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Since the 1970s, women entering Britain have been subject to scrutiny, both physically and legally, based on traditional ideas of female morality and sexuality.

Most explicit example of this scrutiny was ‘virginity testing’ carried out immigration officers at Heathrow and at British High Commissions in late 1970s.

In contemporary times, this notion of scrutiny has also arisen in the British Government’s dealings with the victims of human trafficking. 



Social utility of migrant women and testing 
virginity 

“He was wearing rubber gloves and took 
some medicine out of a tube and put it n 
some cotton and inserted it into me. He 
said he was deciding whether I was 
pregnant before. I said that he could see 
that without doing anything to me, but he 
said there was no need to get shy.”

(35 year old Indian woman as reported in The Guardian, 1 
February, 1979, p. 1)
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The procedure known as ‘virginity testing’ gained notoriety in February 1979 when reported in The Guardian. 

Melanie Phillips reported that a 35 year old Indian woman, brought from India by her fiancée, was examined to ‘test’ whether she was a genuine wife-to-be, who had not borne children and who was still a virgin.

Pratibha Parmar states that this practice was ‘based on the racist and sexist assumption that Asian women from the subcontinent are always virgins before they get married’, when this was actually an ‘absurd generalisation’.

The practice of virginity ‘testing’ seemed to be based upon the notion that by physically verifying the existence of the hymen, or its lack thereof, a doctor could ascertain whether a woman had had sexual intercourse, which is not actually so. As the feminist magazine Spare Rib stated, ‘of course you can’t prove virginity by sticking a finger up a vagina – not every woman has a hymen’.

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/65/Heathrow_Airport_radar_tower_P1180333.jpg


‘Virginity testing’ based on three false 
assumptions:

1) That there was an overwhelming number of 
migrants who had obtained entry into Britain 
by falsely claiming to be fiancées

2) That Asian wives-to-be should be virgins

3) That one can verify virginity by physical 
examination
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In the ‘virginity testing’ case, the authorities at first denied the procedure had taken place when it was reported in The Guardian. 

The Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) announced that it was to investigate immigration control procedures, which was challenged by the Home Office in court. 

CRE’s 1985 report was wide-ranging, but left many things, such as the ‘virginity testing’, unexplored in any detail. Many of the report’s recommendations were not implemented by the Government wholeheartedly. 

A new report, conducted mainly by the National Centre for Social Research, was released in 2007, which highlighted many of the same concerns as the 1985 report. 

A major part of our project is looking at these reports and their analysis of the decision making of immigration officers in regards to migrant women.




Immigration 
OfficerEvaluating potential 

entrants under ‘fair’ 
guidelines of 
economic status
(Kandy Woodfield et al, 
Exploring the Decision 
Making of Immigration 
Officers, Home Office 
Online Report, 2007, p. v)

Pressure from 
senior level to 
meet target of 
expulsion numbers
(Home Office UK Border 
Agency, Enforcing the 
Deal, Enforcement 
Business Plan 2008-09, p. 
21)

Immigration officers compelled by pressures of meeting 
performance targets, while acting within professional 

guidelines

Immigration officers and  the decision-
making process
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The report, Exploring the Decision Making of Immigration Officers, found that ‘economic credibility’ was the most significant factor in immigration guidelines. 

But it also found that immigration officers ‘work in a highly pressurised and complex environment’ and ‘their decisions… have to take into account a wide range of factors’.

One of the most alarming pressures placed upon officers was Border Agency Targets. The 2007-08 Target put pressure on officers to remove 1,400 immigration ‘offenders’ per month, or one ‘offender’ every 8 minutes. 

These pressures and the emphasis placed upon the discretionary powers of individual officers have a major impact on how trafficked owmen are dealt with under British immigration control. 



Irregular 
•No civil values

•Used by traffickers and demanders
•Abject status

Subject with legal value
•Victim and witness

•Abject value partially suspended

Irregular
•No civil values

•Diminished commercial value
•Abject value reinstated

Shifting the 
spacio-

temporal 
concept of 

borders

Enduring 
status as triply 

deviant 
person

Background: Trafficking in women 
for sexual exploitation 
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The poppy project report

The treatment of trafficked women by Home Office is based on the utility of their body:

More likely to be treated favourably if they can provide assistance to the State, ie testifying against traffickers
Treatment depends on what women can offer to others
Marmo & La Forgia: ‘trafficked women assumer a civil utility: they are avowed, valued and sheltered in the guise of being a witness’
‘They are imported, used and consumed by the sex industry first and by the legal system later’
The definition of ‘victim’ is not arbitrary and depends on the individual discretion of immigration officers




The female body and the Immigration 
Officer

• Integrity of the female body 
and moral value attached:
– Moral community to be 

sheltered 
– Before: 1979-81 physical, 

intrusive, violence; interior 
state as evidence of 
immorality

– Now?

• The role of immigration 
officer
– Scrutinise and decide on 

the basis of body image
– Before: discretionary 

powers to decide on legal 
status attached to integrity 
of the body and value of 
the woman

– Now?
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More emphasis has been placed on keeping undesirable migrants, rather than offering assistance to the victims of traffickers
Women were viewed as complicit in illegal migration and often detained and/or deported

There is a continuity between the ‘virginity testing’ of the 1970s and treatment of victims of human trafficking:
Discretionary powers used by immigration officers

The view that immigration procedures lacked transparency or full accountability

Migrant women, via both regular and irregular migration channels, are ‘victims’ of the discretionary powers of immigration control officers






Before and now: The ‘control’ of 
migrant women is intersectional

Gender

Nationalities
‘aliens’ 

(as opposite to ‘guests
Race

Economic Factors



Irony of the two cases

• Before: way in 
Full scrutiny - internal 

(medical) check for 
purity / integrity

• Contemporary: way out
external (superficial, no 
medical or specialistic) 
check for (potential) 
victims of trafficking

Way in

Dynamic 
border 
imposed 
upon them

Physical border
respected Way out
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Recommendation 3
In order to implement, successfully, its commitment to a victim-centred approach to human trafficking, the Government must ensure that those authorising detention are able to identify victims of trafficking. In addition, immigration personnel should understand the related physical and psychological health needs of this particular group, as well as their subsequent healthcare requirements. 

Recommendation 6
Where detention is imposed immediately following an immigration raid, immigration officials should refer women to a specialist NGO (such as the POPPY Project) for a comprehensive assessment of her trafficking experience, rather than undertake questioning themselves. If a referral is not possible, women should be offered the same needs assessment within the first 24 hours of being detained. This must be carried out by appropriately trained medical staff, with a female interpreter present.
Sarah Stephen-Smith (2008) ‘Prisoners with no crime: detention of trafficked women in UK'





Body reveals that which the surveiller 
wants to see

Violent outcome
(as aliens and others)

Before:
Interior check / state as 
evidence of immorality

Contemporary:
interiority read through 

reading the body superficially
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Intrusive invasion of female body in the 1970-80s has been replaced by these processes which are as violent as before
Body reveals that which the surveiller wants to see:
Before: Interior state as evidence of immorality
Now: interiority read by reading the body superficially – not ostensibly so violent but still produces violent effects

The body revels to the Immigration officer a narrative that comes with it (the interiority or superficiality) as aliens and others




Recommendation 3
• In order to implement, successfully, its 

commitment to a victim-centred approach to 
human trafficking, the Government must 
ensure that those authorising detention 
are able to identify victims of trafficking.
In addition, immigration personnel should 
understand the related physical and 
psychological health needs of this 
particular group, as well as their 
subsequent healthcare requirements.



Recommendation 6

• Where detention is imposed immediately following 
an immigration raid, immigration officials should 
refer women to a specialist NGO (such as the 
POPPY Project) for a comprehensive assessment 
of her trafficking experience, rather than undertake 
questioning themselves. If a referral is not possible, 
women should be offered the same needs 
assessment within the first 24 hours of being 
detained. This must be carried out by appropriately 
trained medical staff, with a female interpreter 
present.

(S. Stephen-Smith (2008) ‘Prisoners with no crime: detention of trafficked women in 
UK‘)
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(Sarah Stephen-Smith (2008) ‘Prisoners with no crime: detention of trafficked women in UK'
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