andreas & Nadelmann, 
2008). Whereas in Asia, the Middle East and the Americas, slave trade proceeded into the mid of the 
nineteenth century, in spite of English pressure to abolish it. In America, it was in 1865 with the 
enactment of the Thirteenth Amendment prior to her civil war when slavery was abolished. Though 
more countries and individuals saw the slave trade as ethically wrong. That means, slaveholders lost 
economically and felt the socioeconomic impact, and the dealings in humans as slave vanished. The 
slave trade apparently ended in the United States of America (Davidson, 2017; Alzgool, 2019); 
Muhammad, Saoula, Issa & Ahmed, 2019). 
In this case, the mid of the nineteenth century, the development around the white slavery became 
widely known as the abolitionist stands, started in Britain and other western European nations. Also, 
the United States was against human trafficking (Lusk & Lucas, 2009). The issue got media attention, 
various associations were set up to battle human trafficking including prostitution. International and 
national policies were enacted to end slavery. In response to the white slave trade, the League of 
Nations (now the United Nations) drafted in 1902 the forerunner international abolitionist 
agreement against slavery in Paris. It was ratified two years after by sixteen countries and later 
endorsed by about 100 governments (Irwin, 2017; Khalid, Islam & Ahmed, 2019). The international 
convention for the repression of the persons for slavery 1904 dealt with deceitful and coercive 
recruitment especially white women for prostitution. This agreement characterised trafficking for 
prostitution as an ethical issue identified with slavery and was planned to address the internalisation 
of European women into different parts of pre-revolutionary colonies for prostitution. The 
convention accommodated the states to allude victims to private or public charitable organisations, 
or for the people to offer them essential security prior to their repatriation (Allain, 2018; Wharton, 
2009). Despite the fact that the white slave accord aimed to stifle white slavery, this accord just 
required states that are party to it to gather information on how do women cross transnational 
borders. 
The 1904 agreement demonstrated to a great extent its insufficiency to combat human trafficking. 
Its scope was widened in the year 1910 to incorporate the trafficking of girls and young women within 
and across countries’ borders. Then again, in 1921 the trafficking of young boys was additionally 
consolidated into the agreement. That is the international convention for the suppression of traffic 
in women and children. This treaty attended to human trafficking issues (Lobasz, 2009; Wharton, 
2009). However, considering its main purposes, such as seen prostitution as an issue of national 
jurisdiction. Along these lines restricting the extent of the convention to transportation and 
recruitment within or and nationally. In this case, the agreement extended its limitation, thereby 
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providing protective measures that were not given by the past instruments. For instance, the white 
slave Act was said to incorporate the non-white children and women. The convention is said to be 
weak, as no meaning of trafficking or traffic was clearly stated (Chong, 2014; Chuang, 1998). Due to 
this puzzle, another global instrument was embraced to address human trafficking. The anti-
trafficking convention is said to be encompassing. This is because it calls human trafficking as the 
servitude, slavery, forced labour, and similar practices. Also, the anti-trafficking pact or agreement of 
1926 is thought to establish the boundary of human trafficking definition and the anti-trafficking 
practices. It characterised slave trade and slavery as activities of either selling, buying or exchange 
and generally to trade in humans is prohibited. The definition is pointed to have concentrated on 
components of trafficking, such as compulsion and lack of liberty (Allain, & Bales, 2012; Morrison & 
Crosland, 2001 cited in Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013).  
However, a succeeding Act is the 1933 convention, known as the international convention for the 
suppression of the traffic in women. This agreement banned all acts of recruitment related to human 
trafficking, which includes prostitution. It additionally stated that consent by a trafficked woman did 
not mean protection to the menace of universal trafficking (Farrior, 1997). In the same vein, the four 
mentioned global instruments were consolidated by the United Nations to create a robust 
convention for the suppression of the traffic in persons, and of the exploitation of the prostitution of 
others in the year 1950. It is subsequently viewed as the primary merged trafficking in person 
convention internationally. Nevertheless, it is cited to have focused only on prostitution (Chuang, 
1998). This covenant constrained its scope to force trafficking for prostitution across borders, which 
is prohibited or criminalised (even with or without the consent and to the parties concerned). The 
motivation behind the covenant was to penalise any individual who acquires and traffic women. 
Though, other identifiers or similar practices related to prostitution, regardless of the trafficked 
victims' consent or age (Amiel, 2006). Despite the fact that trafficking for prostitution was viewed as 
a universal issue for the very first time, its prevention and punishment were handled within the 
country's jurisdiction. Moreover, the convention needed implementation components given the non-
compulsory nature of its arrangements. It did not have an obligatory reporting mechanism or an 
authoritative order for a global community to supervise its implementation and was not approved or 
endorsed by the majority of the states (Coomaraswamy, 1999 cited in Gonzalez, 2002). Again, the 
1950 accord, the term trafficking in person was defined by the United Nations and it is said to be the 
first definition of the concept. However, the term was held solely for the sexual exploitation of 
children and women for prostitution.  
Then again, in the 1956 supplementary convention was enacted to abolish slavery, the slave trade, 
and practices similar to slavery. This instrument broadened the meaning of slavery and slavery-like 
practices by proscribing child servitude, debt bondage, servile marriage, and serfdom.  The 1956 
supplementary convention concentrated to end the slave trade and similar practices (Wong, 2011). 
The convention never in any way define the phrase ‘right of ownership’, which made it possible for 
the correlation between human trafficking and slavery. Thus, making the interpretation of these 
terms to continue to generate controversy and ambiguity. 
Towards the end of the 1980s and in the early 1990s a fresh enthusiasm for the issue of trafficking in 
humans resurfaced internationally. This was impacted by advancements in regard to migration flow, 
prostitution, sex tourism, HIV/AIDS endemic and the movement of the feminist (Doezema, 1999). In 
Southeast Asia, sex tourism and trafficking of girls and young women from poor nations to North 
America and Western Europe raised worry amongst the public and policymakers for the fact that no 
new pact was embraced. Though the 1950 convention was still active, pressure led to about 70 
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countries ratified the convention by the year 1996. Besides, it was said to be obsolete and deficiently 
ineffective to end either labor exploitation or prostitution in women. The Convention’s approach was 
seen by numerous as insufficient as its target was not to end prostitution in practical terms. 
Nonetheless, the abolitionist movement demanded that there is a connection between prostitution 
and human trafficking. They contended that like trafficking in person, prostitution could scarcely be 
consensual. And that human trafficking, as well as prostitution, involves largely women. The 
abolitionist mentioned that the 1950 convention was just not legitimately upheld. Therefore, the 
capacity of the convention coupled with persistence and recent acts of traffic was a vital issue to be 
looked upon as stated by them (abolitionist) and other pressure groups. These forces prompted the 
debate of trafficking in persons especially that of children and women re-emerged on the plans of 
the United Nations General Assembly in the 1990s. At this juncture, at the global level (UN), requests 
were evolving for a far-reaching and precise definition involving each type of trafficking (Chang & Kim 
2007). As needs arise significantly, in November 2000 the UN General assembly embraced the 
Palermo protocol. On this note, recent development with regards to the Palermo human trafficking 
definition shows various distinct schools of thought. Firstly, Anderson and Julio (2004) and Caudwell 
(2018) and Duong (2019) and Mordeson, Mathew and Malik (2018) postulated that the recent human 
trafficking involves a variety of activities that could mean various outcome. These proponents refer 
to trafficking as a process of control, recruitment, and transportation that could be organised in 
different ways and involve various persons and outcomes. According to this school of thought, there 
is no uniform or agreed definition of the term ‘sexual exploitation’ or ‘abuse’ but the scholars' view 
is that the scourge depends on the kind of trafficking or the magnitude of the victim’s exploitation. 
Another school of thought involves, Doezema (2002) and Jordan (2002) and Snow and Smith and 
Radatz (2019) and Papanicolaou and Boukli (2019). These writers see the meaning of human 
trafficking as a ‘deliberate ambiguity’ such that, the protocol allowed governments to define human 
trafficking as they wish. In their submission, the current stands by different governments are exactly 
what the anti-trafficking definition portrays. That is to say, some governments legalise or support 
human trafficking. Whereas the majority of the world countries have criminalised and do not in any 
way support human trafficking. Most importantly, the third scholarly world view include El Khoury 
(2020) and Farrell and Bouche and Wolfe (2019) and Ikeora (2017) and Lobasz (2019) they postulated 
that the millennium year is significant to anti-human trafficking definition, as governments are to 
ensure necessary measures to protect victims, prevent trafficking and prosecute traffickers to end 
the scourge. These scholars pointed to the call of action by the anti-trafficking document. According 
to this school of thought, despite the debate that surrounds human trafficking, the Palermo protocol 
has clearly stated the act, means, and purpose of human trafficking definition. The scholarly opinion 
is that trafficking in persons well established and the boundary of the convention made known. 
Conclusion and Recommendations  
History has it that the emergence and appearance of trafficking in persons are believed to have 
emanated from the slave trade era. The pacts, agreements, and conventions that define human 
trafficking and the developments over the recent years are said to have generated ambiguity, clarity, 
confusion and varying scholarly views because of the antecedents within the history of the anti-
trafficking legislations. However, the recent development in the fight against the menace proved a 
difficulty that demonstrates continued human exploitation due to the definitional conundrum. On 
this note, scholars found human trafficking to involve a variety of activities that could mean various 
outcomes. Accordingly, there is no uniform or agreed definition of the term ‘sexual exploitation’ or 
‘abuse’ but the scholars' view is that the scourge depends on the kind of trafficking or the magnitude 
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of the victim’s exploitation. Others see the meaning of human trafficking as a deliberate ambiguity 
such that, the protocol allowed governments to define human trafficking as they wish. That is to say, 
some governments legalise or support human trafficking. Whereas the majority of the world 
countries have criminalised and do not in any way support human trafficking. Most importantly, the 
major scholarly world view sees the recent development as significant to the anti-human trafficking 
definition. This is because governments are to ensure necessary measures to protect victims, prevent 
trafficking and prosecute traffickers to end the scourge. That means the Palermo protocol has clearly 
stated the act, means, and purpose of what constitutes the human trafficking definition. 
This investigation suggests strengthening the existing human trafficking legislation. That is to say, the 
Palermo protocol should focus on addressing the victims’ rights, needs and demands as enshrined in 
the convention. Such action will be a key measure in a drastic reduction or elimination of the scourge. 
This is a practical result. Instead of initiating a new convention, there is a lack of implementation of 
the Palermo policy by many states and is the main reason why exploitation continues, and victims 
are expanding globally. Governments need to consider the ‘special attention’ clause as envisaged by 
the protocol. This study calls on states to put activities or programs that will translate policy into 
actual practice or action. This will only happen when implementation is done with concern 
commitment and resources. Finally, convention, protocol, and the definitional gap will end as well as 
tame the fight of human trafficking and defeat human traffickers. 
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