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Abstract 

In this thesis, I am going to analyse two fiction novels, Las elegidas (2015) by Jorge 

Volpi and The Girl Who Played with Fire (2009) by Stieg Larsson. The main object of 

this literary analysis is cultural and legal representation of sex trafficking of women. 

Therefore, the analysis of the two novels will be carried out under the focal point of the 

problematisation of sex trafficking. I am studying sex trafficking as a cultural narrative 

in a frame of fiction and legal representations in Swedish and Mexican society.  I want 

to find out whether cultural narratives in the novels The Girl Who Played with Fire and 

Las elegidas (The Chosen Ones) help to establish empowerment of trafficking victims 

as a fourth element of combating sex trafficking. This thesis can be an intriguing read to 

those interested in literature studies. The discussion focuses on one of the most 

flourishing crime industries, sex trafficking and how to combat the phenomena by 

improving the process of victim empowerment. 

Keywords: sex trafficking, empowerment, victims, novel, cultural narrative, law, Las 

elegidas, The Girl Who Played with Fire 
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Preface 

The reasons for conducting this research are first and foremost personal. A year ago, I 

conducted a small-scope research on prostitution in Sweden, comparing the situation 

there to that in the rest of the European Union, and since then I have had a strong 

interest in the topic of sex trafficking. When I arrived in Mexico, I noticed that human 

trafficking, femicide, kidnapping and narcotrafficking are a part of every-day narrative, 

especially in the media, but also in conversations among friends. I  read  Spanish 

fluently, so I began to read news from Mexican newspapers on a weekly basis. After 

many conversations with locals from Mexico, I started to notice that all these elements 

are interconnected with each other, so I decided to look into trafficking inside Mexico in 

greater detail. I focused on sex trafficking after reading Volpi’s novel and decided to 

compare the case of Mexico with Sweden, where I spent another (and the last) semester 

of my studies, in order to be able to keep in touch with the narrative of both countries 

while conducting my research. 

Given this opportunity for this dissertation, I would like to thank my supervisors, Dr 

Andreaz Fagerberg Wasniowski and Dr Pablo Valdivia Martin, for guiding me through 

the process of writing and offering me their insights on the topic. I also thank my family 

and friends for their unconditional support. 
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Introduction 

In this thesis, I am going to analyse two fiction novels, Las elegidas (2015) by Jorge 

Volpi and The Girl Who Played with Fire (2009) by Stieg Larsson. The main object of 

this literary analysis is cultural and legal representation of sex trafficking of women. 

therefore, the analysis of the two novels will be carried out under the focal point of the 

problematisation of sex trafficking. 

I am studying sex trafficking as a cultural narrative in a frame of fiction and legal 

representations in Swedish and Mexican society. I want to find out how cultural 

narratives in the novels The Girl Who Played with Fire and Las Elegidas (The Chosen 

Ones) help to establish empowerment of trafficking victims as a fourth element of 

combating sex trafficking. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNDOC) has so 

far established three pillars which help successfully combat sex trafficking: prevention, 

protection and prosecution. I would like to add a fourth pillar, empowerment, as a mean 

of breaking the circle of sex trafficking, especially through help programs offered to the 

victims. These programmes usually focus on teaching the victims about their legal  

rights and underlining the importance of education of possible trafficking victims. This 

is why I want to focus on legal representation in the societies through the novels. Even 

though novels are fictional and do not provide true facts, they are a successful tool of 

dissembling knowledge and information. Here it is important to differentiate between 

legal knowledge and laws: legal knowledge is always culturally moderated, and as such 

forms part of a cultural narrative. In my thesis, I provide a working definition of cultural 

narrative, which is the backbone of novel comparison. Through the novels, I am 

applying legal representation of sex trafficking in two different societies. 

I want to help my reader understand the process of empowerment through cultural and 

societal channels and show how legal knowledge in fiction can provide a better 

understanding of a crime (in this case sex trafficking and prostitution) than citation of 

laws. Novels can be more orientative about a certain topic than laws, because  they 

imply legal knowledge and therefore access to bigger crowds than legal documents. I 

want to focus on cultural narrative, since law is mediated by cultural agents, such as 

novels and films. Consequently, the cultural narrative of legal representation is in fact a 
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part of a broader narrative, so I am intertwining the theory of narratology and the 

narratives in the law, especially in court, into the theoretical framework. 

Literary analysis can contribute to a deeper understanding of a certain social problem, as 

I will argue in chapter four of this thesis. In this thesis, literary analysis is conducted, 

where the combination of textual elements, such as metaphors, character analysis and 

language, as well as the relation between texts and sex trafficking, attempt to provide a 

theory of empowerment as a solution to more effective combating of the problem. The 

focus on sex trafficking is narrowed down to a case study of two cultural geographies, 

Sweden and Mexico. The novels deal with a cultural narrative of exactly these two 

spaces, more concrete, they narrate stories of sex trafficking in women in the context of 

Stockholm, Sweden and Tlaxcala and Baja California in Mexico. 

This topic is important because of the understanding of how cultural narratives shape 

public awareness on prostitution and sex trafficking and how fictionality informs 

cultural imaginaries, which, in turn, inform the public sphere. The societal relevance of 

this topic lies in the abuse of power that borders on an ethical offence: sex trafficking is 

a profitable business that causes much harm to the weakest members of society, and it is 

often labelled as modern slavery. Therefore, it is important to revise laws and 

empowerment strategies to combat this phenomenon. Academic relevance indicates the 

importance of the dissemination of legal knowledge. If it is understood that legal 

narratives are applied to some cases, rather than the law itself, then we accept that law is 

shaped by cultural narratives. This explanation therefore leads to the research question 

of the thesis: To what extent cultural narratives of the law in Las elegidas and The Girl 

Who Played with Fire help or hinder empowerment of victims as the fourth element of 

combating sex trafficking, besides prevention, protection and persecution? 
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1. What is trafficking in human beings and sex trafficking? 

To begin with, I will look into proposed definitions on trafficking by United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the European Commission and the Office for 

Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR). I explain the link  between 

cultural representations and narrative, to see that narratives are shaped by cultural 

imageries, and establish empowerment as the fourth part of the cycle of sex trafficking. 

1.1. Sex trafficking, narratology and cultural narratives 
 

First of all, it is important to define trafficking, and in this section UNDOC’s definition 

is due to the prominence of this institution that works on the fight against trafficking in 

all regions of the world. UNODC defines trafficking in human beings as: 1 

the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of 

the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud,  of 

deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or  

receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over 

another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 

minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual 

exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude 

or the removal of organs. 

There are many different types and reasons for human trafficking, and this paper 

focuses on sex trafficking of women, since this is the type of trafficking represented in 

the novels. I have decided to research sex trafficking in the literary context to raise 

awareness of sex trafficking as one of society’s most prominent problem - for example, 

its connectedness to other crimes and its expansion all over the world. As a cultural 

device, literature has the power to put social problems into the foreground. In addition, 

in order to be able to successfully combat sex trafficking, we have to study the socio- 

cultural context and construction of different cases, because every country entails 

different problems and solutions for trafficking. The importance of studying literature to 

understand a social phenomenon is not only seen in the literary works’ direct portrait of 

reality. It is the notions of self-recognition, found in the cultural narratives in the novels, 

that dictate the social behaviours, and those behaviours expand outside the novels. 

Rather than a reflection of reality, literature provides an abstract leap between the real 

and the fictional that can explain the structure of social reality. 

1 “What Is Human Trafficking?”, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, accessed 30 November 

2018, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/what-is-human-trafficking.html?ref=menuside. 

https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/what-is-human-trafficking.html?ref=menuside
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That being said, the implementation of protocols is undoubtedly the first step in 

combating trafficking. Such research promotes protocols and supports the legal 

perspective of trafficking that is the primary protective mechanism. Yet protocols are 

not produced out of the cultural narrative. As United Nations have developed a three- 

step process of combating sex trafficking, protection, prevention and persecution, a 

fourth step could be added, to include dealing with victims that have already 

experienced trafficking. Empowerment is an important element of victim-dealing.2 It is 

sustained by a large variety of features, amongst them, narrative self-reflections and 

cultural imaginaries, The lack of focus on empowerment is mentioned in Gender 

Violence in Peace and War, and so far, the focus has been put on rescuing victims, 

rather than empowering them.3 Looking into legal framework of human trafficking is an 

inherent part of this research, because it is through law that empowerment can be 

achieved. However, it is important to know that cultural environment influences the 

execution of the law. Therefore, cultural narratives presented in the novels shape the 

happenings on sex trafficking. Since cultural narrative is a substantial term in my 

research, I would like to clarify the proposed definition I will be using in this thesis. 

There is more than one notion of cultural narrative and usually it is presented in a 

context or a story, and not as a clear definition. Such is the example of the  book 

Cultural Narratives: Textuality and Performance in American Culture before 1900, 

where cultural narrative corresponds to a title of an article, but the authors do not 

provide a clear definition. They connect cultural narrative to personal narrative and 

cultural reflection,4 which gives us an idea of what cultural narrative can be. In my 

understanding, cultural narrative is always intertwined with storytelling, which is why it 

is reasonable to investigate this concept in an analysis of novels. Storytelling is deeply 

humane, it is rooted in human nature since the beginning of the world. And since 

 

2 Here I want to comment of the usage of the terms victim vs. survivor in this paper. When dealing with 

prostitution or sex trafficking, the word victim is often used to stress the difference between voluntary and 

involuntary participants. In chapter 4, however, I interchange the terms, since survivor has  a  more 

positive connotation and avoids the victimization of female sex trafficking victims/survivors, supposing 

they need to be saved whether they are trafficked or voluntary sex workers. 
3 Cecilia M Salvi, “Anti-trafficking legislation, gender violence, and the state” in Gender Violence in 
Peace and War: States of Complicity. Genocide, Political Violence, Human Rights Series, edited by 

Sanford, Victoria, Katerina Stefatos, and Cecilia M Salvi (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 2016), p. 179, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1f5g4sc. 
4 Caroline F. Sloat, “Introduction,” in Cultural Narratives: Textuality and Performance in American 

Culture before 1900, ed. Sandra M. Gustafson and Caroline F. Sloat (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 2010, 1-13, https://www3.nd.edu/~undpress/excerpts/P01372-ex.pdf. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1f5g4sc
https://www3.nd.edu/~undpress/excerpts/P01372-ex.pdf
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cultural narratives can be presented as stories, they can help to construct an identity or 

even societal norms of a certain group. The definition of cultural narrative relevant for 

this research is described in soon-to-be published Narrating Crises and Populism in 

Southern Europe: Regimes of Metaphors, proposed by Dr Pablo Valdivia.5 

Due to the absence of a comprehensive definition of the term "cultural narrative", I 

propose here a working tentative understanding of the concept as the "moral and 

aesthetic coded symbolic matrix-in-the-making which orientates behaviour and signifies 

the imaginary relationship between an individual (and/or [virtual] community) and her 

(his/their) material conditions of existence in a given historical-spatial context".  In 

short, a "cultural narrative" is a sort of "dark matter" that establishes the cognitive and 

performative grounds of social interactions, attachments, expectations, rationalities and 

modes of becoming. Cultural Narratives operate as cognitive and performative 

thresholds. They create meaning and orientate behaviour in multidirectional quantum 

relational ways. Cultural Narratives share an essential property attributed to the notion 

of a process in theory of mind: “a relatively permanent form or pattern displayed by 

continuously changing processes, just as a wave maintains its form although it is 

constituted by different volumes of water at different times.” 

Therefore, a deeper understanding of cultural narrative leads us to the explanation why 

narration takes part in a courtroom and in proliferation of legal knowledge in general. 

This is further discussed in section 3.2. At this point, I want to clarify that the narratives 

in the novels do not necessarily correspond to the narratives in Swedish or Mexican 

society. The authors rely on a true story to construct a new, fictional narrative inside the 

novel, especially in the case of Las elegidas, where the author chooses an existent 

family of sex traffickers in Tlaxcala and uses it for a model of the characters in the 

book. This study might, however, not be applicable in all Mexico, due to the different 

legal systems in different Mexican states. The level of impunity in Mexico has become  

a structural problem, and it is certainly very different than in Sweden. This paper will 

deal with only certain areas of sex trafficking in Mexico, so as not to provide a 

disfigured vision of the country. As mentioned in the introduction, Mexico and Sweden 

clearly belong to two different social realities. In both novels, as well as the reports on 

trafficking in both countries, corruption of media, legal and political system are 

emphasised. However, in Sweden corruption is statistically lower than in Mexico. 

According to the GAN Business Anti-Corruption Portal, that examines levels of 

corruption in all countries, in Mexico the juridical system and land administration lack 

 

 

 
 

5 Pablo Valdivia, “Narrating Crises and Populism in Southern Europe: Regimes of Metaphors”, tba. 
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transparency.6 As far as Sweden is concerned, transparency is not mentioned in the 

report, but it is confirmed that the country has a strong rule of law and corruption is not  

a significant obstacle in Sweden, except for municipal-level procurement and in the 

police.7 The report indicates why in Mexico the corruption is higher, and often leads to 

impunity. Sweden is also different in the strictness of law on rape. It is one of the least 

tolerant countries when it comes to law on rape, because the definition of rape is 

extremely narrow. On 1st July 2018, the government proposed the requirement of 

consent as the basis of the new legislation: “to convict a perpetrator of rape it will no 

longer be required to establish that violence or threats were used, or that the victim’s 

particularly vulnerable situation was exploited.” In Mexico, the definition is clearly 

similar, however it is not stated that there has to be explicit consent  from both sides. 

The main concept of the legislation is non-desire,8 which is close to consent, but not 

equal, since a rejection of a desire is harder to prove than a mutual consent. Overall, the 

point of comparing the legislation on sexual offence is due to the similarity of patterns 

in the documentation, when compared to sex trafficking. 

In this thesis, the case studies are novels and cultural imageries from Mexico and 

Sweden. It might seem unconventional to compare a Latin American country with a 

Nordic country, since on the first glance they have an opposite reality. Although that 

might be true, the issues on sex trafficking are a part of both countries’ social realities. 

This shows sex trafficking is a global issue, and it has to be combated as such. Yet it is 

crucial to understand that some policies that might work in combating trafficking in 

human beings (THB) in Sweden, might not be effective in Mexico, due to reasons such 

as impunity. However, this thesis investigates the cultural narratives that are portrayed 

in and outside the novels. To investigate how legal narrative indicates and includes 

empowerment of victims in policies, in a context that entails Sweden and Mexico, 

indicates a global investigation. At the end, a comparison between Sweden and Mexico 

can be seen as a cross-culture study, since it crosses the borders of Europe, and searches 

for similarities between Europe, and one of its former colonies. Of course, the reasons 

 

6 “Mexico Corruption Report”, GAN Integrity, accessed 1 July 2019, 

https://www.ganintegrity.com/portal/country-profiles/mexico/. 
7 “Sweden Corruption Report”, GAN Integrity, accessed 1 July 2019, 

https://www.ganintegrity.com/portal/country-profiles/sweden/. 
8 “Everything about Sexual Harrasment”, Carpeta, Misalario.org, accessed 30 November 2018, 

https://misalario.org/conocetusderechos/trato-justo/acoso-sexual/todo-sobre-el-acoso-sexual-mexico. 

https://www.ganintegrity.com/portal/country-profiles/mexico/
https://www.ganintegrity.com/portal/country-profiles/sweden/
https://misalario.org/conocetusderechos/trato-justo/acoso-sexual/todo-sobre-el-acoso-sexual-mexico
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for trafficking are very different in Sweden than in Mexico. Mexico is a country of 

origin, transit and destinations for victims of sex trafficking. Additionally, depending on 

the area of trafficking (north, centre or south of the country), the path of victims can 

change drastically. Sweden on the other hand, is mostly a country of transit for victims 

of trafficking. Another difference is that in Sweden, buying sex is illegal, and selling is 

legal, according to the Chapter 6 of Penal Code,9 whereas in Mexico buying sex is not 

illegal, and the legalisation or regulation of prostitution changes from one state to 

another.10 For the purpose of reliability of this research, it is essential to mention that 

there is a danger of generalisation exists in this comparison. Since the study only 

compares two countries, it is not guaranteed that the findings can be generalised to other 

countries, in case a similar research is conducted. Moreover, in case of Mexico, regional 

differences have to be taken into consideration, due to the fact that some regions are 

historically more exposed to trafficking and prostitution (the states closer to the North 

and South borders) than others. 

 

1.2. Definition of trafficking in human beings by other institutions 
 

In order to tackle the problem of THB, on 5th of April 2011, the European Commission 

has established the Directive 2011/36/EU of the European Parliament and of the 

Council, on Preventing and Combating Trafficking in Persons and Protecting its  

Victims and Replacing the Council Framework Decision 2002/629/JHA. There were 

some precedents to the Directive 2011/36/EU, as the Palermo Protocol, which was the 

first human trafficking treaty that integrated prevention and protection as key aspects in 

the fight against this phenomenon. However, it still reflected the predominance of a 

criminal law approach that principally focuses on prosecution, with the majority of 

 

 

 

9 Swedish Penal Code, English translation. September 22, 2014, Chapter 6, Section 11. 

https://prostitution.procon.org/sourcefiles/SwedenPenalCode.pdf 
10 “Mexico is a federal system in which each state can interpret, enact and enforce different laws about 

sex work. In many of the 32 states it is illegal to operate a brothel, procure or solicit. In others, including 

Mexico City, there are sanctioned red light districts and sex workers must register with municipal health 

departments and carry a health card... Buying sex is not illegal... Different state or district level 

governments within one country can make rules on sex work so they are not uniform throughout the 

country”. 

(Cheryl Overs for the Institute of Development Studies (IDS) UK, "Map of Sex Work Law," 

spl.ids.ac.uk) 

“100 Countries and Their Prostitution Policies - Legal Prostitution, ProCon.Org, accessed 30 November 

2018, https://prostitution.procon.org/view.resource.php?resourceID=000772#mexico. 

https://prostitution.procon.org/sourcefiles/SwedenPenalCode.pdf
https://prostitution.procon.org/view.resource.php?resourceID=000772&amp;mexico
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provisions on victim protection not being mandatory.11 The Directive 2011/36/EU was 

established exactly for that reason. 

The official definition of trafficking was established only in 2000, when the UN  

General Assembly adopted a definition referred to as the Palermo Protocol.12
 

Trafficking in persons shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 

receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 

abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability 

or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person 

having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. 

Arun Kumar Acharya, a researcher on sex trafficking at the University of Nuevo Leon 

in Monterrey, Mexico, and his fellow researchers use another definition. In 

Representation of Human Trafficking in Mexican mass media and its complexity on law 

enforcement, the definition of the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 

(ODIHR), where human trafficking is regarded as “a modern form of slavery, is an 

affront to human dignity, often involving psychological terror and physical violence, 

which encompasses human rights issues and crime control, of inequality and 

discrimination, of corruption, economic deprivation and migration.”13
 

Sexual exploitation is the most frequently reported form of THB in Europe.  The 

Europol Public Report from 2016 states that the majority of victims of THB for sexual 

exploitation registered at Europol are EU nationals from Central and Eastern Europe.14 

In Jakobsson and Kotsadam’s (researcher at Karlstad University and Peace Research 

Institute Oslo respectively) article on the link between THB and prostitution, the 

 

 

 

 

 

11 Valentina Milano, “Preface” in “The European Court of Human Rights’ Case Law on Human 

Trafficking in Light of L.E. v Greece: A Disturbing Setback?”, Human Rights Law Review, Volume 17, 

Issue 4, (2017): 703, https://academic-oup-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/hrlr/article/17/4/701/4563653. 
12 Niklas Jakobsson, et al. “The Law and Economics of International Sex Slavery: Prostitution Laws and 

Trafficking for Sexual Exploitation”, European Journal of Law and Economics, vol. 35/no. 1, (2013): 90, 

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs10657-011-9232-0.pdf. 
13 Arun Kumar Acharya, Armando Moctezuma Suárez, and Francisco de Jesús Gómez Ontiveros, 

“Representation of Human Trafficking in Mexican mass media and its complexity on law enforcement / 

Representaciones de la trata de personas en los medios de comunicación mexicanos y su complejidad en 

la aplicación de la ley”, Journal of Feminist, Gender and Women Studies, no. 4 (22 February 2017): 12, 

https://revistas.uam.es/revIUEM/article/view/7283. 
14 Europol, Situation Report: Trafficking in Human Beings in the EU, (The Hague, document ref. No: 

765175, February 2016), 16. https://ec.europa.eu/anti- 

trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/situational_report_trafficking_in_human_beings-_europol.pdf 

https://academic-oup-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/hrlr/article/17/4/701/4563653
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs10657-011-9232-0.pdf
https://revistas.uam.es/revIUEM/article/view/7283
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/situational_report_trafficking_in_human_beings-_europol.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/situational_report_trafficking_in_human_beings-_europol.pdf
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countries rank in three different categories15, depending on the location of victims. A 

country can therefore be of origin, destination or transit. 

1.3. Legal tools to combating sex trafficking: protection, prevention, persecution and 

empowerment 
 

In order to outline the purpose of this paper, it is important to understand that trafficking 

cannot be decreased successfully if we only work on the area of punishment. A crucial 

area of improvement the EU needs to work on is prevention. As written by Valentina 

Milano in Human Rights Law review in the University of the Balearic Islands.16
 

In terms of prevention, there is a lack of specialized training and a lack of measures to 

reduce demand, where only half of the States have focused on criminalizing the use of 

trafficking victim services. Finally — and ‘most importantly’ as the Commission rightly 

states — the provision of unconditional access to assistance, support and protection to 

victims remains a challenge for most Member States: trafficking remains an ‘invisible 

crime’, as the number of identified victims remains low, and victims are frequently 

refused assistance at police stations or misidentified as offenders, and subsequently 

prosecuted and convicted. 

The area of empowerment of trafficking victims comes after prosecution, and it is the 

area that has been least investigated so far. UNODC does not recognise empowerment 

as the fourth pillar of combating sex trafficking, and scholars recognise the flaw in the 

pillar system – most of the research, contribution and work is done in the area of 

punishment, whereas prevention of sex trafficking and protection represent a neglected 

counterpart of the pillar system. It is widely agreed upon that the fight against sex 

trafficking can only be successful if all the pillars are equally represented in the combat 

against trafficking. 

This thesis argues that empowerment could help to close the circle of sex trafficking, 

since it is connected to prevention of the crime and protection of possible victims. 

Therefore, additional to adding empowerment as the fourth pillar of fighting sex 

trafficking, the image of the pillars should be reconstructed. For example, instead of 

calling the elements as different pillars, they could be connected to a circle against sex 

trafficking. Consequently, a circle of certain elements conveys the message that all 

 

15 Niklas Jakobsson et al., “The Law and Economics of International Sex Slavery: Prostitution Laws and 

Trafficking for Sexual Exploitation”, European Journal of Law and Economics, vol. 35/no. 1, (2013): 

87-107. https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs10657-011-9232-0.pdf. 
16 Valentina Milano, “The European Court of Human Rights’ Case Law on Human Trafficking in Light of 

L.E. v Greece: A Disturbing Setback?”, Human Rights Law Review, Volume 17, Issue 4, (2017): 710, 

https://academic-oup-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/hrlr/article/17/4/701/4563653. 

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs10657-011-9232-0.pdf
https://academic-oup-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/hrlr/article/17/4/701/4563653
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elements are interconnected and influence each other in the order they are represented. 

Adding empowerment to the scheme and shifting the image of the four elements does 

not negate the importance of prevention and protection, on the contrary, it augments the 

efficiency of the first two steps. Until now it seems that there has not been any feasible 

solution found in order to decrease the crime. Even though including empowerment 

means focusing more on what happens after the crime has been committed, it can 

reciprocally influence the first step of sex trafficking. Furthermore, collaboration of 

different organisations offers various perspectives and different disciplines, and it  

makes the participants (trafficking survivors) better explore their issues as well as help 

them to find solutions.17 The process of empowerment therefore includes more bodies, 

and consequently more opportunities for helping the survivors. Nevertheless, the 

process of empowerment must also focus on including cultural differences among the 

survivors and offer a correct approach regarding possible obstacles, that appear because 

of different cultural backgrounds. Cultural obstacles that survivors face during the 

empowering process form an important part of the course of their adaptation. 

This dissertation, however, does not focus only on empowerment of the victims. It deals 

with literary studies and the field of narratology in legal studies. So, in order to explain 

the connectivity between novel analysis and theory of narratology I want to clarify the 

relationship between narratology, or more precisely, narrative theory, and socio- 

constructive rhetoric. For this, I will rely on the work of David Pujante, a professor and 

researcher of Literary Theory and Comparative Literature at the University of 

Valladolid. His work is focused on constructivist rhetoric, and in Discourses of social 

movements in Southern Europe: The slogans of 15M, he describes the relation between  

a socio-constructivist approach: 

Within this dual socio-cognitive and pragmatic-rhetorical constructivist approach that we 

adopt, we believe we can best explain the relationship between the following points: the 

construction of meaning is inseparable from the purposeful selection of the communicative 

resources performed by actors; it is inseparable from human action and from the (local and 

global) context for communicative practices; it is also inseparable from the actors’ cognitive 

constructions.18 
 
 

17 Jordan J. Steiner et al., “Providing Services to Trafficking Survivors: Understanding Practices across 

the Globe”, Journal of Evidence-Informed Social Work 15, no. 2 (4 March 2018): 161, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23761407.2017.1423527. 
18 David Pujante and Esperanza Moralez-López, “Discourses of social movements in Southern Europe: 

The slogans of 15M”, in Developing New Identities in Social Conflicts. Constructivist perspectives, edited 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23761407.2017.1423527
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Pujante explains that he and other researchers use socio-cognitive and constructivist 

approach for investigation of political discourse, and in the branch, they “include 

discourses with proposal for social change which present new imaginary constructs for 

specific social situations”.19 The reason why I am applying the Pujante’s definition 

about cognitive theory and socio-constructivist theory, is because he uses them for a 

discussion about discourse. Additionally, looking at the relationship between cognition 

and discourse, he claims that “cognition is conceived as the mental representation of an 

independently existing world, and in turn divided into other different sub- 

representations”.20 As I argue in this thesis, the law code can be applied through legal 

representations, mediated by cultural narratives, so it can be interpreted differently 

depending on cultural representations in society. The interpretation of a problem 

depends on the circumstances of discourse. 

In my research, I do not use discourse analysis per se, however, but I am analysing the 

nuances of the discourses in a way they are represented in the novels, for example, in 

terms of media discourse or political discourse about sex trafficking. Moreover, any 

kind of discourse about a social situation or problem implies social representations, and 

those are arousing my interest. The representation of a certain social problem is 

mediated by a cultural narrative, as I will demonstrate in section 3.3.1. of the thesis, 

relying on the judgment of rape in the case La Manada. Therefore, since cultural 

narratives are part of a broader narrative, I understand they shape a social reality, and 

since the latter is part of discourse, cultural narratives consequently shape the discourse 

as well. Followed by a discursive logic, Pujante says that realities are construct of a 

language. He adds that, notwithstanding the reality of fictionality of a situation: 

Language therefore formulates the realities with which we live and in which we believe, as 

well as those we enjoy. They are realities at various levels, which exist while their 

constructs are created: we can talk about Beethoven’s music and Cervantes’ Quixote as 
 

by Esperanza Morales-López and Alan Floyd (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2017), 

229, 

https://www.academia.edu/39789447/Discourses_of_social_movements_in_Southern_Europe_The_sloga 

ns_of_15M. 
19 David Pujante and Esperanza Moralez-López, “Discourses of social movements in Southern Europe: 
The slogans of 15M”, in Developing New Identities in Social Conflicts. Constructivist perspectives, edited 

by Esperanza Morales-López and Alan Floyd (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2017), 
229, 

https://www.academia.edu/39789447/Discourses_of_social_movements_in_Southern_Europe_The_sloga 

ns_of_15M. 
20 Ibid. 

https://www.academia.edu/39789447/Discourses_of_social_movements_in_Southern_Europe_The_slogans_of_15M
https://www.academia.edu/39789447/Discourses_of_social_movements_in_Southern_Europe_The_slogans_of_15M
https://www.academia.edu/39789447/Discourses_of_social_movements_in_Southern_Europe_The_slogans_of_15M
https://www.academia.edu/39789447/Discourses_of_social_movements_in_Southern_Europe_The_slogans_of_15M
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human constructs, but this also applies to all the discourses that interpret the world in the 

events related – both historical discourses and those concerning present and future 

possibility, because there is no possible distinction here between discourses for reality and 

discourses for fictionality.21 

This explanation applies well to the thesis, where the distinction between fiction and 

reality is difficult to entail, moreover, this distinction is non-existent or barely 

noticeable. Therefore, the cultural narratives in the novels are taken as separate stories 

on sex trafficking in two different contexts. 

The goal of this chapter was to search for a unifying definition of sex trafficking, to 

frame “cultural narratives” in the context of a legal structure, and lastly, to add 

empowerment to the legal tools of sex trafficking: preventing, protecting and 

prosecuting. The upcoming chapter covers sex trafficking on a global scale and presents 

a specific problematization of trafficking in Sweden and in Mexico. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21 David Pujante, “ The discursive construction of reality in the context of rhetoric: Constructivist 

rhetoric”, in Developing New Identities in Social Conflicts. Constructivist perspectives, edited by 

Esperanza Morales-López and Alan Floyd (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2017), 48, 

https://www.academia.edu/39789413/_The_discursive_construction_of_reality_in_the_context_of_rhetor 

ic_Constructivist_rhetoric. 

https://www.academia.edu/39789413/_The_discursive_construction_of_reality_in_the_context_of_rhetoric_Constructivist_rhetoric
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2. Sex trafficking in Sweden and Mexico: a problem that concerns countries 

worldwide 

In this chapter, the situation on sex trafficking in Sweden and Mexico will be examined. 

I will rely on reports concerning human trafficking and prostitution, in the two countries 

and on a global level, looking into the number of sex trafficking victims and their 

profile. Additionally, in Sweden I look into media influence on society’s perception of 

sex trafficking and the “threat” that comes from the East. In Mexico, corruption is also 

understood as the main reason of hindering the fight against trafficking, present on the 

regional, state and national level. 

 

2.1. Sex trafficking as a social problem in Sweden 
 

Sex trafficking is portrayed as a crucial social problem in Sweden. Generally speaking, 

Sweden is perceived as a big human rights activist on a global level. The laws on sexual 

harassment, prostitution and rape are very strict, together with the legislations of other 

Nordic countries. Some experts say that phenomenon has to do with gender equality and 

women’s rights, which in the case of Sweden have been progressing more rapidly, in 

this century, than in many other European countries. As instance, in 2018, Swedes have 

strained the terms regarding sexual offense legislation, making the term ‘complete 

consent’ the central predisposition of sexual offense.22 Moreover, focusing on sex 

trafficking, the discourse is repeatedly connected to the interpretation and actions of the 

police and the media. This is the case in The Girl who Played with Fire, but the social 

structure seems to be present in more than just a fictional environment. Anita Heber, an 

associate professor of Criminology at the University of Stockholm, investigates the 

influence of police and media in an article Purity or danger? The establishment of sex 

trafficking as a social problem in Sweden.23 She uses a cinematographic example, Lilya 

4-ever, to show the involvement of both parties in sex trafficking, which extends to a 

matter of modern slavery and the networks of organised crime. In The Girl who Played 

with Fire, the author Stieg Larsson exposes the same argument. He conveys the  

message that the authorities that are usually trusted (in contradiction with the Mexican 

 
22 “Consent – the Basic Requirement of New Sexual Offences Legislation”, Government Offices of 

Sweden, accessed 1 November 2018, https://www.government.se/information-material/2018/01/consent-- 

the-basic-requirement-of-new-sexual-offences-legislation/. 
23 Anita Heber, “Purity or Danger? The Establishment of Sex Trafficking as a Social Problem in 

Sweden”, European Journal of Criminology (August 2018), https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876. 

https://www.government.se/information-material/2018/01/consent--the-basic-requirement-of-new-sexual-offences-legislation/
https://www.government.se/information-material/2018/01/consent--the-basic-requirement-of-new-sexual-offences-legislation/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876


19  

context), can be those who sacrifice the common good for their own comfort. Heber  

also mentions the importance of power relations in regards of violence against women 

and prostitution, both of which are closely linked to sex trafficking. She underlines the 

link between prostitution, sex trafficking and criminal activities, by writing that “sex 

trafficking has also become an increasingly central question in the crime policy debate, 

and the issue has largely become merged with the debate on prostitution”.24 At the same 

time, she mentions the public discourse on Sweden’s gender equality policies. Heber 

stresses that the discourse on sex trafficking, often shows a stereotypical and 

misogynistic representation of victims. Additionally, violence against women is 

represented through the lens of female subordination and their roles as victims.25 

Larsson constructs a similar argument, which is portrayed through dialogues between 

the central character, Lisbeth Salander, and her father. The main difference is that he 

recognises the stereotypical perception of sex trafficking survivors, yet he turns the 

image around. In his novel, women are not only represented as victims. Although the 

power relations show the dominance of men, and one of the prevailing topics is still 

violence against women, this time the woman have an active voice and fight towards 

injustice. Larsson’s representation of female characters shows the link between 

victimisation and empowerment and leads the society to accept an alternative view on 

victims of violence and trafficking. It is problematic to support the image of an ‘ideal 

victim’, because they do not have the space for adaptation and emancipation. Niels 

Christie, a Norwegian criminologist, sociologist and a professor at the University of 

Oslo, who introduced the prototype of an ideal victim with six characteristics, also 

reassures that society rejects a victim who does not cause sympathy due to her deviation 

of the image of the stereotype.26
 

In Sweden, this particular stereotype is symbolised by an East-European women, 

especially those from post-Soviet countries, who are perceived as possible sex 

trafficking victims, since they are associated, more than women of other nationalities, 

with sex trafficking and prostitution.27 The women are again represented as victims and 

as abusers at the same time, and they work with men in organised crime nets, referred to 

 

24 Anita Heber, “Purity or Danger?”, 2, https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876. 
25  Ibid., 2. 
26  Ibid., 3. 
27  Ibid., 8. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876
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as a foreign threat from the East. Swedes are said to be honest and Easter Europeans as 

criminal and deceitful.28 The problem with differentiating ‘criminal Eastern Europeans’ 

from ‘honest Swedes’ in a sex trafficking context, opens many other prejudices 

regarding immigration, such as the immigrants’ inclusion into Swedish society. Every 

society has an us vs. them distinction when it comes to certain groups, but in this 

context, the othering can be dangerous. Since sex trafficking is linked to prostitution  

and prostitution is linked to sexually transmitted diseases, trafficking victims or 

prostitutes are seen as impure. Therefore, racial prejudice and puritan behaviour that are 

often a part of political and media discourses, are perceived as a consequence of 

othering. The connection between organised crime and the usually responsible 

perpetrators, (Eastern) foreigners, would certainly open an interesting further 

investigation regarding sex trafficking in Sweden. Such example is also used in 

Larsson’s novel, which is discussed in section 4.1. of this dissertation. 

2.2. Sex trafficking in Mexico: the federal law and prostitution 
 

Human trafficking in Mexico has a few different characteristics than in Sweden, due to 

the geographical position and the low economic status of the majority of its residents. 

Prostitution is considered tolerable, and buying sex is not illegal, as well as in Sweden, 

however there is no such distinction between buying and selling sex. Because Mexico 

has federal state system the laws are interpreted differently in 31 states and one federal 

district.29 Some parts of the country, including Mexico City, have regulated red-light 

districts. Prostitution is often associated to female workers who are in search of a better 

income and received a low level of education. Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) published a report on Mexico’s economic outlook for 2018, 

where it was estimated that 52% of Mexicans live below the food poverty line in urban 

areas, and 40% in rural areas.30 These conditions provide good base for sex tourism and 

blossoming of prostitution. Considering the information that Sheldon X. Zhang collected 

in 2011 while conducting interviews with prostitute procurers (pimps), it is said that in a 

 

28 Anita Heber, “Purity or Danger? The Establishment of Sex Trafficking as a Social Problem in 

Sweden”, European Journal of Criminology (August 2018): 8-9, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876 
29 “Map of Sex, Work, Law – Countries”, Sexuality, Poverty and Law Programe, accessed 22 March 

2019, http://spl.ids.ac.uk/sexworklaw/countries. 
30 “Global and Mexico Economic Outlook 2018”, OECD, accessed 19 March 2019, 

http://www.oecd.org/mexico/global-and-mexico-economic-outlook-2018.htm. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876
http://spl.ids.ac.uk/sexworklaw/countries
http://www.oecd.org/mexico/global-and-mexico-economic-outlook-2018.htm
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case study in Tijuana, pimps recruit women with the help of jalador de mujeres31, or, in 

most cases, the women enter the business of sex trade out of necessity.32 According to 

the pimps’ testimonies, there are enough women that are willing to work as prostitutes, 

therefore they have no need to use force when recruiting. However, the author specifies 

the need to keep in mind that those testimonies might be untrue or adapted to what the 

interviewer wanted to hear, due to the stigmatization of forced sex trafficking. 

Regarding the reasons for women to consider prostitution as a job, an interesting 

observation was made by Rosario Esteinou in Global Perspectives on Prostitution and 

Sex Trafficking, which is how highly the Mexican society values maternity.33 At first 

sight the connection between maternity and prostitution is not “obvious”, but Esteinou 

supports her claim as one of the three aspects of how women perceive their work in 

prostitution. When connecting financial necessity with maternity as a societal value, it 

becomes clear that many women enter prostitution in order to support their families. 

Another important piece of information is that in Mexico, human trafficking it is the 

third most profitable crime after drugs and arms trafficking. Victoria Rietig claims in 

Prevent, Protect, and Prosecute Human Trafficking in Mexico: Policy and Practical 

Recommendations, that penalties for trafficking human beings are much lower than for 

trafficking drugs, so trafficking persons for the purpose of exploiting them is an activity 

with low risk and high rewards.34 Additionally, Mexico is country of origin, transit and 

destination regarding international trafficking,35 and it is among the countries where 

mostly domestic trafficking is prevailing.36 There are thirteen entry points in Mexico 

 

 
31 Jalador de mujeres in literal translation means 'women puller', and his function is to look for possible 

candidates and convince them to work as prostitutes. 

Sheldon X. Zhang, “Woman Pullers: Pimping and Sex Trafficking in a Mexican Border City”, Crime, 

Law and Social Change, Dordrecht 56, no. 5 (December 2011): 519, 

http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/s10611-011-9333-2. 
32 Ibid., 523. 
33 Rosario Esteinou, “Selling Bodies and Sexual Exploitation: Prostitution in Mexico in Global 

Perspectives on Prostitution and Sex Trafficking: Europe, Latin America, North America”, ed. Rochelle 

L. Dalla et al. (Lanham, MD, UNITED STATES: Lexington Books, 2011): 128-29, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=1211680. 
34 Victoria Rietig, “Prevent, Protect, and Prosecute Human Trafficking in Mexico: Policy and Practical 

Recommendations”. International Migration 53, no. 4 (August 2015): 10. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12179. 
35 Elena Azaola, “Tráfico de personas en México/Trafficking in persons in Mexico”, Institute of Juridical 

Studies, UNAM (2012): 136, https://archivos.juridicas.unam.mx/www/bjv/libros/7/3169/12.pdf. 
36 Arun Kumar Acharya, Armando Moctezuma Suarez, and Francisco de Jesus Gomez Ontiveros, 

“Trafficking of Women and Children in Mexico: An Assessment of Anti-Trafficking Laws”, Revista de 

http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/s10611-011-9333-2
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=1211680
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12179
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that share the border with Guatemala and Belize, and are recognized by the International 

Organisation of Migration (IOM).37 The entry usually occurs in the southern state of 

Chiapas, and the route continues to either Mexico City, or other tourist destinations, 

such as Cancun, Acapulco, or Puerto Vallarta. The map elaborated by the Centre of 

Studies and Investigation in Development and Social Assistance (CEIDAS) shows that 

victims who are trafficked further north often pass through border cities such as Ciudad 

Juarez and Tijuana.38 Regarding the demographic characteristic of the victims to whom 

IOM workers had provided assistance, it is said that:39
 

around 80 per cent were women, mostly between the ages of 8 and 22, but the age limit 

varies from two months to fifty years old. Seventy percent of victims were minors, and 

educational levels were low, averaging three years of schooling. Most victims came 

from Latin American countries, with only a few cases from Africa, Asia, and Europe. 

We can see from the numbers that child trafficking is a big concern in Mexico, and it is 

also referred to in the current version of the General Law for the Prevention,  

Punishment and Eradication of the Trafficking in Persons Crimes. The last revision of 

the General Law for the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of the Trafficking in 

Persons Crimes and for the Protection and Assistance to the Victims of such Crimes was 

made by the Chamber of Deputies in the Mexican government on the 19th of January 

2018.40 The current law was last reformed in 2014, but it has two  previous versions  

from 2007 and 2012.41 The first anti-trafficking law was influenced by rectification of 

the Palermo Protocol in 2015. In Trafficking of Women and Children in Mexico: An 

Assessment of Anti-Trafficking Laws it is confirmed that Mexico did not have prior 

legislation regarding THB, at least not on a federal level. After this legislation, a project 

Cercetare Si Interventie Sociala, no. 53 (June 2016): 5–21, https://search-proquest- 

com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon. 
37 Helene LeGoff and Thomas Lothar Weiss, La trata de personas en Mexico: Diagnostico sobre la 

asistencia a victimas/Human Trafficking in Mexico: Diagnosis of the assistance to the victims 

(International Organisation for Migration, Mexico City, 2011), 69, accessed 5 March 2019, 

http://cedoc.inmujeres.gob.mx/documentos_download/trata_de%20personas_05.pdf. 
38 Center for Studies and Investigation in Development and Social Assistance (CEIDAS) and National 

Commission of Human Rights (CNDH). Diagnosis of the Conditions for Vulnerability that Propitiate 

Human Trafficking in Mexico, Mexico City. 2009, p. 65, 

http://cedoc.inmujeres.gob.mx/documentos_download/trata_de%20personas_01.pdf 
39 LeGoff and Weiss, Human Trafficking in Mexico, 49- 51. 
40 “General Law to Prevent, Sanction and Eradicate the Crimes in Terms of Human Trafficking to Protect 
and Assist the Victims of these Crimes”, Chamber of Deputies of the Mexican Government, accessed 28 

March 2019, http://www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/ref/lgpsedmtp.htm. 
41 Arun Kumar Acharya, Armando Moctezuma Suarez, and Francisco de Jesus Gomez Ontiveros, 

“Trafficking of Women and Children in Mexico: An Assessment of Anti-Trafficking Laws”, Revista de 

Cercetare Si Interventie Sociala, no. 53 (June 2016): 5–21, https://search-proquest- 

com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon. 
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called Programa de Apoyo a Victimas de Trata de Personas (PROTEJA) was launched 

and set up a goal to revise penal codes in order to avoid mistakes in the process of 

prosecution of the traffickers. An important achievement of the 2007 legislation was 

establishing an inter-agency commission.42 The agency demanded the cooperation of 

governmental institutions, public agencies and civil society organisations. Cooperation 

of different authorities is crucial in combating THB, not only in Mexico, and 

recognizing the importance of cooperation between the government, international 

organisations and civil society is the first step to preventing sex trafficking. 

The most important novelty of the antitrafficking law  approved in 2012, was 

establishing trafficking as an organized crime activity. According to the comparison 

between the three legislations in Mexico made by A. K. Acharya et.al., the law was 

renewed to include urgent matters, such as superior interest of a child, gender 

perspective, NGO’s participation, protection of a foreign victim, notion of consent that 

does not exclude the trafficker’s responsibility, dividing tasks among the members of 

the Trafficking Commission and introducing the due diligence principle.43 Additionally, 

in 2011 the U.S. Department of State issued a report on Trafficking Persons, where 

Mexico was positioned as a TIER 2 country. According to their ranking, on scale of 

human trafficking involvement, the countries belong to one of the three tiers.44 At 

present, Mexico continues to belong to tier 2, meaning that ‘’the Government of Mexico 

does not fully meet the minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking; however, 

it is making significant efforts to do so”.45 With the reformation of the anti-trafficking 

law in 2014, very few changes had been added, one of them being the prevention of 

criminalization of the victim.46
 

 

 
 

42 Arun Kumar Acharya, Armando Moctezuma Suarez, and Francisco de Jesus Gomez Ontiveros, 

“Trafficking of Women and Children in Mexico: An Assessment of Anti-Trafficking Laws”, Revista de 

Cercetare Si Interventie Sociala, no. 53 (June 2016): 13, https://search-proquest- 

com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon. 
43 Ibid., 17. 
44 “Trafficking in Persons Report 2018: Tier Placements and Regional Maps”, U.S. Department of State, 

accessed 22 March 2019, https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/282584.htm. 
45 U.S. Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report: : Tier Placements and Regional Maps 
(Washington D.C.: June 2018), 301, https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/282798.pdf. 
46 Arun Kumar Acharya, Armando Moctezuma Suarez, and Francisco de Jesus Gomez Ontiveros, 

“Trafficking of Women and Children in Mexico: An Assessment of Anti-Trafficking Laws”, Revista de 

Cercetare Si Interventie Sociala, no. 53 (June 2016): 16-17, https://search-proquest- 

com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon. 
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2.3. Reports on sex trafficking 
 

Besides updating the anti-trafficking legislation, promotion and collection of data seem 

to be crucial elements of effective anti-trafficking policies. In 2010, the Blue Heart 

Campaign was launched, in order to increase solidarity and civil participation.47 While 

the campaign included important actors, it has not shown any successful measurements 

at the time. In the following three years, there was more focus on collecting data,  as 

well as establishing feasible programs with strong measurements on THB. The National 

Commission of Human Rights in Mexico has issued a report on the Diagnosis on the 

Situation regarding Human Trafficking in Mexico, providing extensive compilation of 

data on THB in Mexico in 2013.48 Comparing this report to UNODC report from 2018, 

the latter includes developments on the already established National Program to 

Prevent, Sanction and Eradicate Crime regarding Human Trafficking,49 which opened a 

path in interinstitutional cooperation. Other than that, the reports seem to show quite 

similar concerns and certain issues are still prevailing: the need to strengthen anti- 

trafficking legislation, provide better coordination between the government and civil 

society organisations, guarantee help to the victims and assign budgetary propositions to 

prevent and effectively combat human trafficking, among many others.50 UNODC 

conducts reports on human trafficking on a global level, where current situation of all 

regions is presented. Looking into a global report, it is clear that the information 

provided regarding THB in Sweden is scarcer than for Mexico. This can be a 

consequence of various factors: for example, Mexico is classified as a Tier 2 country, 

whereas Sweden belong to Tier 1, meaning that the Mexican government complies with 

the Trafficking Victim’s Protection Act minimum standards.51 Moreover, I was not able 

to find a report dedicated to human trafficking solely in Sweden on a global scale. At 

this point, I can assume there are different reasons for such difference. One can be that 

 
 

47 “Blue Heart Mexico”, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, accessed 3 April 2019, 

https://www.unodc.org/blueheart/es/mexico/index.html. 
48 National Commission on Human Rights in Mexico, Diagnosis of the Situation regarding Human 

Trafficking in Mexico (Mexico, December 2013), accessed 3 April 2019, 

http://www.senado.gob.mx/comisiones/trata_personas/docs/Diagnostico_Trata.pdf. 
49 UNDOC, “Diagnóstico Nacional Sobre La Situación de Trata de Personas En México/National 

Diagnosis on Human Trafficking in Mexico” (Mexico City: 2014), 148, 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/mexicoandcentralamerica/Diagnostico_trata_de_personas.pdf. 
50 Ibid., 163-166. 
51 “Trafficking in Persons Report 2018: Tier Placements and Regional Maps”, U.S. Department of State, 

accessed 22 March 2019, https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/282584.htm. 
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https://www.unodc.org/documents/mexicoandcentralamerica/Diagnostico_trata_de_personas.pdf
https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/282584.htm
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the issues regarding THB are more pressuring in Mexico at the moment, especially 

considering the fluctuation of migrants coming from Central America in the last year. 

Additionally, there seems to be more interest for sexual tourism in Mexico.52 Another 

reason that has to be considered is also a language bias. Since I cannot conduct research 

in Swedish, I am not able to analyse reports that are issued on the national level in 

Swedish and can therefore lead to more information on THB in Sweden on a global 

level. Nonetheless, it can be concluded that those reports outline the developments on 

combating human trafficking and show the importance of anti-trafficking efforts in 

Mexico. 

Despite the efforts and improvements that have been made in the last eight years, 

corruption is frequently mentioned as one of the main problems in combating sex 

trafficking, more importantly, within the institutions that are responsible for protection 

and prevention of the phenomena. A general distrust into the legal system of the country 

is present, especially because of high levels of impunity. Rietig mentions in her 

research, as well as Arun Kumar Acharya et al.,53 that corruption is one of the main 

obstacles to an effective fight towards sex trafficking. In questioning the functioning of 

governmental and non-governmental organisations, “seven out of 17 interviewees 

named corruption as the biggest obstacle in their work, defining corruption broadly 

including negligence of a person’s public responsibility. Of those, naming corruption, 

five were NGO workers, and two were government representatives.”54 The UNDOC 

report on human trafficking also mentions high levels of corruption in the government.55 

Together with low rates of reporting the crime to the authorities, corruption is one of the 

biggest obstacles in implementation of anti-trafficking policies. However, a distinction 

has to be made in how corruption is perceived by different actors. According to the  

three institutions that are combating human trafficking, governmental, international and 

52 “Mexican Sex Traffickers Victimize 10,000 Women Every Year”, Latin American Herald Tribune, 

accessed 25 March 2019, http://www.laht.com/article.asp?CategoryId=14091&ArticleId=339639. 
53 Arun Kumar Acharya, Armando Moctezuma Suarez, and Francisco de Jesus Gomez Ontiveros, 

“Trafficking of Women and Children in Mexico: An Assessment of Anti-Trafficking Laws”, Revista de 

Cercetare Si Interventie Sociala, no. 53 (June 2016): 5–21, https://search-proquest- 

com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon. 
54 Victoria Rietig, “Prevent, Protect, and Prosecute Human Trafficking in Mexico: Policy and Practical 

Recommendations”. International Migration 53, no. 4 (August 2015): 13, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12179. 
55 UNDOC, “Diagnóstico Nacional Sobre La Situación de Trata de Personas En México/National 

Diagnosis on Human Trafficking in Mexico” (Mexico City: 2014), 44 and 48, 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/mexicoandcentralamerica/Diagnostico_trata_de_personas.pdf. 

http://www.laht.com/article.asp?CategoryId=14091&amp;ArticleId=339639
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/docview/1799362000?pq-origsite=summon
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12179
https://www.unodc.org/documents/mexicoandcentralamerica/Diagnostico_trata_de_personas.pdf
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civil society organisations, there is a big gap between the estimation of corruption on  

the federal, state and municipal level. For instance, government representatives perceive 

federal government at a corruption level of 4.2, while NGO workers consider it at a 

level of 8.3.*56
 

On one hand, the mentioned reports show concerns regarding the repetitive issues in 

human trafficking. On the other hand, they propose practical solutions in order to 

decrease it and to obtain better control over the issue. The U.S. Department of State 

proposes many recommendations for Mexico in its 2018 agenda.57 The proposed 

measures overlap with the ones from year 2012, as well as with an article on 

International Migration, written by Victoria Rietig, Prevent, Protect, and Prosecute 

Human Trafficking in Mexico: Policy and Practical Recommendations.58 The difference 

between Rietig and the U.S. Department of State is that Rietig focuses on what different 

actors can do to better implement a single measure. The solutions she proposes are as 

follows: better databases to keep track of information, retaining official with better pay 

and security, together with a national network of shelters, private sector integrations, 

better evaluation measures, technical help for NGO’s, increase rule of law, increase 

interest in human trafficking; better cooperation and coordination between the actors. In 

all mentioned reports and academic articles, the same conclusion could be understood as 

a better approach to fight sex trafficking: the coordination and participation among all 

participants is crucial, and all actors together have to raise awareness on the issue, since 

awareness is a crucial element of preventing violence and, consequently, human 

trafficking. People’s awareness of laws makes a difference. According to The World 

Bank publication in 2014, Empowering Women and Girls, in the scope of eight 

 

 

 

 

 

 

56 Victoria Rietig, “Prevent, Protect, and Prosecute Human Trafficking in Mexico: Policy and Practical 

Recommendations”. International Migration 53, no. 4 (August 2015): 15, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12179. 

*Perception of corruption was measured on three levels, municipial, statal and federal. The scale of 

perception of corruption goes from 1 to 10, one meaning that a level is percieved as the least corrupt. 

Three different sectors were involved in this research: governmental, international and non-gevernmental 
institutions. 
57 “Trafficking in Persons Report 2018”, Country Narratives J-M, United States Department of Security, 

accessed 1 April 2019, https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/index.htm. 
58 Rietig, 18-22. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12179
https://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2018/index.htm
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countries, men who reported awareness of laws addressing violence against women 

were nearly 50 percent more likely to prevent a stranger’s act of violence.59
 

In the next chapter, the theory of narratology is discussed, in order to explain how the 

expressions in a written law influence the interpretation of it and open a way to a 

broader understanding of the law and its practice. In chapter 4.3., legal tools are 

mentioned as one of the best ways to empower victims of sex trafficking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

59 World Bank Group, Voice and Agency, Empowering Women and Girls for Shared Prosperity, 

(Washington D.C.: 2014), 37, 

https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Gender/Voice_and_agency_LOWRES.pd 

f. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, I discuss theories that are relevant for my scope of research, on sex 

trafficking and on literary analysis. I focus on the theory of narratology, empowerment 

and intersectionality. The notion of cultural narrative, which is also a crucial term in the 

thesis, has not yet developed into a theory, which is why I have introduced the 

developing notion and its definition in section 1.1. Conducting a novel analysis often 

implies using a literary theory as a starting point in the theoretical frame of a paper. 

However, I have decided to focus more on the theory of narratology. The reasons for 

this particular choice are the connectivity between the legal framework and a literary 

text, and establishment of cultural studies inside the scope of literary studies. Literary 

theory is defined by the Encyclopaedia of Philosophy as “the body of ideas and methods 

we use in the practical reading of literature.”60 It is said that cultural studies can change 

the traditional approach to literary studies. I believe literary studies are irreplaceable in 

the study of fiction, however, the combination of cultural and literary studies offers an 

insight into more perspectives. For that reason, the scholars working in cultural studies 

had growing interest in literary studies from the late nineties.61 As I explain in the next 

section, narratives are present in every area of research, therefore narratology is 

intertwined with legal studies as well. Assuming that narratology is a part of legal 

studies and fiction, the theory of narratology seems to be well-fitting to this research. 

 

3.1. Methodology 
 

This research is conducted in the light of literary studies combined with a socio-political 

problem. Sex trafficking is therefore produced through the narrative in the novels, as it 

happens in the research from Elisa Cabrera García on Femicide as politics in literature, 

where makes a strong link between femicide analysed in literature is made. Garcia 

concludes that literature has a transformative power in the community, and alerts the 

society about the fundamental gender problems.62 This is what happens in The Girl Who 

 

60 “Literary Theory”, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed 1 July 2019, 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/literary/#H9. 
61 Steven Totosy de Zepetnek, Comparative Literature: Theory, Method, Application (Rodopi: 

Amsterdam – Atlanta GA: 1998), 27, 

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1075&context=clcweblibrary. 
62 Elisa C. García, “«The part about the crimes» in 2666: visibilizing «femicide» as politics of literature”. 

El Letral, no. 16 (2016): 38, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303997147_La_parte_de_los_crimenes_en_2666_la_visibilizac 

ion_del_concepto_feminicidio_como_politica_de_la_literatura. 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/literary/#H9
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1075&amp;context=clcweblibrary
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303997147_La_parte_de_los_crimenes_en_2666_la_visibilizacion_del_concepto_feminicidio_como_politica_de_la_literatura
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303997147_La_parte_de_los_crimenes_en_2666_la_visibilizacion_del_concepto_feminicidio_como_politica_de_la_literatura
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Plays with Fire, where the author focuses on media corruption, but also  on the 

corruption of the legal system through the features of the characters, portraying many 

actors, from judges to investigators. Other scholarship on sex trafficking deals with 

prostitution, which is only one part of sex trafficking, however it is often the main goal 

of sex traffickers to augment the business of prostitution. This is the case in both novels, 

especially in Las elegidas, here the family’s business is based on tricking young girls by 

a technique of a lover-boy, to send them to brothels in Tijuana. In Sweden, it is known 

that buying sex is illegal, whereas selling is legal. This is one of the issues discussed in 

the article Law and economics of international sex slavery, where the conclusion of the 

authors is that criminalising buying or selling of sex may reduce sex trafficking in a 

certain country.63
 

I am comparing the situation on trafficking in Mexico and Sweden to see if the two  

legal models could be compared to improve the sanctions and find solutions to 

preventing sex trafficking and provide effective help to the victims. To compare the two 

social realities, I am analysing two novels, one describing the context of trafficking in 

Sweden and the other in Mexico. Since the interpretation of the anti-trafficking 

legislation varies in different states in Mexico, I focus on two states: Baja California and 

Tlaxcala: because the novel Las elegidas is situated in both states. The reasons for 

choosing these two novels for the purpose of my research, are the following: the main 

themes they portray, sex trafficking and prostitution, besides gender-based violence and 

power relations, that play a crucial role in the process of empowerment of victims. 

Additionally, the novels are placed in contemporary timeline and both were adopted  

into films, which indicates their popularity, as well as the attempt to make the stories 

approachable to a bigger public. The authors were an important factor in novel selection 

as well. I got acquainted with Volpi’s work while studying at the National Autonomous 

University of Mexico (UNAM). Larsson is known as an author who deals with 

controversial topics concerning society, such as crime, corruption and abuse of power. 

The authors’ personal perspective on sex trafficking, prostitution or corruption is not the 

main centre of my analysis; however, their opinion is mentioned, since in literature it is 

 

63 Niklas Jakobsson et al., “The Law and Economics of International Sex Slavery: Prostitution Laws and 

Trafficking for Sexual Exploitation”, European Journal of Law and Economics, vol. 35/no. 1, (2013): 

87, https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs10657-011-9232-0.pdf. 

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs10657-011-9232-0.pdf
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difficult to entirely separate the author from his work. Consequently, their stance on 

corruption and power distribution can be perceived in the words and acts of certain 

characters. 

The key terms of the research question are cultural narratives and empowerment. It is 

very interesting to investigate cultural narratives of the law, from a point of 

investigation into the field of narratology in law. First, I defined cultural narratives. As a 

methodological basis, I will use different theories, such as theory of narratology, 

intersectionality and empowerment and the concept of cultural narrative. Narratology  

of law studies is a qualitative method and it serves me as a base conceptualisation of 

analysis of the case study between the novels. I am searching for legal definitions to 

interpret them in a literature sense, and to see how and if they respond to the cultural 

narratives of Sweden and Mexico. The main methodologies in the scope of this research 

is document analysis and analysis of novels. More precisely, I am doing an 

interpretative analysis of novels, where I analyse characters, their behaviours and other 

aspects of narratology, such as fictional and factual narration, to find cultural patterns in 

the novels. I believe my contribution to the field of literary studies and gender studies is 

in the proposed inclusion of empowerment into the anti-trafficking model. This paper 

argues that empowerment could help to close the circle of sex trafficking, since it is 

connected to prevention of the crime and protection of (possible) victims. Therefore, 

adding empowerment as the fourth pillar of fighting sex trafficking, the image of the 

pillars should be reconstructed. For example, instead of calling the elements as different 

pillars, they could be connected to a circle against sex trafficking. Consequently, a circle 

of certain elements conveys the message that all elements are interconnected and 

influence each other in the order they are represented. 

A chapter on Law and Narrative in Handbook of Narratology supports my research 

focus, since it discusses how the narratology of law evokes cultural interpretations: 

Since the advent of “legal studies after the cultural turn”, law has been regarded as 

narratively based and culturally embedded, suggesting the benefits of a narratologically 

literate approach to legal discourse.”64 The methods I use in my research are therefore 

 
64 Greta Olson, “Narration and Narrative in Legal Discourse” in Handbook of Narratology, ed, Peter 

Hühn et. al. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 371, 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/rug/reader.action?docID=1317870&ppg=383 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/rug/reader.action?docID=1317870&amp;ppg=383
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qualitative, since this paper partly searches for an explanation of a social phenomenon 

that is sex trafficking, inside a cross-cultural, comparative case study of Sweden and 

Mexico. Hereby I want to stress out that since I compare the cultural narratives through 

legal knowledge of two countries, therefore the novel analysis corresponds to a 

comparative case study. Comparison is relevant if there are two cases, which have very 

similar systems and through close analysis one can find similarities. It can also be 

relevant if the two systems are different, but the similarities on the focal point of the 

analysis are still present. Although comparison is a useful starting point, it is not 

sufficient, as said in Doing Research in political Science: The Comparative Approach – 

Theory and Method.65 The comparative approach must be elaborated in terms of its 

theoretical design and its research strategy on the basis of a goal-oriented point, which 

in this case, is empowerment of trafficking survivors. 

When conducting literary analysis, one can focus on a variety of elements, such as 

characterisation, plot, setting, style, language, symbolism, social and historical 

background, themes and narrative style. I am discussing elements of characterisation, 

social context and symbolism intertwined with narrative style, all of which fall into the 

scope of prostitution as the main theme. In chapter four, I compare the characteristics of 

victims in the novels to the research that has been conducted so far on the profile of the 

victim and the perpetrator.66 In The girl Who Played with Fire, there is a stereotypical 

representation of a perpetrator, who is of East-European descent. Additionally, the usual 

representation a vulnerable female victim is challenged, which changes the research on 

the profile of the victim. In both novels, there is an obvious family involvement in sex 

trafficking, which is a common reality for sex trafficking victims.67 Regarding the 

analysis of social context, I look into the power relation between the victims and the 

perpetrators. A pattern of the power structure can demonstrate the reasons for sex 

65 Paul Pennings, Hans Keman, and Jan Kleinnijenhuis, “The Comparative Approach – Theory and 

Method” in Doing Research in Political Science: An Introduction to Comparative Methods and Statistics 

(2.th ed. London: SAGE Publications, 2006): 4, 

https://books.google.si/books/about/Doing_Research_in_Political_Science.html?hl=sl&id=fwVlZTuwe5 

AC&output=html_text. 
66 Helene LeGoff and Thomas Lothar Weiss, La trata de personas en Mexico: Diagnostico sobre la 

asistencia a victimas/Human Trafficking in Mexico (International Organisation for Migration, Mexico 

City, 2011), 52, http://cedoc.inmujeres.gob.mx/documentos_download/trata_de%20personas_05.pdf. 
67 Rosario Esteinou, “Selling Bodies and Sexual Exploitation: Prostitution in Mexico” in Global 

Perspectives on Prostitution and Sex Trafficking: Europe, Latin America, North America, ed. Rochelle L. 

Dalla et al. (Lanham, MD, UNITED STATES: Lexington Books, 2011): 126, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=1211680. 

https://books.google.si/books/about/Doing_Research_in_Political_Science.html?hl=sl&amp;id=fwVlZTuwe5AC&amp;output=html_text
https://books.google.si/books/about/Doing_Research_in_Political_Science.html?hl=sl&amp;id=fwVlZTuwe5AC&amp;output=html_text
http://cedoc.inmujeres.gob.mx/documentos_download/trata_de%20personas_05.pdf
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=1211680
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trafficking, and the difficulties that appear when activists want to correct the flaws in  

the government system. Lastly, I am connecting the relation of corruption and impunity 

of different authorities and the justice-seeking civil society servers (media) to character 

analysis and symbolism. Sex trafficking and prostitution seem to be social problem in 

both countries, and the underlying corruption and representation of the three actors are a 

concern to effective anti-trafficking policies. Criminalising buying or selling sex could 

therefore be connected to the empowering pillar of combating human trafficking, 

possibly also in a Mexican context, where the media stresses out the notion of impunity 

of sex traffickers. In an article of Elena Azaola on Human trafficking in Mexico and the 

law approved in 2012, where she points out that despite the Federal Law, thirteen state 

codes and sixteen penal codes on human trafficking, by 2007 there has only been one 

person who was sentenced due to trafficking on a federal jurisdiction level.68 This 

makes the problem of impunity clearly visible. 

3.2. Narratology: concept and theory 

In this section, I am explaining the theory of narratology, supported by research of 

authors such as Monika Fludernik (A Narratology of the Law), Greta Ohlson (The 

Handbook of Narratology), and Peter Brooks (Narrative in and of the Law) which can 

serve like a guide to explaining the concept of narratology and its connection to various 

fields. Jan Christoph Meister defines narratology as “a humanities discipline dedicated 

to the study of the logic, principles, and practices of narrative representation. Dominated 

by structuralist approaches at its beginning, narratology has developed into a variety of 

theories, concepts, and analytic procedures”.69 In another book, Narratology: 

Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, narratology is similarly defined: “narratology is 

the ensemble of theory of narratives, narrative texts, images, spectacles events; cultural 

artefacts that tell a story”.70 Here the authors mention the theory of narrative, which 

evolves from narratology itself. The focus that I am taking is narratology in  law, 

because I want to see how narration linked to court decisions and verdicts on crimes 

 

68 Elena Azaola, “Tráfico de personas en México/Trafficking in persons in Mexico”, Institute of Juridical 

Studies, UNAM (2012): 136, https://archivos.juridicas.unam.mx/www/bjv/libros/7/3169/12.pdf. 
69 Jan Cristoph Meister, “Narratology”, in Handbook of Narratology, by Peter Hühn et al., 

(Berlin/Boston, GERMANY: De Gruyter, Inc., 2014), 623, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/rug/detail.action?docID=1317870. 
70 Mieke Bal, “Introduction” in Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, 3rd edition, 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 3, 

https://books.google.si/books/about/Narratology.html?id=jPj4Bq0H4JoC&redir_esc=y. 

https://archivos.juridicas.unam.mx/www/bjv/libros/7/3169/12.pdf
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/rug/detail.action?docID=1317870
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such as rape or sex trafficking, or how narratology can intervene in other disciplines, for 

example law. Additionally, I want to establish whether legal knowledge shapes more 

decisions than the law itself. The reason why I am interested in the distinction between 

legal knowledge and law, is due to the involvement of cultural narratives in the enactive 

shaping of law. I will show how legal knowledge is shaped by cultural narrative in 

section 3.3.1. of this chapter. Therefore, the crucial discussion in this paper regarding 

narrative, is the link between narrative and legal discourse. As summarised by Monica 

Fludernik’s publication in 2010, “narration plays a central role in legal discourse and 

permits law to be communicated, adjudicative acts to be justified, and their principles to 

be explained.”71 Coming from that point of reference, the following section provides a 

more detailed connection between law and narratology, while stating that the narrative 

can always be found in legal discourse. 

3.3. Narration and legal discourse 
 

In Handbook of Narratology, Greta Olson writes about narration in law. She claims that 

the “narrative” in legal discourse can be used to describe a legal concept’s or a statute’s 

development, therefore narratology forms a crucial part, not only in a primary legal 

definition, but also in the underlying process of the changes that may occur in a 

regulation.72 Olson even mentions two branches of research, that incorporate literary 

narratives into the system of justice. One is called law in literature and the other law as 

literature: the first “critiques legal processes using the alternative ethics that are 

suggested by literary texts” and the latter “analyses law as rhetoric and reads legal texts 

using philological means.”73 The second type of research is the one applicable to this 

thesis, and in the section below, it is applied to a legal ruling, in order to show how law 

as rhetoric can decide a case. Law as literature is in this case also embedded into a 

specific cultural narrative. Therefore, I looked into different perspectives of law as 

narrative, where the cultural aspect is exposed. In A Companion to Narrative Theory, 

Peter Brooks defines the legal understanding of narratives: “Narratives [in law] do not 

simply recount happenings; they give them shape, give them a point, argue their import, 

 

71 Greta Olson, “Narration and Narrative in Legal Discourse” in Handbook of Narratology, ed, Peter 

Hühn et. al. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 371, 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/rug/reader.action?docID=1317870&ppg=383. 
72  Ibid., 372. 
73  Ibid., 374. 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/rug/reader.action?docID=1317870&amp;ppg=383
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proclaim their results.”74 Brooks argues that in a criminal case, there are two opposing 

versions of the story, and each side defends its own version, which is culturally and 

ideologically based on proper conduct, or how is it acceptable to behave in a specific 

cultural environment. Moreover, it is important what clients and judges involved in a 

case deem acceptable.75
 

Summarising Brook’s work, Monika Fludernik writes about how narratives shape our 

understanding of events. She underlines that Brooks questions the potential of narratives 

in law as dangerous to our conceptualizing of events and actions. Following Alan 

Dershowitz’s essay Life is Not a Dramatic Narrative, he concludes that narratives 

presume a logic of events that may not exist in real life and, when we apply those 

narratives on life, we falsify the real and possibly base our judgments on fictions that do 

not have the ground to reality.76 Coming from that point of view, Fludernik makes a 

distinction between virtual narratives associated with the law and the real stories, saying 

that “the jury’s verdict decides which of these stories is to be given the stamp of 

truth.”77
 

With this statement, I want to underline that the jury (in the Anglo-American legal 

systems) or the judges (in the case of Spain, Mexico and Sweden) are the ones who 

make the final decision on the case. Therefore, a sentence is not only supported by the 

rule of law, since it is their legal knowledge consciously or sub-consciously shapes their 

decision. This is why the case of La Manada, discussed in the section below, is 

important for this thesis: the judges based their decision on the legal knowledge of rape, 

surrounded by cultural narrative, and not solely on the law of rape. Since law is one of 

the tools of empowerment of possible victims and survivors of sex trafficking, as will be 

shown in chapter four, as long as it is regularly revised, and the authorities abide it. 

However, for the law to be accurately represented, there needs to be a consensus on the 

stamp that narrative leaves in legal decisions. 

 
 

74 Peter Brooks, “Narrative in and of the Law” in A Companion to Narrative Theory, edited by James 

Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz, (Williston, UNITED KINGDOM: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 

2005), 419, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/detail.action?docID=243554.. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Monika Fludernik, “A Narratology of the Law? Narratives in Legal Discourse: Critical Analysis of 

Law”, Journal of Critical Analysis of Law and the New Interdisciplinarity, Vol 1/No 1, (2014): 89, 

https://cal.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/cal/article/view/21024. 
77 Ibid., 92. 
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3.3.1. Narration and legal knowledge on the case of La Manada 
 

Narratology plays an important part in court rulings, where decisions are often based on 

legal knowledge instead of the law. To support this claim, I would like to incorporate a 

story of the case La Manada, that opened a public discussion on the framing of rape in 

Spanish society. La Manada, which in English means “the wolf pack”, got the name due 

to a case of gang rape or abuse, particularly after the name of the group chat established 

by the perpetrators. In July 2016, during the celebration of Sanfermines in Pamplona, a 

city in the North-East Spain, a girl was sexually attacked by five young men. The act 

was filmed and among the evidence of the case, there also exists a copy of their 

conversation in a WhatsApp phone application, where it is stated that the attack was 

planned beforehand. The video shows that the girl did not consent with the sexual 

intercourse, which was one of the main pieces of evidence throughout the trial. The final 

sentence of the case was pronounced in the end of April 2018, and it has caused 

international discussions regarding the legal framing of rape, and the understanding of 

rape. 

The main reason why the sentence of La Manada caused a heated public discussion on 

rape in and outside Spain, is because of the framing of rape in the Spanish Penal code. 

According to the Organic Law 10/1995, of November 23, 1995, under article 179 from 

the Penal Code, that deals with sexual assault and sexual abuse or rape, sexual abuse is 

considered rape in case when “sexual assault consists of sexual intercourse, including 

vaginal, anal or oral route, or introduction of body parts and/or objects via vaginal or 

anal routes.”78 The perpetrator would in this case, under the Article 179, be sentenced 

to a period of six to twelve years of prison. Since in the case of La Manada, the act 

was conducted by five persons, the case would even fall into the category of Article 

180, section 2a, where it is clearly stated that if the act is conducted by two or more 

persons, the sentence increases to the range of twelve to fifteen years.79 However, the 

attackers received a sentence of nine years. Thus, the discussions and protests in the 

Spanish public sphere occurred due to the non-agreement with the Spanish Penal code, 

and the definition of rape. Criticising the government, as well as comparing the Law 

 

78 Spanish Penal Code, Organic Law 10/1995, of November 23, 1995, Article 179 (own translation), 

accessed 5 February, 2019, http://noticias.juridicas.com/base_datos/Penal/lo10-1995.l2t8.html. 
79 Spanish Penal Code, Organic Law 10/1995, of November 23, 1995, Article 180, 2a (own translation), 

accessed 5 February 2019, http://noticias.juridicas.com/base_datos/Penal/lo10-1995.l2t8.html. 

http://noticias.juridicas.com/base_datos/Penal/lo10-1995.l2t8.html
http://noticias.juridicas.com/base_datos/Penal/lo10-1995.l2t8.html
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on rape to other EU countries, has open further investigations on human rights, 

especially on the right of women as victims of gender-based violence. Furthermore, 

there have even been speculations about the corruption of the Spanish legal system, 

since one of the judges of the case expressed, in his opinion, that the victim actually 

consented to the act.80
 

The reason why I decided to incorporate this case in this thesis is because it illustrates 

the difference between the practice of law and the representation of rape, from the 

highest legal authority, the judges. In this case, the decisions of the three judges differed 

on behalf of their interpretation of the law on rape. Two judges applied legal 

representation of rape to the case, mediated by a cultural narrative on rape, which in the 

case of La Manada was how rape is interpreted by Spanish society. Their understanding 

of rape constitutes of clear resistance of a victim, which means the victim has to have 

physical evidence on their body (such as bruises), that prove her resistance to the 

perpetrator. Psychologists expressed their concern about the ruling, since it should be 

considered that the reaction is the victim is apathy instead of resistance, due to the state 

or resignation or shock.81 The problem of the resolution of La Manada82 is not the law 

itself, it is the representation of rape and how the representation culturally enables legal 

interpretations. The judges therefore did not factually rule the case based on the law, but 

the individual understanding of rape, supported by a specific cultural narrative. 

3.4. The theory of empowerment and intersectionality 
 

Empowerment is one of the crucial theoretical notions in the thesis, since its 

Empowerment can be defined in different academic fields, from an economic 

perspective to a health or sociological one. I decided to follow a definition that is related 

to the field of gender studies, since I am investigating sex trafficking in the domain of a 

gender inequality approach, and most sex trafficking victims are women, as well as the 

 

80 Manuel Jabois, José Antonio Hernández, “La Audiencia de Navarra pidió inspeccionar al juez del voto 

particular de La Manada,” (The Court of Navarra seeks investigation for the judge who claims dissenting 

voice on La Manada, own translation), EL PAÍS, May 1, 2018, accessed 10 Aprl 2019, 

https://politica.elpais.com/politica/2018/04/30/actualidad/1525084798_280848.html. 
81 Pilar Álvarez, “1.800 psicólogos y psiquiatras se suman a la protesta contra la sentencia de La 

Manada,”(1.800 psychologists and psychiatrists unite to protest aginst the sentence of La Manada), EL 

PAÍS, May 3, 2018, accessed 10 April 2019, 

https://politica.elpais.com/politica/2018/05/02/actualidad/1525269190_255335.html. 
82 Provincial Court of Navarra, 0000426/2016 Final sentence (Pamplona, April 26th, 2018), 16, accessed 

10 April 2019, http://zetaestaticos.com/comun/upload/0/713/713139.pdf. 

https://politica.elpais.com/politica/2018/04/30/actualidad/1525084798_280848.html
https://politica.elpais.com/politica/2018/05/02/actualidad/1525269190_255335.html
http://zetaestaticos.com/comun/upload/0/713/713139.pdf
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examples portrayed in the analysed novels. Here I want to explain why I chose a gender-

discrimination approach. Gender studies can deal with issues such as gender- based 

violence and equality and equity of genders, which often means that the researchers 

focus on uneven distribution of power between men and women. Despite an outgrow of 

female victims in sex trafficking, one cannot ignore that sex trafficking is not only a 

feminist issue, since also men are trafficked for prostitution, and even more for illegal 

work. Moreover, gender designations often exclude unprivileged groups, such as 

transsexuals. In this thesis the process of empowerment is linked to female victims, but 

it is important not to exclude other social groups. 

Coming back to empowerment, the definition that I am following in this thesis is the  

one proposed by Naila Kabeer, a social economist and professor of Gender and 

Development at the London School of Economics, in SIDA’s83 report Discussing 

Women’s Empowerment. 

Empowerment is inescapably bound up with the condition of disempowerment and 

refers to the processes by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices 

acquire such an ability. In other words, empowerment entails a process of change. 

People who exercise a great deal of choice in their lives may be very powerful, but they 

are not empowered in the sense in which I am using the word, because they were never 

disempowered in the first place. […] Empowerment thus refers to the expansion in 

people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was 

previously denied to them.84 

In Kabeer’s understanding of empowerment, the most important notion to mention is 

disempowerment. I find her statement interesting, since connected to the theory of 

intersectionality, Kimberle Crenshaw, a retired professor of law at the University of 

California, also mentions (intersectional) disempowerment when discussing the 

implication of intersectionality in case of rape, only twenty-one years earlier.85 The 

meaning of intersectionality and its connection to the profile of trafficking victims is 

 
 

83 Sida is a government agency working on behalf of the Swedish parliament and government, with the 

mission to reduce poverty in the world. Through their work and in cooperation with others, they 

contribute to implementing Sweden’s Policy for Global Development (PGU). ‘Our Mission’, SIDA, 

accessed 3 May 2019, http://www.sida.se/English/About-us/Our-mission/. 
84 Naila Kabeer, “Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women’s 

Empowerment” in Discussing Women's Empowerment – Theory and Practice, ed. Anne Sisak 
(Stockholm: Sida Studies No. 3, 2002), 19, 

https://www.sida.se/contentassets/5e45d330e16743179cefc93de34e71ac/15611.pdf. 
85 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against 

Women of Color”, Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241-1299. Doi:10.2307/1229039, 

https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/1229039. 

http://www.sida.se/English/About-us/Our-mission/
https://www.sida.se/contentassets/5e45d330e16743179cefc93de34e71ac/15611.pdf
https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/1229039
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debated in the following section. However, it is important to explain empowerment to  

be able to refer to intersectionality. 

The theory of intersectionality is defined in a field of gender studies, feminism, or 

psychology. The Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research defines the concept in 

relation to the observation that power structures based on categories such as gender, 

race, sexuality, functionality and class interact with each other in various ways and 

create inequalities, discrimination and oppression.86 I rely on Crenshaw’s definition of 

intersectionality, due to the fact that she was the first to coin the term in 1989. Her 

explanation of the terms appears in her publication Demarginalizing the Intersection of 

Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist 

Theory and Antiracist Politics.87 The definition below is taken from another publication 

in 1991, titled Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence 

against Women of Colour. 

I consider intersectionality a provisional concept linking contemporary politics with 

postmodern theory. In mapping the intersections of race and gender, the concept does 

engage dominant assumptions that race and gender are essentially separate categories. 

By tracing the categories to their intersections, I hope to suggest a methodology that 

will ultimately disrupt the tendencies see race and gender as exclusive or separable. 

While the primary intersections that I explore here are between race and gender, the 

concept can and should be expanded by factoring in issues such class, sexual 

orientation, age, and colour.88 

In her article, Crenshaw argues that intersectionality in the case of rape is shown in 

many rape cases in the United States, where in comparison to white victims, women of 

colour do not get as much media attention. Moreover, the penalty for rapists differ if 

they assault a woman of colour or a Latina or white woman. One reason for that is the 

sexualised image of a black women, who is culturally represented as a bad woman and 

therefore cannot be raped.89 She explains the intersection of race and gender on a 

structural, political and representational level. In the case that Crenshaw uses as an 

example, it is clear that, like in the case of La Manada, cultural narrative shapes the 

86 “Intersectionality”, Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research, accessed 4 April 2019, 

https://www.genus.se/en/wordpost/intersectionality/. 
87 Kimberle Crenshaw, ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’, University of Chicago Legal 

Forum 1989, no. 1 (7 December 2015), https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8. 
88 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against 

Women of Color”, Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1244, https://www-jstor- 

org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/1229039. 
89 Ibid., 1251-66. 

https://www.genus.se/en/wordpost/intersectionality/
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/1229039
https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/1229039
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legal and public interpretation on whether or not rape occurred. Therefore, cultural 

narratives intertwine with representational intersectionality in these cases, especially in 

the case of Crenshaw, where the meaning of representational intersectionality entails 

that “images of woman of colour are produced through a confluence of race and 

gender.”90 

The problem with applying the theory of intersectionality on a case, are the implications 

that comes with the theory. For instance, if the profile of sex trafficking victims is 

constructed solely on intersectionality, there might be a predisposition that mostly male 

migrants buy prostitutes, since the victims or prostitutes are usually less educated, 

young, female migrants. Therefore, the intersections that apply to this case are gender, 

nationality/race and social status. Additionally, framing prostitution for a certain class 

does not involve homosexual and heterosexual customers or prostitutes.  For the scope 

of this research, I am excluding such cases of sex trafficking, although I want to address 

the obstacles that can happen when prostitution is connected only to certain social 

groups. What I want to stress here is that even though the theory of intersectionality is 

relevant for the scope of this thesis, it is important not to frame sex trafficking only on a 

certain social group. 

In the next chapter, I will analyse the narratological characteristics of The Girl Who 

Played with Fire and Las elegidas. With the analysis of characters, their actions and the 

text’s relation to society, I want to establish a link between the power relation of the 

characters and empowerment of victims in reality, to support my claim that 

empowerment should be considered as the fourth pillar on anti-trafficking policies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

90 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against 

Women of Color”, Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1282, https://www-jstor- 

org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/stable/1229039. 
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4. Analysis of the novels 

In this chapter, I am conducting an analysis of the novels The Girls Who Plays with Fire 

and Las elegidas (The Chose Ones). In each section, I summarise the content of the 

novel, then I focus on themes that are relevant for the investigation of sex trafficking, 

under the concepts of literature analysis used in the theory of narratology. One section is 

dedicated to empowerment of women, or more precisely, victims of sex trafficking. In 

this section, I connect the two novels on a basis of the theory of empowerment and 

show how empowerment can be achieved in different fields, in order to successfully 

combat sex trafficking and gender-based violence. 

I focus on empowerment because it is one of the main concepts of this thesis, and I see  

it as a common point, although the policies of empowerment are not directly mentioned 

in the novels. I incorporated narratology of law, because  legal assistance gives a sense 

of empowerment to the victims. The case La Manada, discussed in chapter 3 of the 

thesis, is the proof of importance of revising the laws and understanding the difference 

between applying the law or legal knowledge. Empowerment could help to diminish sex 

trafficking, and victims can be empowered by legal knowledge and proper legal 

assistance.91 In order to conclude whether cultural narratives help or hinder 

empowerment of trafficking survivors and how, I include examples from both novels, 

that correspond to different, but broad, social realities. 

4.1. The Girl Who plays with Fire: feminism, the media, corruption and trafficking 
 

The novel forms the second part of a trilogy called Millenium, written by Stieg Larsson, 

a famous Swedish crime-fiction writer and journalist. The main character is Lisbeth 

Salander, a strong young woman who is represented as a defender of women’s rights. 

Lisbeth is a daughter of Aleksander Zalachenko (Zala) who is a notorious Soviet-born, 

criminal and a leader of a sex trafficking business in Sweden. He represents an evil 

counterpart to Lisbeth, and embodies the powerful male figure, who uses violence 

towards women to feel superior. Another character is Mikael Blomkvist, Lisbeth’s lover 

and a journalist, who represents the opposite of Zala: he is a truth-searching, passionate 

investigator who can be seen as a saviour of women, particularly Lisbeth. Throughout 

91 Sarah Dohoney Byrne, “Meeting the Legal Needs of Human-Trafficking Survivors”, Wake Forest Law 

Review 52 (1): 380, https://search-ebscohost- 

com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bth&AN=124408242&site=ehost-live. 

https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/login.aspx?direct=true&amp;db=bth&amp;AN=124408242&amp;site=ehost-live
https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/login.aspx?direct=true&amp;db=bth&amp;AN=124408242&amp;site=ehost-live
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the novel, it is discovered that Lisbeth has suffered different forms of violence, from her 

father’s, to being raped by Nils Bjurman, her former guardian, who is later a suspect in 

murdering Dag Svensson and Mia Johansson, Mikael’s friends. For the sake of suspense 

and critique of the media and  its representation of women, Lisbeth is publicly accused 

of those murders. Larsson portrays his characters as the exact opposite of each other: 

Lisbeth is a victim, Zala a mean perpetrator, and Blomkvist a saviour. The novel ends in 

a cliff-hanger, and the story continues in the third part of the trilogy. The trilogy has  

also been depicted in an on-screen version. 

 

4.1.1. The Girl Who Plays with Fire: themes, characters and Nordic noir 
 

If we analyse time, space, and society’s reaction in The Girl who Played with Fire, we 

can see that the timeframe is similar to Volpi’s novel. It has been published in 2006, and 

although there have been many flows of trafficking in Sweden after that, it still 

represents recent reality. The novel is situated in Sweden (Stockholm), and in other 

places, which are a temporary scenery. The most interesting element in this novel’s 

context is social acceptance, since one of the main topics Larsson presents, is the 

criticism of the media and its reporting on violence and sex. 

The novel portrays many themes, and for the purpose of this thesis, I am firstly focusing 

on characterization of personas who have been involved in sex trafficking in the novel. 

The goal is to connect the features of those character to profile of victims and 

perpetrators of sex trafficking. Secondly, I am looking into the involvement of the state 

into anti-sex trafficking policies and, thirdly, into the response/influence of the media  

on how sex trafficking is represented to society. In her article ‘Purity or Danger? The 

Establishment of Sex Trafficking as a Social Problem in Sweden, Heber also  

investigates the involvement of media, police and government into sex trafficking and 

makes an overview of the influence of each of the three actors.92 Similarly, the reader 

can interpret from the novel how the those actors establish sex trafficking as a crucial 

problem on their agendas. 

There are numerous characters in The Girl who Played with Fire, and the most  

important ones are Lisbeth Salander, Mikael Blomkvist and Alexander Zalachenko, a 

92 Anita Heber, “Purity or Danger? The Establishment of Sex Trafficking as a Social Problem in 

Sweden”, European Journal of Criminology (August 2018): 10, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876. 
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passionate woman, a detective and a criminal mastermind. In this novel, women are not 

only represented as victims. Although the power relations show the dominance of men, 

and one of the prevailing topics is still violence against women, (a defender of women  

is Blomkvist) this time the woman have an active voice and fight towards injustice. 

Family roles and network in sex trafficking is a common point in both novels. 

Zalachenko is Salander’s father, however their relationship is not based on participation, 

respect or love. Salander is rebellious, and she does not follow the steps or ideals of her 

father. Lisbeth Salander is represented as a hero feminist, who knows how to defend 

herself, and who is not victimised despite what she has been through: she endured the 

trauma of rape and being shut in a mental institution. She is intelligent yet aggressive, 

impulsive, strong, independent and in a way searching for protection. There are  

different opinions about Salander, mostly provided by columnists and writers who 

reviewed Larsson’s trilogy. Many critiques arise regarding his portrayal of the main 

character, and on the other hand, she is seen as a fierce individual. Nick Cohen, a 

columnist for the Observer, supports the claim of Rooney Mara, an American 

Hollywood actress who embodied Lisbeth Salander in the on-screen Millennium book 

trilogy.93 Mara said that “Salander is not a feminist, and nor is Larsson.”94 In my  

opinion, there is some logic in her claim. Salander is described as a “warrior-queen 

heroine”95 by those authors who are in line with Larsson’s political beliefs, yet she does 

not always embody feminist ideals, at least not in the way to help empower other 

victims. For the purpose of suspense and more intriguing plot, created to attract bigger 

masses of readers, Lisbeth Salander fights the system in a quite unique way. She could 

be described as a character from a sci-fi novel, who in a Robin Hood-esque manner 

searches for justice and punishes the evil, and therefore transforms her bad acts into 

justifiable deeds. It is an opinion of every individual to say whether Lisbeth can be 

exempted of a legal punishment for the crimes she committed. From that point of view, 

she can be seen as a non-feminist. Nonetheless, the discussion on feminism is secondary 

in this thesis. Even though Larsson wanted to convey a message of feminism in his 

 

93 The Millennium novel Trilogy consist of Stieg Larsson's three novels, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, 

The Girl Who Played with Fire and The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest. 
94 Nick Cohen, “Stieg Larsson Was an Extremist, Not a Feminist”, The Guardian, 8 January 2012, sec. 

Opinion, accessed 10 May 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jan/08/nick-cohen- 

stieg-larsson. 
95 Joan Acocella, “Stieg Larsson and the Scandinavian Right”, New Yorker, 26 July 2011, accessed May 

25, 2019, https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/stieg-larsson-and-the-scandinavian-right. 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jan/08/nick-cohen-stieg-larsson
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jan/08/nick-cohen-stieg-larsson
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novel, the reader can take into account that his characters are neo-romanticised, 

therefore they are represented as idealised people, whose actions can be justified due to 

a bigger force of evil, usually happening without their control. The romanticism of 

characters happens due to the genre of the novel, Nordic or Scandinavian Noir, a 

specific crime genre related to Scandinavian or Nordic space. In a comprehensive study 

on the Nordic noir as a genre, especially on television, the authors Anne Marit Waade 

and Kim Toft Hansen explore the history and the development of the notion.96  In 

chapter five of the book Locating Nordic Noir, they look into the neoromanticism in 

Scandinavian crime fiction, particularly regarding the description of nature. They also 

claim that Nordic noir as a television genre “owes a lot to internationally sold novels of 

Scandinavian crime fiction.”97 

Nordic noir therefore constructs a background for film representation of criminal novels 

and sets a frame for popularity of the stories. Of course, the popularity of Scandinavian 

crime fiction does not directly correlate to a high quality of novels or their on-screen 

adaptations. The reason why I chose to analyse The Girl Who Played with Fire is not 

due to its internationalisation or popularity. Of course, because of it, I was familiarised 

with the trilogy, which made the connection between the research on sex trafficking and 

novel analysis more relevant. The more particular reason for the analysis of Larsson’s 

novel, and not another Swedish novel about sex trafficking, is that it implies critique to 

society through representation of media and police as independent bodies, who are 

involved in sex trafficking, but often show levels of corruption and indirect support to 

criminal organisations. In The Girl Who Plays with Fire, there is a clear depiction of a 

criminal organisation that is responsible for sex trafficking. The leader of this 

organisation turns out to be Lisbeth’s father. The reader is therefore given a family 

connection in the circumstances of abuse and crime, a characteristic that is often 

described by academics in victim profiling. The Head of Mission in International 

Organisation for Migration (IOM) Thomas Weiss, and the Project Leader of Anti- 

Trafficking at IOM in Tunisia, Helene Le Goff, claim in the report that the victim 

 

 

96 Anne Marit Waade and Kim Toft Hansen, Locating Nordic Noir: From Beck to The Bridge (London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), https://doi-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/978-3-319-59815-4. 
97 Anne Marit Waade and Kim Toft Hansen, “Stieg Larsson and Scandinavian Crime Literature as a 

Stepping Stone” in Locating Nordic Noir: From Beck to The Bridge (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2017), 113, https://doi-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/978-3-319-59815-4. 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/978-3-319-59815-4
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usually takes part of violent family surroundings.98 Although Lisbeth is not a victim of 

sex trafficking, she has suffered violence from an early age. Moreover, she is a victim of 

rape, and has developed behaviours that are characteristic for victims of violence who 

did not have a process of heling after a traumatic experience. What is  more interesting 

in this case is Lisbeth’s father, who is the main perpetrator. He constructed a violent 

family environment for his daughter and his wife. His name is Russian, Zalachenko, 

therefore he represents the stereotype of a deceitful Easter European criminal. Larsson 

makes a clear distinction between Zalachenko, and Michael Blomkvist, who could be 

seen as an honest Swede. That distinction was generally perceived as problematic in 

Heber’s article Purity or Danger? The Establishment of Sex Trafficking as a Social 

Problem in Sweden.99
 

4.2. Las elegidas: how prostitution becomes a family matter 
 

In Jorge Volpi’s Las elegidas, prostitution and sex trafficking seem to surround every- 

day lives in Tlaxcala. The readers follow the story of a family, where a father with his 

two sons recruit young girls into the business, by creating a loving relationship with 

them. This novel deals with many characters and their (love) stories: Chino and Salvina, 

Luciano and Inés, Mayo, Vibora, el Gato, Gringo and Ulises. It is situated in 

Tenancingo, Tlaxcala, and inspired by the real story of human trafficking that was 

revealed in 2001, in which three brothers, Julio, Tomás and Luciano Salazár Juárez, 

were responsible of kidnapping and recruiting young girls for prostitution between 

Tijuana in Baja California, Mexico and San Ysidro in California, United States. The 

novel is written in verse, therefore it is compiled of various poems and implies a 

symbolic discourse from the beginning to an end. It often describes landscape and 

environment, and more rarely directly refers to the characters. The characters are 

referred to by nicknames, which is a characteristic socio-cultural indicator of lower and 

middle-class of the society. In an interview for an online periodical Sin Embargo, the 

author claims that “the story is horrible, and because of that he had to find a way to give 

strength to the story, without damaging the horror and without sounding 

 

 

98 Helene LeGoff and Thomas Lothar Weiss, La trata de personas en Mexico: Diagnostico sobre la 

asistencia a victimas/Human Trafficking in Mexico (International Organisation for Migration, Mexico 

City, 2011), 52, http://cedoc.inmujeres.gob.mx/documentos_download/trata_de%20personas_05.pdf. 
99 Anita Heber, “Purity or Danger?”, 10, https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876. 
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sensationalist”100, meaning the genre would be compared to the one of gossip 

magazines. Volpi comments that the story of Las Elegidas is not only about sex 

trafficking, however it shows that Mexico is going through hard times. He says that 

“Mexico faces a big citizen crisis, where instead of being taken to a better place, the 

situation is the exact opposite.”101 Whereas the story is representative of the situation 

that happens in today’s Mexico, can be interpreted differently, and the author stresses 

the fact that the novel is fictional, but can nonetheless discuss ethical issues in the 

country. 

4.2.1. Las elegidas: narratological characteristics, characters and impunity 
 

Regarding narratological attributes that are analysed in both novels, characterisation is 

one of the main differences between the two stories, yet it is a common point for victim 

empowerment. The characters in Las elegidas are not described in detail, as are the ones 

in The Girl. Female characters take less initiative, are not usually rebellious, and they 

are not ascribed attributes that could show their resistance to the system. The author 

takes certain distance in personalising the characters, whereas Larsson explicitly shows 

how the characters should be perceived. The advantage of Volpi’s narrative style is that 

the reader has more freedom to interpret the characters and their connection to the plot. 

Volpi therefore leaves space for a more imaginative interpretation of fiction as a genre, 

even though his story is based on a real event. Another difference between the novels 

can be perceived in the distribution of power. Even though the main storyline in Las 

Elegidas narrates female forced prostitution, the power relation between men and 

women is obvious: men decide upon the destiny of women. The dual relation between 

men and women can be noticed in their names: men have nicknames, which  

demonstrate their strong and fearless character, such as Lobato (big wolf), el Garzo and 

el Vibora; female characters are called by their proper names. Power relation between 

the male and female counterparts is additionally shown in the comparison between the 

men as the owner and the women as the servant:102
 

Chino settled in the bulk 
 

 
100 Mónica Maristain, “(Interview): Las elegidas de Jorge Volpi, Un tratado contra la trata/ A treatry with 
traffickig”, SinEmbargo MX, accessed 27 May 2019, https://www.sinembargo.mx/28-09-2015/1499048. 
101 Monica Marstain, “Interwiew: Las elegidas.” 
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caressing her contaminated feet; 

he licked them like a dog, 

first the thumb and then the instep, 

The ankle, the leg, the tempestuous muscles; 

either Azucena was sleeping soundlessly, 

or she was playing dumb, that bitch. 

This relationship is also observed by Angelica Marciel, a professor of Mexican  

literature at the University of Guadalajara, in her online essay.103 She observes that 

Chino is described as the possessor of Azucena’s body, and the adjectives describing 

him are humane. However, Azucena is related to a thing, a stone, and is called dumb  

and a bitch. Those adjectives, in my opinion, depersonalize the woman, to the point 

where she is insulted, intellectually and physically. If a woman manages to break the 

pattern of objectification, she is considered a traitor: […] we are traitors, dust slag, we 

negate the tradition of our mothers, our grandmothers, the mothers of our grandmothers, 

we resist the customs and the silence, that cannot be forgiven, we will not be forgiven 

[…]104 These words indicate a woman’s primary instincts, and her expectations of 

herself in the society that surrounds her. A reader can also feel disappointments, regret 

and fear of this woman, because she dared to disobey the system. 

Despite not being in the same alignment of power positions, some women support the 

chain of prostitution by behaving like men. In his interview with El País, Volpi states, 

that some women join the traffickers as a proof of gratitude: “Some women who have 

been subjected to trafficking are rescued by trafficking gang members, so they become 

involved in such activities, out of gratitude. Sometimes, they use levels of violence that 

are superior to their male colleagues”.105 Such case is mentioned in the novel, where one 

of ‘the chosen ones’ recriminates the woman who sold her: “You spoke about cash, but 

didn’t mention that the same pigs are going to fuck me”.106 The reasons for betrayal of 

other women can be interpreted in different ways, and I believe it has to do with 

impunity. Volpi describes impunity as “the evil of Mexico”. It is also often mentioned 

103 “El discurso violento del cuerpo animalizado en Las elegidas, de Jorge Volpi”, SENALC, accessed 1 

July 2019, http://senalc.com/2018/12/01/el-discurso-violento-del-cuerpo-animalizado-en-las-elegidas-de- 
jorge-volpi/. 
104 Jorge Volpi, Las elegidas, 133. 
105 Alba Casas, “La ficción permite al lector sentir como víctima y como verdugo”, El País, 27 May 2016, 

sec. Cultura, https://elpais.com/cultura/2016/05/24/actualidad/1464097920_687326.html. 

http://senalc.com/2018/12/01/el-discurso-violento-del-cuerpo-animalizado-en-las-elegidas-de-jorge-volpi/
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as one of the crucial reasons of the flourishing of drug and sex trafficking, by scholars 

such as Victoria Rietig, and in official reports, such as the UN national diagnosis on 

trafficking in Mexico.107 An interesting fact about trafficking recruiters is that in  

Mexico, more than 62% of them are female, since women usually generate more trust in 

other women and children.108 This fact disassembles the stereotype of only male dealers 

and challenges gender roles in the chain of sex trafficking. 

The story of Las elegidas does not only indicate the impunity of the juridical system, it 

also coincides with a stereotype of the sex trade facilitators and the prostitute, described 

in Woman pullers: pimping and sex trafficking in a Mexican Border City.109 This study 

was conducted in Tijuana, which is one of the major collectors of trafficking in Mexico, 

and is also mentioned in the story of the Juarez brothers. The study focused on the 

pimps’ perspective on prostitution. Very few of them talk about forced prostitution in 

their interviews, in fact many of them refer to Tijuana as the “epitome of Mexico’s sex 

industry.”110 The author of this article raises the issue about the validity of gathered 

information, due to the possibility that the pimps wanted to protect themselves from 

criminalisation. He underlines that in forced prostitution violence is not always 

necessary, since mere promise of money or emotional manipulation would suffice for 

the women to abide.111 Here we can turn back to the description of the victim and the 

process of recruitment of victims, described in the OIM report called The trafficking of 

persons in Mexico: diagnosis of assistance to the victims. Recruitment of victims is 

described as the first step in the circle of sex trafficking and the first task of recruiters is 

to make the victim fall in love.112 This pattern is also noticeable in Las elegidas. The 

OIM report specifically mentions the state of Tlaxcala, which is the setting of Las 
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elegidas. The link to the trafficking as a way of live clarifies why Tlaxcala is indicative 

of the situation of sex trafficking in Mexico: 113
 

In some communities in the state of Tlaxcala human trafficking is understood as an 

option of a way of life for men. Those men preform as recruiters and are  called 

‘padrotes or caifanes’. According to the thesis Trafficking of human beings: Padrotes, 

initiation and modus operandi, by Oscar Montiel Torres, being a padrote means that the 

man – from his adolescent years on – learns how to seduce, convince and prostitute 

women. 

Considering that extensive research has been done on the profile of victims and 

perpetrators, either female or male, it could be beneficiary to include profiling of dealers 

in the Law to Prevent and Sanction Human Trafficking and its regulation, to better the 

process of prevention and assistance to the possible victims of trafficking. 

4.3. Survivors’ empowerment represented in the novels: what policies help to establish 

empowerment as a tool against sex trafficking? 
 

Since empowerment in one of the crucial notions in this thesis, I would like to 

demonstrate how it is notified in the novel. First, I will demonstrate how  the three 

actors, media, government and police influence the public opinion of prostitution and 

crime. As mentioned before, sex trafficking is linked to criminal organisations in 

Sweden and in Mexico, as well as many other countries. Following the example of 

Heber, who analyses these actors in regards to sex trafficking in Sweden, and taking  

into account Larsson’s critique of the media, this section shows how the connection 

between actors dictates power relations, and how power can be given to different actors 

if there is more focus on developing strategies for victim empowerment. 

Larsson indicates the corruption in media by mentioning various times that the media 

holds strong connections to the government. Since The Girl Who Plays with Fire is 

written an a detective-novel style, the involvement of police is inevitable. The main 

issue regarding media reports is how they portray the female victims, compared to the 

male ones. Image of women in the mass media is mentioned when a friend of Mikael 

Blomkvist, Lisbeth’s friend and a prominent journalist, publishes a book about gender 

problems in media. Larsson certainly includes a feminist view on female participation in 

 

113 LeGoff and Weiss, Human Trafficking in Mexico, 63-64. 
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media, as well as in sex trafficking. Besides Lisbeth, there are a few other female 

characters that support his idea of female rebellion against the power distribution 

between men and women in Swedish society. Mia Johansson and Erika Berger also 

portray feminist ideals, but the three women have a different approach in exercising 

their ideas:114
 

There was an old-man atmosphere about the newspaper that was causing a steady 

decline in the new-subscriber rate. Berger was a powerful journalist. She had clout. 

Putting a woman—a feminist no less —in charge of one of Sweden’s most conservative 

and male-dominated institutions was a provocative and bold idea. Everyone was agreed. 

Well, almost everyone. The ones who counted were all on his side. 

The perspective shifts depending on the character, and mostly depending on the 

narrator. In the upper paragraph, Bergen is described by Larsson. He also describes 

Johansson or Salander as fierce feminists, however, the image of Salander in the media 

is undoubtedly negative115: 

When all the media assertions were put together, the police appeared to be hunting for a 

psychotic lesbian who had joined a cult of Satanists that propagandized for S&M sex 

and hated society in general and men in particular. Because Salander had been abroad 

for the past year, there might be international connections too. 

The exposure of corruption in the media, intertwined with the support of the 

government, is one of the biggest critiques Larsson makes in the novel. Salander is 

described as a man-hater, because that was the image the media wanted to give out to 

public. The issue gets more complicated when it comes to a chain of sex trafficking, 

instead of one person. Sweden’s situation at the time is very well described in the 

paragraph on page 58:116
 

We have a government that introduced a tough sex-trade law, we have police who are 

supposed to see to it that the law is obeyed, and we have courts that are supposed to 

convict sex criminals—we call the johns sex criminals since it has become a crime to 

buy sexual services—and we have the media, which write indignant articles about the 

subject, et cetera. At the same time, Sweden is one of the countries that imports  the 

most prostitutes per capita from Russia and the Baltics. 

What can be understood here is that situation on sex trafficking seems to be under 

control, until all the actors are revised. Generally speaking, the numbers of trafficking 
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victims in Sweden are not so high, especially compared to Mexico.117 In 2017, there has 

been an estimation of 212 trafficked persons, while in Mexico, the number revolve 

around 600, not to mention the difficulties that the authorities confront in order to keep 

track of real numbers.118 Nevertheless, the profile of victims in the novel matches the 

stereotype of them reproduced in Swedish society. Mostly they are brought from former 

Soviet countries, have low level of education and poor financial statues. The girls and 

women that are trafficked, often do not have a choice of escaping from the circle, and in 

the novel Larsson expresses his frustration with the apathy from society to establish a 

fight against sex trafficking119: 

In this sense there is a sort of gender perspective to my thesis. It’s not often that a 

researcher can establish roles along gender lines so clearly. Girls—victims; boys— 

perpetrators. Apart from a handful of women working on their own who profit from the 

sex trade, there is no other form of criminality in which the sex roles themselves are a 

precondition for the crime. Nor is there any other form of criminality in which social 

acceptance is so great, or which society does so little to prevent. 

Sex trafficking in Sweden is presented as a serious problem in The Girl Who Plays with 

Fire, and the author stresses that the issue does not receive enough media and authority 

support to be successfully prevented. One of the tools to effective prevention strategies 

against sex trafficking is empowerment of possible victims. The description of victims 

in the novel correspond to Edwards and Gill description  of transnational organised 

crime and can be well-linked to the Swedish narrative. Discussion about transnational 

organised crime (TOC) becoming a threat to the Western sphere of the world in The 

politics of ‘transnational organized crime’: discourse, reflexivity and the narration of 

‘threat’ links TOC to political support.120 Edwards and Gill write about the narrative of 

TOC and how can this narrative attract political support. They mention the post-Cold 

War era as a boundary marker, where the distinction between the West and the rest of 

the world became even stronger. Coming from this, Heber therefore describes sex 

trafficking as an external threat from outsiders against ‘us’, the citizens of the Western 
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world.121 The victims are also considered as outsiders in Sweden, due to their Eastern 

precedence. In the novel, they are described as helpless individuals, who do not obtain 

the tools to combat sex trafficking:122
 

Either she goes out and fucks dirty old men or she risks being abused and tortured by  

her pimp. The girls can’t run away—they don’t know the language, they don’t know the 

law, and they don’t know where they could turn. They can’t go home because their 

passports have been taken away, and in the case of the brothel madam the girls were 

locked in an apartment. 

What can be taken from this quote, is the lack of empowerment the victims have in the 

circle of forced prostitution. Usually researchers create a common profile of a victim, 

meaning most women correspond to that image. A very similar victim profile,  to the 

one described by Anita Heber in Sweden, is described by Rosario Esteinou in 

Mexico.123 However, victim profiling can have many negative effects as well. In 

Labelling the Victims of Sex Trafficking: Exploring the Borderland between Rhetoric 

and Reality the authors stress the negative influence of profiling the victims. According 

to Sandra Walklate, a professor at Liverpool University, victimologists consider labels 

as social constructions, even the ones for a victim.124 A Norwegian criminologist Nils 

Christie established five characteristics of an ideal victim, from describing the victim’s 

physical state (old, sick) to establishing a personal relationship between the victim and 

the perpetrator.125 For the purpose of this paper, the characteristics of victims are 

included, however, the more important statement is the distinction between an ideal and 

a non-ideal victim. The authors conclude that experienced adult prostitutes are not 

considered as ideal victims, even though they are raped by their clients.126 Trafficking 

victims are somewhere in between a range of an ideal and non-ideal victim, depending 

on their background story: how much experience they have, and how they entered the 

cycle of prostitution. This creates a problem in the perception of prostitutes as victims in 

121 Anita Heber, “Purity or Danger?”, 3. https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370818794876. 
122 Stieg Larsson, The Girl Who Played with Fire, 66. 
123 Rosario Esteinou, “Selling Bodies and Sexual Exploitation: Prostitution in Mexico in Global 
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the eyes of the public. The problem occurs due to the victim’s representation in media, 

as in Larsson’s novel, where the difference is obvious, observing two characters:  

Lisbeth Salander and Mia Johansson. Salander was represented as a man-hater, yet the 

story of her being abused as a child and raped later never came out. Johansson was 

represented as a feminist, who was about to expose many prostitution clients, and in the 

media, she was seen as a “sweet and intelligent young woman, who had a successful 

career in front of her”, therefore her murder was a complete shock to the public.127 In 

addition to how victims of the same gender can be shaped by media, the perception of a 

victim can also be culturally shaped. In one of the articles in the Journal of Evidence- 

Informed Social Work, Providing services to trafficking survivors: Understanding 

practices across the globe, the authors discuss how cultural norms define whether 

someone is a trafficking victim:128
 

Cultural norms influence the definition of human trafficking and who is considered to 

be a human trafficking survivor. Culture influences the intersection of race, gender, 

class, and labour and the way in which a country’s understanding of race, gender, class, 

and labour impact its conception of human trafficking. Additionally, these norms impact 

the ways in which communities prevent, suppress, and punish human trafficking. 

 

This statement connects to the issue of intersectionality, that is normally present in 

prostitution, especially in Mexico. To a certain extent it explains why in Mexico there a 

high level of apathy towards sex trafficking or gender-violence victims. Volpi says that 

he decided to incorporate a factual story of human trafficking into a fiction novel to 

raise social awareness of the problem. Awareness is the first step of combating sex 

trafficking, and to establish a successful fight, all levels of intervention should be 

included in the issue. In this study conducted to provide services to trafficking 

survivors, the authors mention three levels of policies, implemented by advocates that 

work in the field of sex trafficking: individual, collaborative and societal/public 

approach.129 The participants interviewed in this study belong to different geographical 

regions around the world and different sectors of organisations. The participants agreed 

that to be able to empower trafficking survivors it is crucial to collaborate with other 
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organisations.130 That way the centres are able to provide adequate help to victims and 

start a process of empowerment. When targeting a specific group or an individual 

survivor, the organisations want to provide help on a community-level, in order for the 

survivors to better integrate to a society. Successful integration of the survivors to 

societies is likely the biggest factor for empowerment. Advocates for anti-human 

trafficking underline a few factors that provide better services to survivors: government 

recognition of THB, linked to bigger budget for human trafficking interventions, inter- 

organisation collaboration to achieve a holistic process of integration, defining success 

on an individual level, created specifically for each survivor, and lastly cultural 

sensitivity, which entails inclusion of cultural differences.131 The latter is sometimes 

neglected, however, if there are differences between definitions on THB based on 

cultural imageries, consequently, there is a distinction in legal definition as well. 

Creating a more unanimous legal definition that corresponds to all countries is a  

difficult task, but the law can diminish the misinterpretations about eligibility of 

trafficking victims. The mentioned factors are likewise, in my opinion, milestones for 

the empowerment of trafficking victims. 

The authors also touch upon of a language-related obstacle, and I have made the same 

observations when researching about the profile of trafficking victims. Many of the 

survivors lack the language skills of the country of their stay, so it is also important to 

provide translators and language courses. I believe that can be the case in Sweden and in 

Mexico: in Sweden, the obstacle is created with the survivors from Easter European 

countries, especially Ukraine and Russia, and in Mexico, domestic victims are often 

trafficked to the United States, just like in the story of the trafficking line by Suárez 

brothers. 

 

4.3.1. Empowerment through laws, education and sectoral policies 
 

People awareness of laws makes a difference: therefore, legal knowledge is crucial for 

the law to make a change in a society. For example, in eight countries, men who  

reported “awareness of laws addressing violence against women, were nearly 50 percent 
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more likely to prevent a stranger’s act of violence.”132 Proper dissemination of 

information about laws and legal rights can be effective to raise awareness on gender 

rights, as well as human trafficking. World Bank Group’s report Empowering Women 

and Girls for Shared Prosperity suggests the importance of legal empowerment 

strategies. Their implementation can help convey principles of equality into practice.133 

In order to increase women’s agency, the researchers from World Bank Group focus on 

three different aspects: expanding economic opportunities, designing gender-responsive 

social protection and increasing access to quality education. An example from El 

Salvador, Ciudad Mujer, is given, where community-based centres for women were 

built to reassure vocational training and community education.134 Besides economic 

independence, social security and education are crucial for independence and self- 

agency development. A simple example of cash or transfer assets provides women from 

developing countries, such as Mexico, an augmented feeling of security.135 Moreover, 

education of young girls is especially an effective tool of empowerment and prevention 

of human trafficking. Many of the possible victims have little or no access to education, 

and consequently, they lack the agency or knowledge to fight trafficking. The World 

Bank Group report emphasises that higher educated women have more autonomy in 

making decisions.136 Therefore, expanding these policies to the service centres for sex 

trafficking victims, can hinder the circle of sex trafficking, and permanently add 

empowerment of victims as a fourth pillar of combating sex trafficking. Cultural 

narratives can hinder the process of empowerment but can lead to establishing it as well. 

The misinterpretations of human trafficking survivors are often created by cultural 

narratives of a nation and of law. Denying that someone is a victim, or a survivor 

depends on the environment and the cultural understanding of sex trafficking. Cultural 

narratives shape legal definitions, as showed in the case of La Manada. Proper  

treatment of sex trafficking survivors, such as including them in communities by 

fighting the stigma of prostitution, teaching them the language, and strive towards 
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economic independence, provide the survivors with different tools of empowerment, 

and help ending the circle of sex trafficking. Legal protection is especially important, as 

well as having a unanimous definition of sex trafficking, to avoid culturally 

appropriating the law. Additionally, according to research on survivors’ inclusion into 

society, mentioned in Providing Services to Trafficking Survivors,137 the organisations 

that already support the empowerment policies and work on recovery systems for 

survivors, can improve the results by working closer with international organisation and 

the government. 
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Conclusion 

In this thesis, I decided to compare such different countries as Mexico and Sweden to 

support my claim that sex trafficking is a worldwide problem. Based on the differences 

in the countries societal structure, the legal code, which in Sweden is considered very 

strict, and the level on how often sex trafficking occurs and it is punished, it seems like 

the two countries cannot be compared. However, the novel analysis, where the focus is 

on media, politics and legal perception of sex trafficking, show that there are more 

similarities than expected, in victim profile of sex trafficking (referred to 

intersectionality), as in the message that the governments and media give to the public, 

even though they act differently in practice. Moreover, a comparison of sex trafficking 

survivors in such different cultural realities demonstrates that cultural narratives define 

the success or failure of combating sex trafficking and empowerment of trafficking 

survivors can become a focal common point of different cultural and legal systems, to 

lower the number of sex trafficking victims, and possibly even eradicate sex trafficking. 

The cultural narratives can hinder empowerment of the survivors, due to stigma, shame 

and social disapproval. Authors have already suggested what can be done to achieve 

empowerment and with these considerations, there is a possibility or viewing 

empowerment as a fourth pillar. Mexico and Sweden are two different social realities 

but the fight against sex trafficking is something they have in common, together with  

the empowerment strategies they can implement in order to fight the cultural narratives 

of law on trafficking Altogether, the connection between the empowerment theory, 

narratology in law and its cultural narratives, helps to arrive to the conclusion of this 

thesis, demonstrating that cultural narratives of the law hinder the process of 

empowerment of trafficking survivors to a great extent, in fiction and reality. For 

empowerment to form the fourth element of an anti-trafficking model, it is necessary to 

first tackle issues as government and media corruption, impunity, and to better the 

relationship between national and international organisations. 
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