
The Causes and Characteristics 
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L'esclavage a btb aboli partout dans le monde pendant les 
annbes 1880. Toutefozs lesfemmes etles enfants continuentde 
travailler dans des conditions d'esclaves. Cet article aborde les 

Much like the  chattel slaves of the past, 
trafficked victims are also sold by a 
"master" (the trafficker) and exploited 
until t he  expiration o f  their indenture. 

causes et les caractkristiques de l'esclavage contemporain et le 
distingue des esclavages passe's. 

The word "slave" derives from the Latin word servuswhich 
means "a person whose life has been spared (sewatus) by 
the captor" (cited inArcher267). Today, slaveryis defined 
as a "social and economic relationship in which a person 
is controlled through violence or its threat, paid nothing, 
and economically exploited" (Bales 2000: 3). Originally, 
debt bondage and indentured servitude were not consid- 
ered as dehumanizing as chattel slavery or serfdom; thus 
no efforts were made to eliminate them from societies. 
Debt bondage and indentured servitude therefore largely 
replaced slaverywhen itwas finally abolished in the 1880s. 
They have, however, assumed attributes that are akin to 
past forms ofenslavement. This paper looks at some ofthe 
causes ofwhat I argue are forms of contemporary slavery. 

Historically, existing alongside chattel slavery and serf- 
dom were debt bondage and indentured servitude. There 
were two phases of indentured servitude (Bush). The first 
existed in the period between the seventeenth and eight- 
eenth centuries, while the second stretched from the 
nineteenth through early twentieth centuries. Merchants 
privately organized the first phase of indenturedservitude, 
while the British, Swiss, French and German governments 
publicly organized the second (Bush). In the first ~ h a s e  
which ended with the onset of slavery, labour was ob- 
tained through indentures from European countries par- 
ticularly for tobacco cultivation in North America and the 
~ar ibbean.  The second phase was necessitated by the 
abolition ofslavery. In this era, the governments recruited 
non-European indentured servants from Africa and Asia 
to work on sugar plantations in the Americas (Bush). 

Acquisition of labour through indentures came to an end 
when it was abolished by the British government in 19 16. 
Like debt bondage, indentured servitude also resulted 
from financial obligations. Debtors traveled long dis- 
tances to work on plantations, and their employment was 
based on indenture contracts. This contract bound men 
and women for three to five years of service in a distant 
land (Bush; Engerman, Drescher and Paquette). 

Historically, debt bondage usually resulted from finan- 
cial obligations thatwere due to the supposed "masters" or 
the beneficiaries of the services. I would argue that these 
forms of indenture manifest themselves in twentieth 
century forms of migration and trafficking. This is evi- 
denced in the development of international agreements 
which continue to make use of terminology such as 
indenture and debt bondage. For example, in the 1956 
Supplementary to the 1926 Slavery Convention, debt 
bondage is defined as 

the status or condition arising from a pledge by a 
debtor of his personal services or those of a third 
person under his control as a security for a debt, 
where the value reasonably assessed of those services 
rendered is not applied towards the liquidation ofthe 
debt or the length and nature ofthose services are not 
respectively limited and defined. 

Kevin Bales (2000) identifies two types of debt bond- 
age. In the first, the slaves' lives and labour are used as 
collateral for the acquisition of loans. But their bondage 
does not end with the collateral-they will have to work 
towards the payment of the loans and the accruing inter- 
ests. In the second form of debt bondage, the victims 
become bonded slaves only when they violate the loan 
agreements (Bales 2000,1999). According to Bales (l 999, 
2OOO), there are approximately 27 million slaves scattered 
around the world today. Between 15 and 20 million of 
these are bonded slaves. 

Similarly, indentures are not unlike the fake contracts 
that traffickers use in contemporary slavery since, in 
reality the indentured servant (trafficked victim) would 
remain the property of the person who paid the travel 
expenses until they were sold to a "master." These tempo- 
rary forms of forced servitude have served as the link 
between chattel slaveryand contemporaryslavery (Derby). 
Like the distinction between slavery on one hand and 

60 CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIESILES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME 



of "Contemporary Slavery" 
mpacts on Women and Cir 

temporary forms of forced servitude on the other, the 
major distinction between chattel slavery and contempo- 
rary slavery is the assertion of legal ownership in the 
former. In both the temporary forms of forced servitude 
and contemporary slavery, the victims are procured and 
disposed ofwhen the perpetrators deem it appropriate and 
beneficial. 

I believe that the trafficking of women and children 
around the world today for domestic work, agricultural 
labour or for prostitution is a form of contemporary 
slavery. In this article, I identify the movement of people 
from one place to another as "trafficking" if unsuspecting 
victims are enticed with the promises ofjob opportunities 
and financial prosperity, or kidnapped and coerced forced 
to engage in other activities that are exploitative and 
enslaving at their destination. Much like the chattel slaves 
of the past, trafficked victims are also sold by a "master" 
(the trafficker) and exploited until the expiration of their 
indenture (Bush). 

Past and Present Manifestations of Slavery 

Just before slaverywas abolished, laws that governed the 
temporary forms of forced servitude were established to 
ensure the continued supply of free labour on the planta- 
tions in the Americas. In Pennsylvania in 1780, laws that 
required that slave children remained bonded until the age 
of 18 (Bush) came into effect. Subsequent to this, laws that 
abolished slavery ~e rmi t t ed  the acquisition of free labour 
through apprenticeships. A British statue of 1833, for 
instance, required that all former slaves served their ex- 
masters for a period of six years under some form of 
apprenticeship (Bush). This was emulated in Cuba in 
1880 when former slaves had to provide free services over 
the same length of time (Bush). The compulsory provi- 
sion of free labour by former slaves to ex-masters was 
completely outlawed by the 1880s wherever slavery was 
unconditionally and absolutely abolished. 

While laws requiring free labour from former slaves no 
longer exist, the nature and form of contemporary slavery 
indicate that the absence of these laws did not eliminate 
forced servitude. New laws that have been established to 
protect children and adults alike from labour exploitation 
and slavery have also not been effective. Prominent among 
these is the Slavery Convention, which the United Na- 
tions (UN) General Assembly adopted in March 1927 to 

RocMe Rubinstein, 'Rescue Me, "hand-dyed hocuf print, 
24"x24; " 1990. 

prevent the development of forced labour into slave-like 
conditions. 

Another important treaty is the 1956 Supplementary to 
the Slavery Convention. This was necessitated by events 
of the 1940s and '50s (ILO 2001a) when struggles by 
some European colonies for political independence cou- 
pled with labour exploitation that emerged from the 
Second World led to an increase in the illegal exploitation 
and trafficking ofwomen and children (Derby). The 1956 
Supplementary Convention had a speci6c focus on the 
protection of children. It prohibited bonded slavery, 
serfdom and 

[alny institution or practice whereby a child or young 
person under the age of 18 years, is delivered by either or 
both of his natural parents or by his guardian to another 
person, whether for reward or not, with a view to the 
exploitation of the child or young person or of his labour. 

More recent conventions such as Convention 138 
concerning the minimum age for admission to employ- 
ment (1973); the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989), and Convention No. 182 against Worst Forms of 

Child Labour Convention (1 999) were also established to 
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specifically protect children across the globe. These provi- 
sions, however, are not adequate. More and more children 
continue to be kidnapped, trafficked, and forced into 
sexual or domesticslavery. Today, it is estimated that over 
400 million children work around the world (Cox). An 
estimated 250 million ofthese childworkers are exploited, 
some under slavery-like conditions. 

The failure to prevent the trafficking ofchildren may be 
attributed to a lack of commitment on the part of coun- 
tries that have ratified international laws and treaties, and 
their participation in the global economy that usually 
conflicts with their local needs. Although women play 
indispensable roles in the continued survival of their 

Today, it is estimated that over 400 
million children work around the world. 
An estimated 250 million of these 
child workers are exploited, some under 
slavery-li ke conditions. 

families, development programs in low-income countries, 
especially those recommended and developed under the 
direction of the World Bank and the International Mon- 
etary Fund (IMF), often overlookwomen's and children's 
positions in their families (see Gladwin). These programs, 
which often fail to meet the needs of the people, can 

- - 

exacerbatewomen's and children'spoor l i~in~conditions,  
thus making them more vulnerable to economic exploita- 
tion and enslavement 

Postcolonid Contexts 

Population explosions in the period immediately fol- 
lowing World War I1 together with the rapid socioeco- 
nomic changes occurring at the same time have signifi- 
cantly contributed to the rise in forms of contemporary 
slavery (Bales 2000, 1999). The largest proportion of 
population increases following W W I  occurred in the 
Third World while the growth of the world economy 
severely impacted the small scale farming communities in 
the those regions (Bales 2000, 1999). This led to excess 
labour supply causing wages to plummet significantly. 
Theeffect ofthis, accordingto Bales (2000,1999), was the 
willingness of workers to offer their services even under 
slavery-like conditions. The postcolonial era in some 
African and Asian countries, Bales (2000) argues, was 
further afflicted by wars and military dictatorships that 
resulted in the siphoning of the already limited resources 
outside their economies to obtain arms and weaponry. 
These conditions worsened when the International Mon- 
etary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank initiated develop- 
ment programs, such as Structural Adjustment Programs 
(SAPs), which failed to stimulate growth and stability in 

participating poor countries (Donkor; Gladwin). Most 

affected by all this are women and children, the most 
vulnerable members of Third World families. 

Economic Issues 

Efforts on women's parts to pursue greener pastures in 
the developed Europe and North America have often been 
thwarted and exploited by traffickers. The economic gap 
between poor and rich countries, migration decision 
processes, and the availability or lack thereof of social 
capital at their destinations, make it easy for traffickers to 
exploit women and children. According to the new eco- - 
nomics of migration theorists, migration decisions are 
collectively taken within the household, the family or the 
community so as to maximize expected income while 
minimizing risks (Stark; Taylor cited in Massey). 

Martin Verlet (2000) suggests, for instance, that "do- 
mestic deregulation," i.e. "the break-up of family units" 
impacted by liberalization policies of SAPs necessitated 
the abuse of children's labour in Ghana. As Verlet points 
out, children enter the labour force through family chan- - 
nels, allowing the "employers" to adopt a pseudo-parental 
role, which serves to obscure the extent of exploitation 
being meted out to the child victims. Besides financial 
interests, however, parents entrust their children to other 
families because of their desire to seek better lives for them 
(ILO 2001a). The families' financial interests in their 
members' migration is characteristic of many households 
in low-income countries. According to ILO and United 
Nations Children's Fund reports, successful migrants 
usually have to share their gains with their entire families. 
In extreme cases, the victims may not even see their 
incomes at all. As much as 45 per cent ofdomestic workers 
who participated in a United Nations Children's Fund 
research project in Bangladesh claimed they never saw 
their wages, while 25 per cent of them were never paid at 
all. The bonding of children's labour in settlement of 
family debts (Bales; Burra; Mishra; United Nations Chil- 
dren's Fund) also attests to the benefits that accrue to 
families when their members are enslaved. 

Migrant workers, however, are reliant not only as 
material resources, but on what Massey refers to as "social 
capital," which he defines as ". . . the sum of the resources, 
actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by 
virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less 
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 
and recognition" (43). Access to a good social network 
enables migrants to identify potential host countries, 

' 

information about job opportunities, and legal immigra- 
tion processes among others. Unfortunately these social 
networks also expose vulnerable women and children to 
sex tourists and traffickers. 

Advances in information technology and the "global 
media" (Grosfoguel and Cewantes-Rodriquez) are poten- 
tial sources of social networks for prospective migrants. 
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International television and radio networks, the internet, 
and the print media impact contemporary slavery through 
the role they play in the global media, a major component 
of the capitalist world system being experienced today. 
According to Ram6n Grosfoguel and Ana Margarita 
Cervantes-Rodripez, the global media is responsible for 
the positive projection of the cultures of core (industrial- 
ized) countries with respect to race, gender and hetero- 
sexuality. The "advancedness" of core or industrialized 
countries is "pojeaed in these media propaganda while 
other cultures are denigrated, thus creating a desire among 
the people in the periphery to migrate to the core" (Derby 
26). This has two effects-people from the periphery are 
driven to yearn for the "good things" in the core, while sex 
tourists and traffickers are invariably provided informa- 
tion about the vulnerable category ofwomen and children - .  

in the periphery. For example, there are various internet 
sites advertising children for sexual exploitation. A hand- 
book of international prostitution, the World Sex Guide, 
was available for free on the internet and advertised that 
children as young as six are available in Phnom Penh-the 
capital of Cambodia-for US$3.00 (Chidey). 

Traffickers promise their victims jobs. Victims hoping 
for jobs in other countries may sign contracts similar to 
indentures and collect loans from their exploiters in order 
to migrate. The International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) (2000a) reports that about 400 Nigerian women 
were trafficked into the Netherlands between 1996 and 
2000 for prostitution. Ethiopian women trafficked to 
Lebanon work as domestic servants and are often sub- 
jected to rape, physical abuse, nonpayment ofsalaries, and 
debt bondage (IOM 2 0 0 0 ~ ) .  It is also estimated that 200 
Nepalese women and children are trafficked into India 
every month to work in brothels (IOM 2OOOb). In all 
these cases, local and foreign recruiters work together to 
lure the victims into believing that decent jobs really exist 
and are waiting for them at the intended destinations. 

Trafficking Girl Children 

This paper identifies different types of contemporary 
slavery that have a profound impact on girl children. The 
first is observed in domestic servitude. It is estimated that 
90 per cent of domestic workers around the world are girls 
(United Nations Children's Fund; UNCHR). The domi- 
nance of girls in domestic slavery is both traditional and 
strategic. Girls are easier to withdraw from school, and to 
serve as an additional source of income. Limiting them to 
household chores is also considered a means to protect 
women and girls in some cultures (Verlet; United Nations 
Children's Fund). Child domesticslaves around the world 
work 10 to 18 hours a day, usually throughout the week 
and often without pay (United Nations Children's Fund; 
UNCHR). Some ofthem may receive meager salaries as is 
the case in Rwanda where children aged between 1 O and 
14 years received US$4.00 a month for working 16 hours 

a day, seven days a week throughout the year (United 
Nations Children's Fund). Some never see any of the pay 
that is promised to them. In addition, most of them suffer 
sexual abuse while they are still young (UNCHR; Bee). It 
is estimated that GO per cent ofPeruvian men who grew up 
with domestic servants had their first sexual encounter 
with the victims of domestic slavery (UNCHR; United 
Nations Children's Fund), while 80 per cent ofthe domestic 
workers in Fiji are also exploited sexually (UNCHR). 

Newspaper reports abound in the treatment meted out 
to these domestic servants. David France reports on two 
African teenage girls who were enslaved as domestic 
servants in the 1990s. The two worked approximately 1 G 

Bonded children, some of whom are 
below the ages of ten, work under 

hazardous conditions in India's bead, 
carpet, glass, and cigarette-making 

factories to repay their families' loans. 

hours a day, seven days a week for years. They were 
sexually abused, threatened with deportation if they 
stepped outside, and were never enrolled in school as had 
been promised. They were never paid for their services. 
A recent report involves the indictment ofGhana's Deputy 
Minister for Economic Planning for a role she played in 
her daughter's enslavement of a Ghanaian teenager in 
the United States (Ghanaweb). In Ivory Coast in 2001 
also, a Ghanaian couple was arrested for enslaving seven 
Ghanaian girls aged between 15 and 18 (Ghanaweb). 
The couple assigned these girls to different households 
for domestic services and paid them only 16 per cent of 
their incomes. 

Another category of contemporary slavery is found in 
agriculture and the manufacturing sectors. These indus- 
tries employ significant numbers of children in Africa 
and Asia, according to International Labour Organiza- 
tion (2001a). In Cote d'Ivoire, children believed to have 
been trafficked from neighboring Mali and Burkina Faso 
work 10 to 15 hours a day without pay and under 
conditions that evoke chattel slavery. An estimated 10,000 
to 15,000 children from Mali and Burkina Faso have 
been enslaved on plantations in Cote d'lvoire (ILO 
2001a). Most of them are aged between nine and 16  
years. Some of them were sold for only $25.00, accord- 
ing to a cocoa farm owner who exploits child slaves 
(Sudarsan and Raghavan). The bulk of child slaves who 
work in the manufacturing sector are found in India 
(Burra; Mishra). Bonded children, some of whom are 
below the ages of ten, work under hazardous conditions 
in India's bead, carpet, glass, and cigarette-making facto- 
ries to repay their families' loans and the accruing inter- 

ests (Mishra 2000). 
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It is difficult for some people to come to terms with the 
fact that slavery continues to exist in the current conjunc- 
ture. It is, however, important to recognize that the 
majority of contemporary slaves are children who cannot 
make independent decisions. I believe prostitutes consti- 
tute another category of contemporary slaves. Many traf- 
ficking victims, including children, are forced into pros- 
titution. Child prostitutes in Tanzania, for, instance are 
between 10 and 17 years old (ILO 2001b). Other Inter- 
national Labour Organization (ILO) reports show that 
there are approximately 200,000 child prostitutes inThai- 
land, 60,000 in the Philippines, 250,000 in Brazil and 
over 200,000 in the United States. While there have been 
arguments as to whether prostitution should be catego- 
rized as slavery (see, for example, Kempadoo and Doezema), 
I agree with Kathleen Barry's perception ofprostitution as 
a form of sexual exploitation that has the same magnitude 
as rape, female genital mutilation, incest and battering. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, this paper recommends that scholars and 
activists campaigning against all forms of labour exploita- 
tion, as well as those working to support andlot rehabili- 
tate victims, consider the backgrounds of the victims, the 
processes of their recruitment, their working conditions, 
their ages, and the kind of orientation they received when 
they were recruited. Efforts to support and protect the 
human rights of trafficked persons must address the 
stigma attached to prostitution, domestic servitude, and 
slavery in general in almost all societies. 

Contemporary slavery is different from past forms of 
chattel slavery only to the extent that contemporary 
slaves are not permanently "owned." Nevertheless, as 
long as the new slave's labour remains the "property" of 
their perpetrators, contemporary slaves experience as much 
alienation and dehumanization as traditional slaves of 
the past. 

I believe contemporary slavery has the most profoundly 
negative impact on the lives ofwomen and girls. Women 
and girls feel its effects far more than their male counter- 
parts in the agricultural, manufacturing, domestic work 
and sex trade industries., and are impacted in both the 
private and public spheres. This is why I have argued that 
contemporary slavery could thus be defined most specifi- 
cally as the slavery of women and girls. 

C Nana Derby is a Ph. D. student in comparative sociology 
at the Florida International University. Her academic inter- 
est in contemporary slaves started with her interactions with 
and sympathy for Ghana ? rnaichervants. 
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PATIENCE WHEATLEY 

Evasions 

Your friend 
the psychologist reproves you 
for not wanting to live beside 

the prison - 
you explain that at Versailles 
you felt a terrible sadness 

as if the misery of Marie Antoinette 
(whose portrait 
painted when she was only thirty-eight 
was of an old woman) 
had sunk into the rectangular 
stones, the glossy floors, even 
the flower beds in geometric patterns 
of scarlet, purple, white 
not less because it was a queen's despair - 

and if Marie Antoinette didn't understand 
why she was hated 
nor does the imprisoned terrorist 
who tell us his crimes are our fault. 

Your friend 
the psychologist 
doesn't mind your avoiding Versailles: 
it's far away in France 
and only history. 

Patience Wheatley has had two collections of poetry 
published by Goose Lane Editions and lives in 
Kingston, Ontario. 

KAREN DELL KINNISON 

Driftwood 

I let you go a little bit today 
like loosening a twine rope. 
My wood barrel heart floated out, 
not far, wobbling on the waves. 
When it reached the boundary of its passion, 
(which is infinite), it pulled taut, 
back into this definite love 
that is like an ending. 
This love is gravity force or magnetic want. 
My mineral heart cannot help 
but yearn to return to original ore. 
The attraction imprisons me; 
I cannot break orbit 
but circle loops around love. 
I am dizzy, wracked by false freedom. 
Even now I skirt the composition 
of your soul, its familiar form and range. 
Our rust iron hearts are anchored 
Like sunken ships beneath the sea, 
too heavy with feeling to drift. 
Wise, you know the lure of this bond, 
It is you who loosens the rope. 
You know that fate has tied our hearts 
and that I always will return to you. 

Karen Dell Kinnison's poetry has been published in 
The Texas Review, South Dakota Quarterly, 
Bottomfish, The Amethyst Review, Poettalk, and 
the Yearbook of American Poetry. She lives in 
Charlotte, North Carolina. 
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