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“I Belong, but Do I Really Belong ?” the 

Suspended Future of the “Modern Slave” in 

British Protection Politics 

EM I L Y  CL I F F O R D  

* 

City St George’s, University of London, UK 

Drawing on interview material with Beth, a Nigerian woman with expe- 
rience of trafficking to the UK, this paper interrogates the future poli- 
tics of British anti-modern slavery policy. I argue that the political time of 
Britain’s approach to modern slavery figures the so-called modern slave 
as a pre-political, temporally suspended “infantile citizen” (Berlant 1997), 
whose expected entry into the public sphere provides the moral justifi- 
cation for territorial and cultural borders. I then discuss how the spectre 
of embodied identity brings this into crisis, as the non-White and the non- 
Western pose a specific threat to the nation by revealing its foundational vi- 
olence. Through my conversation with Beth, I bring these processes of in- 
fantilization and criminalization into sharp relief. In so doing, I reveal the 
temporal impossibility of anti-slavery rhetoric, which positions the modern 

slave in a state of “animated suspension” (Berlant 2011). 

Se fondant sur les matériaux d’un entretien avec Beth, une Nigériane 
familière avec la traite d’êtres humains vers le Royaume-Uni, cet article 
s’interroge sur l’avenir de la politique de lutte contre l’esclavage mod- 
erne en Grande-Bretagne. J’affirme que l’époque politique de l’approche 
britannique de l’esclavage moderne représente l’ � esclave moderne �
comme un � citoyen infantile � (Berlant, 1997) prépolitique et suspendu 

temporellement, dont l’entrée attendue dans la sphère publique justifie 
les frontières territoriales et culturelles sur le plan moral. Je traite ensuite 
de la façon dont le spectre de l’identité incarnée plonge ceci en état de 
crise, car le non-blanc et le non-occidental représentent une menace spéci- 
fique pour la nation en révélant ses violences fondatrices. Au travers de ma 
conversation avec Beth, je mets en exergue ces processus d’infantilisation 

et de criminalisation. Ce faisant, je révèle l’impossibilité temporelle de la 
rhétorique anti-esclavage, qui place l’esclave moderne dans un état de �
suspension animée � (Berlant, 2011). 

Este artículo utiliza material extraído de entrevistas con Beth, una mujer 
nigeriana con experiencia en trata de personas hacia el Reino Unido, con 

el fin de cuestionar la futura política británica contra la esclavitud mod- 
erna. Argumentamos que el tiempo político del enfoque de Gran Bre- 
taña con respecto a la esclavitud moderna se asemeja al llamado esclavo 

moderno, como un �ciudadano infantil � (Berlant 1997) prepolítico y 
temporalmente suspendido, cuya entrada esperada en la esfera pública 
proporciona la justificación moral para las fronteras territoriales y cultur- 
ales. A continuación, debatimos sobre cómo el espectro de la identidad 

representada provoca una crisis a este respecto, ya que lo no blanco y lo 

no occidental representan una amenaza específica para la nación debido 

a que revelan sus violencias fundamentales. A través de nuestra conver- 
sación con Beth, ponemos de manifiesto estos procesos de infantilización 
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2 E. CLIFFORD

y criminalización. En este proceso, revelamos la imposibilidad temporal de 
la retórica antiesclavista, que posiciona al esclavo moderno en un estado 

de �suspensión animada � (Berlant 2011). 
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But do I really belong? I don’t. You never do. Because it is something, like, they give it to you, 
right, but then it’s like, you have it, they won’t tell you this, but you better watch your step. They’ll 
take it away. Do you know what I mean? It can easily be taken away from you. Like, OK, here…
I belong in this country, but I am only belonging for five years. Because after five years, you 
are… and then what? 
(Beth) 

Behind each statistic lies the story of a person or a family who can look forward to a 
better future because of the generosity of the British people. We celebrate that 
( Great Britain. Home Office 2021a , 2). 

I met Beth 

1 as she was beginning her undergraduate degree in children’s nurs-
ng. As we talked, she candidly detailed her human trafficking 

2 experience, which
nvolved a childhood and early adulthood of domestic servitude in Nigeria and
ritain. Now in her early thirties, she exited exploitation 5 years previously by con-
ding in a colleague. From there, the Salvation Army arranged safehouse accom-
odation, and she was entered into the National Referral Mechanism (NRM), the
K’s framework for identifying and supporting people experiencing “modern slav-

ry.”3 Beth now has protected status, secure housing, and is committed to both
vercoming her trauma and seeking justice. 
And yet, Beth’s optimism was inflected with unease. Hers is a success story of

ritish government protection; she describes moving from powerlessness to re-
ilience within the framework of British support mechanisms, ostensibly demon-
trating the strength of Britain’s “world-leading” approach to modern slavery ( Great
ritain. Home Office 2019 , 7). Nevertheless, a temporal analysis of Beth’s experi-
nces casts doubts on this triumphalist account. Beth details feelings of protracted
emporariness, constituted at the point where her imagined future security met
ver more restrictive border controls: “you better watch your step. ” This intensified
hortly after our first meeting, when the Conservative government announced their
ontroversial New Plan for Immigration. This simultaneously promised a “better fu-
ure” for the so-called modern slave whilst setting increasingly restrictive parameters
round who could claim this subjectivity ( Jovanovic 2023 ). In this paper, I draw on
eth’s experiences to problematize the temporal logics shaping Britain’s approach

o modern slavery and their role in wider national politics. 
With an uncritical celebration of Britain’s nineteenth century abolitionists, con-

emporary British anti-modern slavery rhetoric is explicitly temporal, whilst pro-
essing the timeless quality of (neo)liberal development. Critical commentary cap-
1 Beth is a pseudonym chosen by the interviewee. 
2 I use the definition of human trafficking found in Article 4(a) of the Council of Europe Convention on Action 

gainst Trafficking in Human Beings ( 2005 ): “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, 
y means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of 
ower or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a 
erson having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, 
he exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labor or services, slavery 
r practices similar to slavery, servitude, or the removal of organs.” A similar definition is found in The Protocol to 
revent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children ( UN General Assembly 2000 GA 
ES 55/25, 15 November 2000, Article 3a). 

3 I use the term “slavery” to talk about the legal ownership of another, as practiced during the Trans-Atlantic Slave 
rade. “Modern slavery,” on the other hand, encompasses a broad range of exploitative practices including holding 
omeone in slavery or servitude, requiring them to perform forced or compulsory labor, and human trafficking. 

025



“I Belong, but Do I Really Belong?” 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ips/article/19/4/olaf035/8248237 by guest on 15 Septem

ber 2025
tures the silencing effect of these claims at historicization ( Hua 2011 ; O’Connell
Davidson 2015 ; Hua 2018 ; Davies et al. 2024 ). And yet, few researchers have spoken
of the lived implications of this temporal politics vis-à-vis individuals with traffick-
ing experience. This is a crucial element of the puzzle, because the manipulation
of protection-seekers’ lived time contributes to the naturalization of colonially in-
spired social hierarchies ( Canning 2019 ; Shepherd 2024 ). Despite extensive litera-
ture on the temporal dimensions of mobility and protection-seeking ( Jacobsen et
al. 2021 ), then, much less is known about the lived temporalities of post-trafficking
experiences. This constitutes a significant gap in our understanding not only of
the meaning-making processes of those affected, but also of the contextual ways in
which time is manipulated through anti-trafficking work to (re)produce exclusion-
ary politics of belonging. 

This article addresses this lacuna, asking what political work is achieved when the
promise of protection renders Beth’s future unintelligible. This brings literature
on the temporalities of belonging ( Berlant 1997 ; Ramsay 2017 ) together with cri-
tiques of anti-trafficking’s rescue politics ( Hua 2011 ; Kempadoo 2015 ) to highlight
the constitutive role of the timeless modern slave in ideas about Britishness. In so
doing, I contribute to the field of international political sociology by capturing how
subjectivity, belonging, race, and mobility interact within narratives of modern slav-
ery. Doing this not only helps us to better understand the affective experiences of
a hitherto under researched group ( Segrave et al. 2017 ), but also to imagine an
anti-trafficking response that takes these experiences into account. 

In what follows, I begin by briefly discussing the temporal literature on mobil-
ity, belonging, race, and abolitionism, before interrogating the politics of British
anti-modern slavery rhetoric and reflecting on methods. The second half of this
paper returns to my conversation with Beth, exploring how infantilizing and crimi-
nalizing temporal processes positioned her as both desiring of, and threatening to,
national life. This reveals the impossible promise of Britain’s anti-modern slavery
policy, which relies on and reproduces the “animated suspension” ( Berlant 2011 )
of protection-seekers. 

Temporalizing the Modern Slave 

Warped temporalities are central to the experience of migration and protection-
seeking ( Bendixsen and Eriksen 2020 ; Mountz 2020 ; Jacobsen et al. 2021 ). Engen-
dering disruptions or suspensions of time, the migratory experience is often viewed
as a “waiting game” of chronic uncertainty ( Griffiths 2014 , 1991). Many migrants,
like Beth, feel a spatio-temporal liminality, a temporal disjuncture between their
future expectations and their temporary realities ( Hynes 2011 ; Haas 2017 ), which
exacerbates feelings of present and future insecurity ( Drangsland 2020 ). It is this
affective disjuncture and the ways in which it is produced by the state’s bureaucratic
temporal processes that this article seeks to unpack. 

I do this by thinking about how states “steal time” ( Bhatia and Canning 2021 ), in-
strumentalizing temporal technologies 4 to block, deter, or delay access to rights for
“unwanted” migrants ( Masoumi 2021 ; Isaac 2022 ). This categorizes and scripts the
narratives of mobile populations in “simplistic and sanitized ways,” obscuring the
individual’s own temporal construction ( Gill 2009 , 223). Problematizing what can
become “lasting temporariness” ( Oesch 2019 ) reveals tensions between the perma-
nence of this subjectivity—indeed, its designed stasis—and its promised transiency.
Ramsay (2017) sees this temporal control as a technique of sovereign power inso-
far as the perceived temporal liminality—or “different social tense” ( 2017 , 534)—of
refugee communities in Australia exposes them to excessive state intervention. For
these communities, inclusion in political life demands compliance to the nation-
4 Masoumi (2021) uses the term “temporal technologies” to describe the methods ad devices used to regulate and 
manipulate the temporal dimensions of state procedures. For example, the fast-tracking of refugee claims processing 
to expedite removals. 
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tate’s “hegemonic future horizons” (ibid); as long as their ways of living are deemed
incompatible” or “incommensurable” with Australian life, they are denied the pos-
ibility of futurity even after resettlement. The state’s control over time thus not only
etermines who can or cannot claim protection on Australian soil, but equally what

t means to belong in Australia. 
In this vein, the literature on belonging within international political sociology

hallenges the promise of shared national histories or future horizons through
patial, temporal, and embodied analysis ( Anderson 1983 ; Yuval-Davis et al . 2006 ;
isher 2012 ; May 2016a ; Clarke 2023 ). For example, Anne McNevin (2020 , 2022 )
ees time as “politically generative” ( 2020 , 547) of the figure of the citizen, under-
tood in opposition to migrants and other marginalized communities. These com-
unities relate to the nation-state through a progressive and yet ever-suspended

temporal narrative of citizenship-to-come” ( 2020 , 546), a “waiting room of citizen-
hip” ( Fortier 2021 ) in which full achievement is a promise always deferred. These
xpectations of citizenship are stabilized by problematic assumptions about race
nd time; racialized hierarchies of subjectivity construct certain bodies as “out of
lace” in and through time ( Zehfuss and Vaughan-Williams 2024 ). In this context,

deas about, and access to, the future are manipulated to secure and circumscribe
he national public. This highlights not only how ideas about mobility and belong-
ng are constituted in/through time, but equally how time produces and reifies
acial distinctions. 

Whilst the metaphor of slavery often obscures how human trafficking relates to
nd overlaps with the experience of other mobile populations ( Hodkinson et al.
021 ), this paper attests that a similar future politics is at play. In the last 20 years, the
ominant global approach to human exploitation has shifted. The language of traf-
cking has been replaced by “modern slavery” as a “unifying banner” under which

o define offences stretching from slavery, servitude, and forced or compulsory la-
or, to human trafficking, sexual exploitation, the removal of organs, the securing
f services by force, deception, or threat, and the securing of services from chil-
ren or vulnerable people ( Broad and Turnbull 2019 , 122). A self-professed sector

eader, the Modern Slavery Act 2015 amplified the symbolic power of Britain’s anti-
rafficking response, boasting an expanded policy frame and political and legislative
cope. And yet, this has generated legal zones of indistinction within which the fig-
re of the modern slave is both made and obfuscated. In particular, the relationship
etween (inter)national protection obligations and a national (anti)immigration
genda challenges the government’s ability to both define and support the so-called
odern slave ( Jovanovic 2023 ). As a result, experiences of indeterminate temporari-
ess have expanded and intensified. 
This uncertain temporality is (re)produced through racist and colonial tropes

f infantilization and criminalization. These processes of de- and re-subjectification
re intimately shaped by Blackness ( Breslow 2019 ), and compounded by immigra-
ion status, gender, and class ( Harbisch 2023 ). Those seeking protection across bor-
ers are often portrayed at the “intersection of violence and childness” ( Manea and
recup 2020 , 481), deprived of the agency of adulthood whilst accompanied by the
onstant expectation of maturity and, in turn, threat ( Canning 2019 ; Musso 2020 ).
his dehumanizes “irregular” migrants, who are depersonalized across the political

pectrum. This then naturalizes socio-political hierarchies based explicitly on geog-
aphy and race ( Shepherd 2024 ). As such, racialized subjects are generated through
he manipulation of time, which circumscribes individual subjectivity. 

In the context of human trafficking, this “double identification” as crimi-
al/victim governs mobility through a strategic appeal to victims’ suffering ( Aradau
004 , 251). A victim’s subjectivity is simultaneously tied to their sexed body and
he perceived risk they pose to migration regimes. With this, the criminal violation
f borders takes precedence, the victim’s vulnerability a surrogate for the political
ommunity ( Berman 2013 ). A “nexus of gendered and racialized innocence and
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heinous crime” constructs this victim as female, young, white, and passive, both indi-
vidualizing and seemingly naturalizing this criminal justice response ( Berman 2013 ,
6). Bernstein (2010) thus locates anti-trafficking policies at the inter-section be-
tween “carceral feminism” and “militarized humanitarianism,” whereby moralistic
interventionism meets an incarceration agenda. This “sexual humanitarianism” is
a “strategic vector of neo-liberalism” insofar as it justifies restrictive labor-migration
policies, which reinforce racial and class-based hierarchies whilst absolving the in-
ternational community of responsibility for conditions of exploitation ( Mai 2018 ,
3). The “war against human trafficking” thus masks and/or worsens the structural
and political–economic vulnerabilities associated with trafficking through intensi-
fied precarity ( Kinney 2013 , 100; Sharma 2005 ; Schwarz 2023 ). 

This politics has precedent in the nineteenth century “myth of white slavery,”
which centered on the abduction of European woman for prostitution abroad
( Doezema 2010 ). Then, as it is today, infantilized victimhood was reserved for the
innocent White woman, whose non-consensual defilement became a cautionary
tale for a threatened national body (also see Harrington 2010 ). In contrast, the
sex worker was explicitly racialized as “the spectre of chaos, her inverted double,
her consenting evil twin” ( Doezema 2010 , 720), criminalized for failing to meet
the moral standards of “good” society. The future of the White slave was then re-
deemable only insofar as this spectral figure was external to the time-frame of anti-
slavery work. This politics continues, masked by the universalization of human rights
and its associated “neutral language of fact, description and statistics” ( 2010 , 46),
which perpetuate a racial order predicated on the inferiority of non-White societies.
Drawing on the paternalistic urge to both control and care, these processes of in-
fantilization and criminalization are “two sides of the same colonial coin ” ( Shepherd
2024 , emphasis in original). The dynamics of coloniality rely upon concurrent nar-
ratives of rescue and repulsion to secure domination over colonial charges ( Mayblin
2018 ). Whilst this infantilizing trope supported white supremacist justifications for
the Transatlantic Slave Trade ( Ford 2009 ), the associated ideology of benevolent pa-
ternalism was reproduced by its abolitionists ( Quirk and Richardson 2009 ). This has
been transposed into the present day to reaffirm the compassionate benevolence of
the West vis-à-vis the Global South ( Kempadoo 2015 ), relying on exaggerated racial
stereotyping to elide how Western populations benefit from and often directly per-
petrate exploitation ( Gregoriou and Ras 2018 ). 

This has temporal dimensions: a “denial of coevalness ” ( Fabian 2014 , 31, emphasis
in original) refuses the non-Western world “temporal coexistence with the West,”
leaving them “robbed of validity and laid bare for Western plunder” ( Coetzee 2021 ,
466). This relegates non-Western bodies to fixed timelessness, sub-sumed into a sin-
gle narrative of human progress ( Bhabha 1991 ; Mignolo 2011 ). As such, Western-
dominated political time mediates not only how we know world politics, but equally
the diagnoses made about development, nationhood, civilization, and subjectivity
( Hutchings 2008 ; Hom 2010 ). Temporality is thus “a dividing barometer of racial-
ity” insofar as the seemingly cohesive, progressive political time of White society is
unavailable to its Black inhabitants ( Agathangelou and Killian 2016 , 28). This is a
legacy of the slave trade, as the experience of commodification informs how Black
people are positioned and understood today ( Hartman 1997 ). This presupposes the
political and normative objectivity of the White and the West, a moralistic framing
granting them further epistemic authority and political legitimacy. 

The ordered linearity of “white time” thus systematically dispossesses Black pop-
ulations of time, forcing them into a threshold position vis-à-vis normative under-
standings of humanity ( Brendese 2023 ). The “temporal circularity of black time”
( Warren 2018 , 23)—embodied explicitly by the slave, but apparent across the Black
experience—is a temporality “beyond time” ( 2018 , 95), a tool with which to demon-
strate and govern the freedom of white existence ( Anderson et al. 2020 ; Stovall
2021 ). As such, insofar as Tapji Garba and Sara-Maria Sorentino (2020 , 776) see
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the “immate-riality” and “a-spatiality” of the slave, its abstractness and metaphoric-
ty” as its “materiality and geography ” (emphasis in original), we could also see the
modern) slave’s a-temporality as its temporality , essential yet unliveable within the
onstruction of white time. White future, in this context, exists through the appro-
riation of Black possibilities. 
This speaks to the temporality of neo-abolitionism and its erasure of the histori-

al and structural conditions of racialized violence. Through the language and im-
gery of modern slavery, anti-trafficking campaigns repurpose the violence of slav-
ry to reproduce, rather than challenge, white paternalism, white accumulation,
nd white comfort ( Beutin 2017 ). These campaigns individualize the memory of
lavery, circumscribing historical context and denying present-day structural vio-
ence. Black suffering is then supplanted by concurrent narratives of White female
nnocence and the backwardness of the Global South. This minimizes present-day
hite, patriarchal, capitalist complicity, enabling the recuperation of “evidence of

tate-sanctioned violence to tell a story of national progress and inclusion” ( Beutin
017 , 17). The power of modern slavery as an analogy, then, lies partially in its ability
o repackage the past to service the present. 

And yet, it is also important to acknowledge the future politics of this analogy.
vocations of the Transatlantic Slave Trade historicize race relations into a progres-
ive and future-oriented narrative in which the nation is a multicultural space of
uman rights and “national belonging [is] a universal aspiration” ( Hua 2011 , 95).
his produces a universally available, yet largely unachievable, nationalist subjectiv-

ty: 

The mythologizing of the history of transatlantic slavery and its rewriting as a national 
aberration—an evil eventually corrected—rather than a constitutive moment enables 
a teleological story of inclusion told through multicultural frames that stress pluralism 

and postracial longings for a color-blind future ( 2011 , 105). 

Transcending national histories of extractive and exploitative social and labor
elations, this logic is the “gift of abolition” for “slave-holding cultures” ( Shilliam
013 , 144), who forgo accountability for past actions and present injustices by: 

Transform[ing] into freedom cultures. With no need for atonement over past actions, 
“humanitarian” ethics are firmly future-oriented, consisting mainly of the right to save 
the victims (especially women) of other cultures that it now indicts from on high as 
slave-holding (ibid.). 

The narrative linearity of abolitionism, thus cements white supremacy, the gen-
rosity of Europeans seen as essential for the deliverance of emancipation, or
he rupture in time between “the before-of-slavery and the afterwards-of-freedom”
 Shilliam 2013 , 142). In this paper, I draw on Beth’s experiences to show how
he seeming “generosity” of Britain’s anti-modern slavery politics—and, by exten-
ion, national identity—functions by sustaining and suspending this narrative, the
afterwards-of-freedom” ever-present yet inaccessible for those with trafficking ex-
erience. In so doing, I speak to the British context and to a broader international
olitics of rescue, in which a temporal framework of liberal futurity both facilitates
nd obscures the past and present entrenchment of white supremacy. 

The “Modern Slave” of British Future 

he temporal pattern of coloniality has shaped Britain’s anti-modern slavery land-
cape. 5 As the architect and sponsor of the Modern Slavery Act 2015, former Prime
5 The Modern Slavery Act 2015 is part of a broader legislative landscape concerning the offences of exploitation and 
uman trafficking. For example, the Sexual Offences Act 2003, the Asylum and Immigration Act 2004, the Nationality, 
mmigration and Asylum Act 2006, the Coroners and Justice Act 2009, the Nationality and Borders Act 2022, and the 
llegal Migration Act 2023. 
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Minister Theresa May framed Britain as “build[ing] a Great Britain that works for
everyone and will not tolerate modern slavery” ( Press Association 2016 ), invok-
ing an image of Britian united under the collective ethical imperative to protect
those affected by exploitation. This injects the national public sphere with moral-
istic promise, creating a narrative of national futurity through the idea of recov-
ered human rights and a revitalized national identity. This reinforces what Berlant
(1997 , 36) terms the “iconicity of the national body,” a hegemonic mode of collec-
tive identification which associates “Britishness” with the rescue of both the modern
slave and British “greatness.” This vision of progress has its roots in Enlightenment
thinking—whereby the (false) promise of the equality of man ushered in the ex-
pectation of an idealized political environment ( Hutchings 2008 ; Hom 2010 )—and
abolitionism, which, as discussed, removes modern slavery from contemporary de-
bates on economics, politics, and immigration controls by framing it as an “old evil”
to which the liberal development paradigm offers an antidote ( O’Connell Davidson
2015 , 5). Those subject to modern slavery, upon this view, can be identified and res-
cued by modern liberal states, whose development trajectories afford them moral
superiority over “traditional” or “uncivilized” societies ( O’Connell Davidson 2015 ,
11). This obscures the complicity of the British state and British citizens in enslave-
ment, exploitation, and other systems of abuse. 

This triumphalist narrative has historical precedent in the public memory of
Britain’s role in ending the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. Early records of abolition—
which, beginning in the 1780s, falteringly culminated in the Abolition Act of 1833—
lauded the humanitarian efforts of British campaigners and politicians ( Clarkson
1808 ; Oldfield 2007 ; Moody 2023 ). Despite later commentators drawing doubt
upon parliament’s true altruism ( Brown 2006 ; Drescher 2011 ; Meadowcroft 2024 )
and its violently racialized silences ( Hall 2018 ; Hirsch 2018 ), many popular accounts
still highlight the abolition of slavery as “the expression of a distinctively British de-
votion to liberty and the rule of law” ( Brown 2006 , 5). This idealized vision of collec-
tive identity tied to individual freedoms, religious virtue, and political strength tra-
versed time, sustaining anti-slavery advocacy into the contemporary moment ( Quirk
2011 ); the moral capital accrued by nineteenth century abolition seemingly quali-
fies May’s government to confront slavery’s “modern” form. As such, May ( 2016b )
labels modern slavery “the great human rights issue of our time,” for: 

Just as it was Britain that took an historic stand to ban slavery two centuries ago, so 
Britain will once again lead the way in defeating modern slavery and preserving the 
freedoms and values that have defined our country for generations. 

Here, May’s reference to her predecessors’ abolitionist efforts offers a neat and
largely accepted historical narrative upon which she can make explanatory and nor-
mative judgments about “our times.” By flattening history into an extended and
shared “time” of abolition, May homogenizes exploitation (then and now), mould-
ing a universalized culture of human rights ( Hua 2011 ; 2018 ) within which Britain
is duty-bound to impart its “freedoms” and “values.” This leaves little room for cri-
tiquing the present; the British public sphere is taken as a space of inevitable futurity
and progress. 

This is reminiscent of Britain’s role in the international discursive and legislative
transition from “white slavery” to the “traffic in women and children” during the
1920s. By foregrounding intimate, familial responsibility rather than economic or
political redress, trafficking was seen as “a thorny—but not terribly controversial
or political—world problem” ( Morefield 2020 , 681). As such, logics of imperialism
could be couched in an “explicitly post-imperial, liberal vernacular” ( 2020 , 682),
reconciled with liberal internationalism through the imagery of unwitting mothers,
daughters, or sisters. This approach relied upon the vilification of both migration
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nd sex work. Ideas of British liberty were then bound to the purity of the nation’s
omen and the moral future of the social order ( Graham 2017 ). 
The sustenance of these ideas within so-called “modern” abolitionist rhetoric—

nd its individualized criminal justice framework ( McGrath and Watson 2018 )—
ighlights the strategic continuity of paternalistic tropes across time ( Kempadoo
015 ). British neo-abolitionist work is instrumentalized as “a form of action imag-
ned as lying beyond and outwith politics” ( O’Connell Davidson 2015 , 10) through
hich the state’s benevolence can be realized and sustained unperturbed. Theresa
ay reinforced this in the Foreword to the UK’s first Modern Slavery Strategy, stress-

ng that: 

Young girls are raped, beaten, passed from abuser to abuser and sexually exploited 
for profit. Vulnerable men are tricked into long hours of hard labour before being 
locked away in cold sheds or rundown caravans. People are made to work in fields, 
in factories, and on fishing vessels. Women are forced into prostitution, and children 

systematically exploited ( Great Britain. HM Government 2014 , 5). 

Describing young girls and children “systematically exploited” by traffickers and
slave drivers” ( Great Britain. HM Government 2014 , 6) normatively empowers the
aternalistic state, negating serious reflection on its role in creating the conditions

or slavery to thrive ( Hodkinson et al . 2021 ). This framing inherently rejects in-
qualities within British society. Instead, it uses comparisons with the pre-political
odern slave as a foil to flatten any British citizen’s critiques of the state and its

ierarchies. 
As such, the modern slave embodies the “infantile citizen” ( Berlant 1997 , 6), a

ubject poised for belonging yet stripped of agency to enact it. Presented as a child
r foetus, this pre-citizen anticipates rather than experiences politics. As such, they
an be neither responsible for political culture, nor actively critical of the national
resent as they have no intellectual capacity nor independent thought to do so.
nstead, they represent a “post-historical future” ( Berlant 1997 , 23) in which the
rises of the present are substituted for an optimistic, decontextualized investment
n the “patriot of tomorrow” ( Berlant 1997 , 49). Any critique of the state is thus pre-
mptively ridiculed as either political interference from a belligerent actor or the
roduct of an “uncivilized,” “ungrateful,” or anti-familial nature. The generational

emporality of the family, instead, offers a logic of national futurity in which the
ncipient citizen can make ethical claims on the future—as long as they are in line
ith the paternal state’s norms. 
This is clear in this paper’s epigraph, in which former Home Secretary Priti Pa-

el lauds British “generosity” for supporting protection-seekers towards a “better
uture:”

Behind each statistic lies the story of a person or a family who can look forward to a 
better future because of the generosity of the British people. We celebrate that ( Great 
Britain. Home Office 2021a , 2). 

In interpreting Britons as a singularly generous public body with the power to
estow time, Patel paints the public sphere as moralistic, individualistic, and pro-
ressive whilst stripping the modern slave of temporal and political agency. The
ritish public then draws its identity, power, and political legitimacy from its po-

ential to create different kinds of “new” and “better” time, which transcend the
fractures and hierarchies of national life” ( Berlant 1997 , 27). As Berlant (1997 , 36)
xplains, identification with this transcendent national public relies on the seem-
ngly “obvious” temporality of “normal personhood”—defined by Western-centric,
eo-liberal ideas of sovereignty and progress—which conceals the incoherence and
istorical contingency of the body politic. From this, a “peculiar burden of national
urrogacy” befalls the “subaltern body,” who is stereotyped and frozen in time as
epresenting either a threat to, or the desire for, citizenship. Through this de- and
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re-subjectification, the “spectre of chaos”—race, sex, gender, and ethnicity—is lo-
cated outside the idealized national time-frame, which is neutralized through the
language of fairness ( Doezema 2010 , 46). 

This mimics the relationship between abolition and the moralization of imperial
projects after 1833; the abolition of slavery was accompanied by increased colo-
nial dominance under the guise of freeing the African continent of the slave trade
( Brantlinger 1986 ). This displaced blame for slavery, buttressing evolutionary doc-
trines of African inferiority. Imperialism was then justified on moral, religious, and
scientific grounds ( Fisher 2012 ). This sentiment informs comments from Patel’s
successor, Suella Braverman, when she described Britons as: 

famously a fair and patient people. But their sense of fair play has been tested beyond 
its limits as they have seen the country taken for a ride. Their patience has run out. 
The law-abiding patriotic majority have said, “Enough is enough.” (HC Deb 7 March 

2023, col. 153). 

By speaking to and (ostensibly) with the British public, Braverman circumvents
questions about the lawfulness and authority of her party ( Jovanovic 2023 ) to con-
struct a national body defined by its generosity rather than its exclusions. Braverman
then commands temporal authority—“Enough is enough”—to discipline migrants
for what she sees as their willful exploitation of the British public. This distinguishes
between British citizens and subordinated others whilst absolving the “law abiding
patriotic majority” of responsibility for exploitation. 

This sets the scene for a “cultural struggle over the material and symbolic condi-
tions” ( Berlant 1997 , 2) of the British public sphere, presenting Britain’s sovereignty
as sacred, intimate, and in need of protection from territorial, legal, and cultural
interventions. Haunted by conjectures “of forlorn greatness in the absence of an
empire once built upon transatlantic slavery and colonial oppression” ( Gadd and
Broad 2018 , 1455), the public sphere becomes a private space, a “zone of trauma
that demands political therapy” ( Berlant 1997 , 8). Recovery from this trauma re-
quires optimism in the normative promise of national futurity. As such, the “anti-
political politics of contemporary conservative culture” ( Berlant 1997 , 10) lives the
future in and for the present, isolating any contradictory desires and anxieties re-
lated to national identity. 

For David Gadd and Rose Broad (2018 , 1442–3), this drives a rhetoric of “violent
innocence,” whereby the British state silences critique and displaces blame. This
underpins Patel’s uncritical association of asylum seekers with both national security
threats and “child rapists:”

Our generous safeguards for victims are being rampantly abused by child rapists, 
people who pose a threat to national security and failed asylum seekers with no right 
to be here ( Great Britain. Home Office 2021b ). 

Here, broad swathes of border-crossers are simultaneously associated with private,
criminal violence and Britain’s loss of power, becoming an affront to British val-
ues, and a challenge to the very notion of “Britishness.” Non-British “slave-masters”
are seen to violate both individual sovereignty—here, the modern slave’s right to
a future—and the sovereignty of the state. This narrative is reinforced by “the de-
ployment of analogies that represent the threat of imaginary violence to the natural
body” ( Berlant 1997 , 41), the non-consensual defilement of the modern slave a
cautionary tale for an endangered national body. The British state puts itself into a
defensive position, arguing its own moral sacrifice in supporting trafficking victims,
whilst further militarizing its borders and stigmatizing all other categories of mi-
grant. However, in so doing, tensions intensify between the promise of anti-modern
slavery politics and the promise of the national future; the conflation of “victims”
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nd “criminals” at the border racializes the idea of modern slavery and reinforces
he assumption of a nation under threat. 

By temporalizing this crisis as a story of national redemption, it can be reab-
orbed into the national narrative of past and future glory. As such, British anti-
lavery rhetoric enables a largely nationalist, racist, and xenophobic argument
bout Britain’s imperiled future to be seen as culturally driven and moralistic. The
shared fantasy” of British excellence “keeps core questions of power, paradox and con-
radiction at the heart of British nationalism at bay” ( Gadd and Broad 2018 , 1443–4,
mphasis in original). In this fantasy, the subjectivities of victim and criminal are
rozen in time as representing either the desire for , or a threat to , the national future.
n the rest of this paper, I will explore how these subjectivities are lived and repro-
uced. First, I show how Beth was stripped of subjectivity through the suspension
f her time. I then detail how Beth’s time was appropriated to justify institution-
lized responses to trafficking. Finally, I discuss how this circumscribed her future
ossibilities, contributing “cruelly” to a racialized national future ( Berlant 2011 , 6).

Methodology 

y interview with Beth was part of a research project on women’s experiences of
rotection after trafficking. Responding to the dearth of lived experience research

n this area ( Bosworth et al. 2011 ; Segrave et al. 2017 ), I aimed to gain an in-depth,
ersonalized insight into their lives and meaning-making processes. This feminist
pproach uses “thick descriptions” to explore intricate lives and produce reflex-
ve knowledge ( McNamara 2009 ; Rayaprol 2016 ) and prioritizes trauma-informed
esearch ( Hopper 2017 ; Middleton and McDonald 2020 ). Importantly, I do not
rofess to make generalizable conclusions about the experience of women in post-

rafficking situations in Britain. Doing so would belie the variations in histories, na-
ionalities, races, classes, and time-and-place-based contextualities. Rather, a small
ample size allowed me to understand individual women’s sense-making, using this
o glean insight into the varied ways that temporalities are imagined and encoun-
ered in Britain. In this vein, the rest of this article concentrates on Beth’s experi-
nces alone. 
To negotiate access, I built relationships with UK organizations providing support

o women with trafficking experience. By limiting my interviewees to women known
o these organizations, I remained true to the pillars of trauma informed practice,
nsuring as far as possible that participants had safe, supportive, and trusting net-
orks ( Hopper 2017 ). Nonetheless, this sampling decision had several potential
egative ethical implications. First, I could have inadvertently produced a skewed

nterpretation of the post-trafficking landscape, as the extent of human trafficking
n the UK far exceeds those accessing formal support. However, as I was interested
n the relationship between the modern slave and the state, this was not necessarily
rohibitive. Second, working closely with support services may have impeded partic-

pants’ autonomous decision-making ( Halse and Honey 2005 ; McAreavey and Das
013 ). However, in the sensitive and highly guarded context of anti-trafficking, the
nvolvement of caseworkers was a necessary and valuable compromise. 

I also attempted to minimize the potential harms associated with the research pro-
ess by asking participants to choose their pseudonym and offering unconditional
ditorial control of transcripts ( Burgess-Proctor 2015 ). Interviews were held online,
hich enabled participants’ control over their length and setting, reduced the pres-

ure of my physical presence, offered greater privacy, and enhanced internal con-
dentiality ( Trier-Bieniek 2012 ; Weller 2017 ). Although there are risks associated
ith virtual research—requiring reflection on power, safety, and digital literacy—
aseworker engagement helped to navigate these concerns. Finally, the interviews
ere semi-structured and followed a relational and strengths-based approach. This
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centers on participants’ strengths, capacities, and support systems, with no require-
ments for disclosure ( Kelly and Gates 2010 ; Hopper 2017 ). 

Suspending and Re-Scripting Time 

But it was a loooong wait, waiting period, and that alone can drive you mad, if you’re not 
already going cuckoo. 

As Beth illustrates above, waiting for decisions regarding her legal status drove
her “cuckoo ,” the indeterminacy of this process having a damaging impact on her
psychological well-being. These periods of suspended time—of waiting and associ-
ated bureaucratic confusion—both set the context for her personal sense-making
and enabled a process of political de-subjectification and de-temporalization, ren-
dering her embodied self and personal time-frame institutionally unintelligible and
open to manipulation by bureaucratic actors. 

Beth explained feeling suspended as she navigated the UK’s framework for iden-
tifying and supporting people experiencing trafficking, the NRM, alongside the
asylum and criminal justice systems. After transitioning out of NRM support—
following what was then a 14-day “recovery and reflection” period 

6 —she left her
accommodation waiting for her asylum decision and progress on her criminal case,
without access to the social safety nets of the safe house: 

When I moved back to London, for over, nearly, for over a year I didn’t have no support. And 
then you’re there, waiting for a decision that seemed never to come, you know, like, the fear of 
this… OK, now, I’ve left my aunty, I’ve reported this, I don’t know whether I can stay in the 
country, what do I do? 

During this period, Beth describes how her spatial ambiguity—she knew not
whether she could stay in the UK—was matched by temporal uncertainty, for her
imagined future was unsettled. She experienced the frustrating slowing down of
time; she was “waiting for a decision that seemed never to come .” Here, Beth’s time spi-
rals as she questions the utility of the available support mechanisms. The disconti-
nuity produced by the ending of Beth’s “recovery and reflection” period and this
extended waiting disrupted her forward momentum. 

A bureaucratic disconnect between the NRM and the asylum system contributed
to this temporal stickiness. Below, Beth explains her confusion when, despite an
accepted modern slavery claim, her asylum case was rejected: 

The asylum system, Jesus, it’s terrible. Like, its… it’s TE-RRI-BLE. That’s the only word that 
comes to mind. It’s… OK, it worked out at the end, but the process was not helpful. Imagine –
because obviously they will decide whether or not you’re gonna stay. Conclusive ground. Even 
though I got a positive conclusive grounds, they still tell me no, go back home. 

The inconsistencies felt here are not uncommon; each woman to whom I spoke
during this project detailed an experience of negotiating conflicting systems. Polit-
ically, the relationship between immigration and modern slavery policy has drawn
widespread criticism ( Jovanovic 2023 ). Despite the anti-slavery sector calling for 12
months immigration leave for those under NRM protection ( British Red Cross et
al. 2019 ) access to refugee status and Discretionary Leave to Remain have been
severely eroded ( Garbers 2021 ). In Beth’s case, this was a huge factor contributing
to her feelings of suspension and lost futurity. 
6 2017 NRM reforms extended the period of support available to recipients of positive conclusive grounds decisions 
from 14 to 45 days. This took the total period of support up to at least 90 days, with the extension of post-conclusive 
grounds support intended to create a smoother transition out of care. The 45-day cut-off, however, has been criticized 
in practice for creating a “cliff edge drop,” leaving survivors with little opportunity to sustainably rebuild their lives 
( Matrix Chambers 2019 ). 
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Beth re-encountered these contradictory bureaucratic practices when pressing
harges against her “aunty ,” who had subjected her to domestic servitude in both
igeria and the UK: 

I remember talking to the police, they were like “well?” Because one of the points we were trying 
to prove was that at least the NRM recognised me as someone who has been trafficked. But they 
were like “well, our investigation had nothing to do with that.”

[. . .] 

Like, “well, yeah, that’s the Home Office, they”ve said you were trafficked, but we don’t’… it’s 
almost like “we don’t believe that you are, we are not sure that you are”, that kind of a thing. 

[. . .] 

whatever the police did, the Home Office would paraphrase it and do it another way, you know 

what I mean? It was always like that. 

The recurrent time of this process—“it was always like that”—wore down her trust
n the system to provide her with “purpose, fairness, or progression” ( Griffiths 2014 ,
997). Instead, she felt that her subjectivity was discounted: 

I just feel like everybody was just using me, playing me like a ball. Bounce me here, bounce me 
there, bounce me here, bounce me… but forgetting that, OK, this ball might, if you bounce it this 
way, it might, a nail might punch the ball. You know what I mean? I think, in the midst of it 
all, of you waiting to be heard, and of people just… treating you as though you don’t matter, 
you know, they forget there are other things that could punch you, that could bust you, that could 
bruise you just by their action. 

In likening herself to a “ball ,” Beth illustrates the de-humanizing effect of tempo-
al stasis. In this passage, Beth imagines her subjectivity as indefinitely suspended,
er humanity forgotten as she is treated as inanimate and worthless. Her anticipa-

ion of being “punched ,” “bust ,” and “bruised ” during this time is indicative of her fear
f an uncertain and dislocated future. She takes this further by highlighting the
isconnect between individual and institutional perceptions of security: “they forget

here are other things that could punch you. ”
Tellingly, Beth describes learning of her asylum refusal as being beaten and

rozen: 

that was a big punch in my belly, when they said no. I don’t know, it’s like… the only way I can 
explain, it’s like, you know, I think there was one time they were doing, um, a few years ago, ice 
bucket challenge? Imagine ice water being poured on you, like, that’s the only way I could just 
explain… I was just numb. You punch me, now you pour ice water on me from head to toe! 

This analogy of ice water represents both a sharp, corporeal articulation of
eth’s fear and an abrupt suspension of her temporality. Through encounters with

he NRM, immigration, and criminal justice systems, she was relegated to non-
ubjectivity, “forgotten ” amidst bureaucratic competition. With this, as I will show in
he next section, she could be institutionally re-figured. 

“Listened to” but Not “Heard”

hilst Beth was stripped of subjectivity through the temporal ambiguities of the
rotection-seeking process, her time-line was re-scripted by institutional officials to
onstruct a subject that could be simultaneously rescued and rejected. Concurrent
nfantilization and criminalization occurred as Beth was “listened to ” but not “heard ,”
er time-frame manipulated to fit institutional narratives. This appropriation of her
mbodied time enabled her relational (re)subjectification as desiring of, or threat-
ning to, the British public. 
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Engaging with support services, Beth was frequently positioned as temporally
prior to national life: infantile, sexualized, and recoverable through pathological
rather than political intervention. We see this in Beth’s description of accessing
NRM mental health support; her the therapist misrepresented her experience as
rape: 

I was given this, um, therapist I was seeing, but, bless her, I didn’t feel that she, um… I felt 
she saw the illness before she saw me. You know what I mean? Her focus was on the illness and 
not the person. I mean, if you really wanna help, uh, someone, you need to know who they are, 
you know what I mean? Then you can ascertain how best you can support that person. I felt she 
didn’t – it got to a point that she was treating me like I was a victim of rape. 

Here, Beth’s subjectivity is reduced to a narrow, sexualized understanding of the
“modern slave” ( Andrijasevic 2007 ), located on a depoliticized, medicalized time-
frame. The temporal dissonance this produced vis-à-vis Beth’s everyday life made
her see therapy as essentially meaningless: 

It’s one thing to have a therapist just sit there, you talk to – I remember the therapist I had I 
would just sit and talk, talk, talk like this, and they might just say “hmm”… and I am thinking 
“why are you nodding your head so much?!” It doesn’t mean anything, you know what I mean? 
Like, urgh, God, I remember, like, when I had to go, I think it was like once a week, when I had 
to go, I was like … I didn’t wanna go. 

As such, the scheduling of weekly sessions disrupted the tempo of Beth’s daily
life and inhibited her from (re)claiming control over her future. She felt that she
“can’t say no ,” the prescriptive structuring of her support doing little to overcome
the powerlessness she felt during her trafficking experience: 

But obviously, I can’t say no. I go. Back then I didn’t know that, if you say… because what has 
happened, everything I am told to do, I have to do it, so that, I carried that, you know, with me. 
I can’t say no. 

This temporal appropriation was reinforced by the asylum interview process,
where Beth says officials were preoccupied with documenting her body language.
This separated Beth’s body from its social and temporal context, ultimately count-
ing for more than her personal narrative. Her interviewer used this to command
the narrative frame: 

I remember when – “cause they will send you the questions that was asked of you that day to 
your lawyer – and I remember just reading one part that says, um, even your body movement is 
documented. You know? If you are scared, they write it down, if you are shaking… there was one, 
they asked me a question, I was shaking, I didn’t even remember being shaking out, apparently 
I was shivering all of a sudden, like, the women recorded there was so much fear in her eyes, that 
was the way she worded, basically saying I was fearful, I looked fearful at that time, you know? 
So, everything is documented, then this person is reading it. You are reading what I said, right, 
you”re listening to what I have said, but have you heard what I am saying? 

By not “hearing ” Beth and using their impressions to describe her as “fearful ”—
something she does not remember feeling—the asylum decision-makers infan-
tilized her as passive, powerless, and vulnerable. As such, they were able to confuse
and re-order her time to justify her rejection. Below, Beth explains how she was
expected to have reported her trafficker before the abuse had begun: 

I remember sitting down with her and I was just reading for myself, and I saw and I’m like 
“what?! How did they expect me to do that?!” Like even me, I couldn’t say, like, who made this 
decision clearly, like, first of all I came here when I was – OK, let’s go by the passport month of 
birth, the month of birth on passport, August – 14, right. How do you expect a 14-year-old to 
know who the government are?! 

[. . .] 
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How do you expect me to go to the police? What has happened hasn’t happened yet. 

This judgment simultaneously infantilized her—denying her the sequential time
and power) of maturation—and criminalized her—depriving her of the innocence
nd protective confines of childhood as she is punished for failing to report her
aunty ” as a teenager. 

By giving Beth the “air of an adult ,” then, she could be re-packaged as a potential
riminal. This missed “a big chunk of [her] life ,” denying Beth the ability to claim
uthority over her time: 

[P] robably because I reported when I was an adult, I was 27 when I came out of it, I finally had 
the courage to come out of it, so because I am an adult I think they are looking at me with the air 
of an adult, “you are an adult, like, you should know this,” that kind of a thing. I don’t know 

it! You’re forgetting that by, OK, she’s an adult now, but what transpired between this age, say 
she came in between this, and where she is now, you’re missing a big chunk of my life! I didn’t 
have control of nothing back then! So, you’ve not… I was so mad that day! What, it’s like, you’re 
now blaming me?! 

This inability to connect Beth’s adulthood with her exploited childhood high-
ights a violent co-optation of her temporality. Despite being infantilized into the
ubjectivity of the modern slave, Beth is ultimately positioned as outside of, and
hreatening to, the national time-frame: “you’re now blaming me?! ” This allows for the
estructuring of Beth’s relationship to Britain, constructing a subjectivity that can
upport both Britain’s safeguarding and immigration agendas. 

Ambiguous Futures 

n the above scenarios, the dispossession and appropriation of Beth’s time pro-
uced a subject upon which power could be exerted: a rape victim, a failed asylum
eeker, a criminal. This de- and re-subjectification relied on Beth’s experiences ap-
earing unintelligible, disembodied, or temporally confused. In so doing, the state’s
nti-modern slavery apparatus located her outside of, and yet in relation to, hege-
onic national time. This left her in an “animated suspension” ( Berlant 2011 , 6),

oised between futures of acceptance or rejection: 

I belong to this country, but do you really belong to the country? You know what I mean? Like, 
this… having the… passport or the document, yes it gives you that stand, you know, I can stand 
on my two feet in this country. But it doesn’t mean you belong to the country, because tomorrow, 
you go and commit a crime, and they kick you out. It is something that they can strip away from 

you. Really. So, it’s… so… I can’t answer that I belong to this country. Yes, I have a sense of 
belonging like, ok, I’m here, I’m in education, I’m studying what I want, I’m able to go out freely, 
because they gave me the travel document now so that means I can travel to… uh… a sunny 
country and get some vitamin D – which they lack in this country, but we’re not talking about 
that! We need to have a conversation about that! – you know, yes, in that sense, I can say, yeah, 
I do belong. But do I really belong? I don’t. You never do. Because it is something, like, they give 
it to you, right, but then it’s like, you have it, they won’t tell you this, but you better watch your 
step. They’ll take it away. Do you know what I mean? It can easily be taken away from you. Like, 
OK, here… I belong in this country, but I am only belonging for five years. Because after five 
years, you are… and then what? You can renew, but they might take forever to get back to you, 
Home Office being the… being the annoying people they are! Like, they are annoying, I tell you! 
It’s just for five years, so I can’t really say… I don’t wanna attach to it, attach myself and say, 
yes, I belong here. 

Rather than an unfortunate side effect of overlapping institutional approaches,
eth’s circumscribed inclusion is central to Britain’s modern slavery response. By

imultaneously embodying temporal subjectivities of not yet and not ever , she retains
he promise of liberalized abolitionism whilst demonstrating the state’s tough stance
n immigration. In this vein, Beth explains how she was ever poised to lose the priv-
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ileges of “belonging ;” despite holding identification with which she could “stand on
[her] own two feet in this country ,” she is conscious that these can be easily “strip [ped]
away ” and governs her behavior accordingly. As before, Beth’s feelings of insecure
attachment are heightened by bureaucracy. Although identified as a modern slave
and thus entitled to the fabled “better” British future, then, Beth is suspended in the
present tense, cushioned from the possibility of belonging by her inability to fully
assimilate into the national body. Instead, her temporality is circumscribed; Beth
“belongs ” only so far as she threatens or desires the nation, upholding a narrative
of Britain as both a generous benefactor of liberal freedoms and an immigration
enforcer. 

Beth’s experience speaks to Berlant’s (2011) notion of “cruel optimism,” the idea
that an optimistic attachment to the possibility of “the good life”—or, as we see it
here, the national promise—can actively impede affective flourishing. As a structure
of temporal and affective relationality, optimism is a negotiated attachment to the
idea of a future “good life.” This optimism is cruel, however, when the precarity of
the present disrupts one’s access to this goal; “What happens to optimism when fu-
turity splinters as a prop for getting through life?” ( Berlant 2011 , 19). The present,
Berlant explains, is then perceived as “an impasse shaped by crisis,” the affective me-
diation of emerging situations in an “extended now,” or an “animated suspension”
( Berlant 2011 , 5–8). 

This impasse is a product of Beth’s intersecting subjectivities of modern slave,
migrant, and Black woman in the UK. Britain’s so-called “reckoning” with race—
following the 2020 death of George Floyd and the subsequent international resur-
gence of the Black Lives Matter movement—involved recognizing and addressing
the intimate and political violence of abstracted notions of “normal” personhood,
which cater to only the most reduced, white, patriarchal, and heteronormative no-
tion of citizenship ( Webber 2022 ). This reckoning has, however, largely not mate-
rialized; a government-commissioned report whitewashed racial injustice and de-
nied institutional racism ( Landler and Castle 2021 ). The racialization of British
policing is a point of particular contention, with Black people in Britain reporting
widespread mistrust and fear of the police ( Nijjar 2022 ). Beth reiterates this distrust,
stating that “the way you are handled ” by the police “depends on your race :”

Yes, race plays… the way you are handled depends on your race. “Cause I remember someone 
saying, my lawyer just saying to me, “I’m just gonna be blunt with you, I”m just gonna be 
honest with you, the only reason why it is taking so long is because you are Black. If you were 
white, they would respond quicker.’ 

Beth’s lawyer’s comments highlight how subjectivity and temporality work in con-
cert to reproduce animated suspension. As long as her race positions Beth as the
“spectre” against which the modern slave’s future freedoms are understood and
granted ( Doezema 2010 , 720), temporality is mobilized to embed hierarchies of em-
bodied victimhood within Britain’s anti-trafficking response: “if you were white, they
would respond quicker .” She thus feels the “burden of national surrogacy” ( Berlant
1997 , 36), representing the threshold of national benevolence and, with it, the po-
litical community. 

With this, Beth challenges the apolitical moralism of Britain’s neo-abolitionist
narrative, questioning whether “slavery has ended ” as the cultural structures of racial
domination continue to determine who and how people can access the national
public: 

So, when you hear things like that, it’s a reminder that we don’t belong here. We don’t belong 
here, know what I mean? Though I have no experience of police brutality in any way, I am not 
gonna say I understand how it feels – to some degree I do, I experienced it with them differently –
but when you hear things like that, when you see that, when you see the… the Floyd, you know, 
knee to the neck, it’s a reminder, you never belong. Do you know what I mean? And that, to me, 
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is painful. And that, to me, for that to still continue at this day and age that we are in now, 
when they were talking about “slavery has ended,” this is all part of it. It’s all part of it. And 
that… it still matters that you don’t belong. So, in that sense, I can’t say that I belong to the 
country. I am… settled in this country, I am. But, for real… I don’t know. 

By distinguishing between “settled ” and “belonging ,” Beth reveals the cruel op-
imism of British anti-modern slavery policy: in seeking and obtaining nominal
rotection, her capacity to imagine a future and configure a sustainable present
ecame more uncertain. Britain’s human trafficking response is therefore reliant
pon confusing the present with an obscure and moralized future, concealing vi-
lent practices in “this day and age ,” which circumscribe, appropriate, and exter-
alize the temporal subjectivities of non-White, non-British people. The promised

uture of anti-modern slavery politics attempts to mask these violence by locating
he modern slave in the pre-political, or extra-political spheres. And yet, this is an
mperfect and cruel solution, for this temporal domination involves their continu-
us animated suspension. 
Whilst Beth’s experiences illuminate the specific temporal politics animating

ritain’s anti-modern slavery approach, these findings have broader implications
or understanding the relationship between race, time, mobility, and belonging
ithin and beyond the British context. In particular, Beth’s circumscribed inclusion
ighlights how humanitarian logics construct and reproduce temporal subjectivi-

ies of not yet and not ever to delimit access to society. Not only does this curtail cross-
order mobility—we have seen how restrictive border regimes go hand in hand
ith moralized protection rhetoric—but it also regulates internal borders through

he inaccessibility of time. By contrasting the expectation that “slavery has ended ”
ith fears of racial violence and police discrimination, Beth uses her temporal dis-

onance to highlight the difficulties that Black and Brown Britons face in conceiving
ecure futures. This is substantiated by recent political and legislative moves, such
s the Nationality and Borders Act 2022, which make it easier for the Home Secre-
ary to deprive British people of their citizenship should they hold dual citizenship
 Garbers 2021 ). A future trajectory of this research could thus examine how time
perates within the context of the racialization (and gendering) of citizenship. 

Conclusion 

n this paper, I have used my conversation with Beth to problematize the promise
f anti-modern slavery politics in Britain. I have shown how the figure of the
odern slave animates normative understandings of “Britishness,” supporting a

romised revitalization of British national identity as moralistic, sentimental, and
bstracted from everyday political realities. References to nineteenth century abo-
itionism reinforce this narrative, firmly projecting an optimistic vision of a future
ritish public sphere, which has “once again” emerged victorious over the evils of
xploitation—always externalized, despite the British state’s own participation and
rofit from slavery and exploitative labor. This is strengthened by the idea of threat-
ned sovereignty; Theresa May’s ( 2016a ) pledge to “preserve” and safeguard British
freedoms” and “values” is complemented by the nation’s campaign to “regain” con-
rol of its borders. This relies on the imagined figure of the modern slave, whose
nticipated recovery symbolizes a conservative national future and a return to per-
eived moral supremacy. 

Yet, these promises of protection and generosity are self-serving, ignoring the re-
uired framing of the modern slave as passive and child-like in exchange for the
oost in rhetorical nationalist power. As Berlant’s (1997) analysis of the “infantile
itizen” demonstrates, this figure only retains power and salience precisely because
t is unlived, has yet to establish a political trajectory, and is therefore unsullied by
dentity politics. This holds the modern slave in a state of animated suspension, their
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desired future inclusion the intimate justification upon which to secure territorial
and cultural borders in the present. And yet, this politics is haunted by embod-
ied identity; the racial politics of citizenship is bracketed away by the synchronized
criminalization of border-crossers and demonization of traffickers. This inclusion
through exclusion—in which these individuals are understood as a threat to the
nation—reaffirms the national future. 

Beth’s experiences of temporal de- and re-subjectification further complicate this
narrative by highlighting how infantilization and criminalization are lived concur-
rently. Through her encounters with Britain’s protection apparatus, she is posi-
tioned as simultaneously prior to and outside of the national time-frame, a subject
against which political power can be exerted. This is influenced not only by her
exploitation and nationality, but also by her status as a Black woman in Britain. For
Beth, these temporal manipulations reveal the inherent complication of translating
“settled ” into subjectivity within the national context of British anti-modern slavery
politics. She illustrates this by emphasizing the temporal dissonance between her
promised future—“I belong in this country ”—and her felt temporariness—“but do I
really belong ?”
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