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Preface


The secret world

There are twenty-seven million slaves alive today. This is more than at any point in history and as many as were seized from Africa in 350 years of the Atlantic slave trade. Put another way, today’s slave population is greater than the population of Australia and almost seven times greater than the population of Ireland. These people are paid nothing, are economically exploited, and are under violent control.

They are also invisible. Because slavery is illegal in all countries and banned by international conventions, it has become a hidden crime. Locked away, slaves are difficult to find and count. In the past, when slavery was legally sanctioned in many countries, slaves were counted and measured, their economic value was recorded, and they were listed in legal documents from contracts to wills. For that reason, we have useful, though partial, measures of the numbers, demographics, and economic value of slaves for much of human history. Today the story is much different. Only a small fraction of slaves are reached and freed every year and, until recently, our ignorance of their secret world has been vast. Researchers have therefore faced the problem of data, as well as numerous ethical dilemmas and the sheer controversy – socially and politically – of studying contemporary bondage.

Yet there is a growing recognition of the problem and scope of modern slavery. Scholars have begun to shape a field of research and governments and citizens are awakening to the fact of a new phenomenon: a slavery where slaves are cheap and disposable. Introducing that slavery in all its forms, this book opens up the secret world of twenty-seven million people. Using reliable data, and with an eye for both the history of slavery and the future of abolition, we tackle head-on one of the greatest human rights challenges facing us today.

Chapter one lays out the long history of slavery – from its earliest manifestations in ancient Sumeria, through antebellum American chattel slavery, to twenty-first-century forms around the globe – and discusses abolitionism and slave resistance across the centuries. It introduces modern slavery, including the current situation for slaves in the US and the UK, discusses child slavery, and explains the differences between “Old” and “New” slavery.

Chapter two offers a definition of modern slavery and examines the various forms of slavery today. It discusses the relationship between slavery and human trafficking, the causes of trafficking, and attempts to legislate against it. Chapter three explores the economics of modern slavery, including the role of poverty and government corruption in slavery’s growth and persistence, and the predictors of slavery within any one country.

Chapter four focuses on the particularities of the slave experience for women and looks at slavery through the lens of gender. Chapter five explores the dynamics of race, ethnicity, and religion as factors in enslavement, including the practice of hereditary and ritual slavery in some African countries.

Chapter six moves away from racial, religious, and gender identities to examine regional pressures: armed conflict, natural disaster, and environmental destruction. Chapter seven lays out the health risks and consequences of modern slavery, such as HIV infection and post-traumatic stress disorder. Finally, chapter eight offers a blueprint for ending slavery, from government and industry responsibilities to community and individual action.

Throughout we share the stories of individual slaves. Their voices are our truest guide. It is difficult to express the profound gratitude we feel to those many slaves who have overcome bondage and then found the courage to speak out.

This book would also not have been possible without the skill, wisdom, and imagination of Marsha Filion – we couldn’t have asked for a better editor. As well, we’d like to thank Dawn Sackett, Fiona Slater, Kate Smith, and all those working with Free the Slaves and Anti-Slavery International, in particular Peggy Callahan. We acknowledge the important anti-slavery work of Judy Hyde and Helen Armstrong; of Lookie Amuzu and Supriya Awasthi; of Marc Levin, and Nekose Wills.

Kevin Bales thanks Humanity United, an independent grant-making organization committed to building a world where modern-day slavery is no longer possible, his son Gabriel Bales, Jolene Smith, Ginny Baumann, Meg Roggensack, Kate Horner, Vithika Yadav, Lookie Amuzu, and Supriya Awasthi, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, and Professor David Richardson, Director of the Wilberforce Institute for the Study of Slavery and Emancipation (WISE) at the University of Hull in England.

Zoe Trodd thanks the Project on Justice, Welfare and Economics at Harvard University’s Weatherhead Center, all those at the Australian National University’s Humanities Research Centre, in particular Leena Messina, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation and the American Council of Learned Societies. She also thanks Edward J. Blum, Emma Christopher, Deb Cunningham and all those at Primary Source, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Lawrence Groo, Brian L. Johnson, Joe Lockard, Timothy Patrick McCarthy, Christine McFadden, Ann Mary Olson, Cassandra Pybus, Leilani Sevilla, Tom Rob Smith, Werner Sollors, Robert Squillace, Michael Stancliff, Chris Stark, John Stauffer, Phyllis Thompson, and Lyn, Geoff, Gabe and Bee Trodd.

Alex Kent Williamson thanks Stephen Geller, Cynthia Nast, Stephen Nichols, Michele Browne, Jill Jarrett, Rob Jenks, Stan Metchev, Kalina Metchev-Simon, Cathy Pagone, Laurie, Greg, Rachel and Daniel Redfern, Anne Simon, Jim Williamson, Drew Williamson and his parents Jon and Sue Williamson.

This book is dedicated to the twenty-seven million.

Kevin Bales, Zoe Trodd, Alex Kent Williamson
Washington, DC, and Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Perpetual chains: slavery throughout history and today

Wherever I go ... I’m a slave, chained in perpetual servitude. I may go to your deepest valley, to your highest mountain, I’m still a slave, and the bloodhound may chase me down.

Frederick Douglass, 1845

As the last phrases of the “Declaration of Independence” died away in Rochester’s Corinthian Hall on 5 July 1852, the black abolitionist Frederick Douglass rose to speak. He had insisted upon giving his Fourth of July speech, marking American independence, a day late, to remind his white audience that slavery was an anachronism – a rupture in American progress. While acknowledging the Declaration’s ideals of liberty and equality, he would protest the long delay in fully realizing them. Sure enough, his speech that day addressed the division between black and white, slave and free, in antebellum America. The nation, Douglass said, is “your nation,” its fathers are “your fathers.” Then he asked his audience: “What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July?” It is a cruel sham, he answered. A day of boasted liberties and empty rejoicing that renders slavery “more intolerable.”

Today, during bicentennial celebrations of the 1807 and 1808 acts that abolished the British and American external slave trades, Douglass’s question rings loud across the years. What, to the modern slave, is the bicentennial? What is the meaning of bicentennial celebrations when slavery still exists – 200 years after those acts, 175 years after the abolition of slavery in the British Empire, and more than 140 years after the American Emancipation Proclamation? And what was the historical journey that brought us to this point, with twenty-seven million people enslaved around the world? Just as Douglass set nineteenth-century slavery in its historical context, pointing to the Declaration of 1776, so we can trace a long pre-history for contemporary forms of slavery.

Slavery throughout history

Long before Douglass himself escaped slavery in 1838, slavery was part of our world. The practice is as old as human history and predates both laws and money. It was part of the Nile cultures from their earliest records; in the First Dynasty, around 7000 BC, slaves were sacrificed in the burials of nobles. Then, in ancient Mesopotamia, drawings in clay from 4000 BC show captives taken in battle by ancient Sumerians, tied, whipped, and forced to work. Sumer’s surviving records show a society ruled by a king claiming divine authority over a tightly organized city-state that rested on both serfs and slaves. The records point to wartime raids justified by religion as an important source of slaves.

Slavery continued to thrive in Babylon, a city-state in ancient Mesopotamia and the largest city in the world from 1770 to 1670 BC. Around 1790 BC, the Code of Hammurabi introduced the legal status of a slave. The Code laid out the first complete legal system and reveals the early inter-relationship of religion, law, and slavery in its prologue:

Bel, the lord of Heaven and earth, who decreed the fate of the land … called by name me, Hammurabi, the exalted prince … so that I should rule over the black-headed people like Shamash, and enlighten the land, to further the well-being of mankind. Hammurabi, the prince, am I … the shepherd of the oppressed and of the slaves.

In this earliest written code of laws the themes of divine approval, conquest, domestication (“shepherd … of the slaves”) and slavery are woven together.

The Code outlines a slave system in full operation. There are 282 separate laws regulating most of civil life, and thirty-five of them concern slavery. All are crystal clear: a slave is not a real human being. For example, one of these Babylonian codes explains that if a physician makes a fatal mistake on a patient, his hands are to be cut off – unless the patient is a slave, in which case the physician only has to replace the master’s property. Another mandates that if a man strikes a pregnant woman so that she loses her child, the man’s own daughter must be killed – unless the woman is a slave, in which case the offender need only pay her master two silver coins.

One of these ancient laws anticipates the United States’ infamous Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 (which ordered that any person who helped a fugitive slave to avoid recapture was subject to a fine and imprisonment), instructing that anyone hiding a runaway slave “shall be put to death.” And Babylonian slavery shared another major characteristic with American chattel slavery: the free use of violence for control or punishment. The Code of Hammurabi notes that if “a slave strike a free man, his ear shall be cut off,” while the Louisiana Slave Code of 1724 explains that a “slave who will have struck his master … will be punished by death.”

In Egypt, the period known as the New Kingdom (1570–1070 BC) brought increased military expansion by the Pharaohs and a corresponding explosion of slavery. The most successful military leader of this period, Pharaoh Tutmose, campaigned every year into Syria and Palestine, and claimed to have enslaved more than 100,000 people. Paintings and carvings that survive from this period show ranks of bound captives, from the area that is now Israel and Palestine, and from further south in Africa. The Pharaoh used slave labor for large-scale public works projects, thereby reducing pressure on the peasants and farmers who worked in food production.

As the city-state structure emerged and spread, more societies became hierarchical, militaristic, and slaveholding. Control of farmland and animals was combined with the “domestication” and enslavement of human beings. At their pinnacle, the Greek city-states had large numbers of slaves. Around 400 BC, Athens and its companion port city of Pireaus contained around 60,000 citizens, 25,000 non-citizens, and 70,000 slaves. “With little exception,” notes one historian, “there was no activity, productive or unproductive, public or private, pleasant or unpleasant, which was not performed by slaves … in the Greek world.” Slaves were seen as essential for the perilous and often deadly work in silver mines that helped to fuel the growth of Athens. About the same time, the work of Plato was building a solid rationalization for slavery based on the inherent inferiority of “barbarians.” His pupil Aristotle enlarged this justification, arguing that slavery was good for both slave and master, since each were achieving their true function.

Rome’s economy was even more solidly based on slavery and the expansion of the Roman Empire led to a vast slave trade, mainly in captives from foreign conquest and their descendants. But over a period of about seventy years, from 135 BC to 70 BC, the Roman world was rocked by three large-scale slave revolts involving many thousands of slaves. The last of these uprisings, sometimes called the Gladiator War or the War of Spartacus, was initiated by a small band of enslaved gladiators and grew to an army of some 120,000 men that defeated the Roman army several times over a three-year period before being wiped out. Roman laws then became progressively more humane regarding the treatment of slaves in the first century AD. This change reflected an emerging philosophy that held slavery to be against “natural” law. Roman jurists, basing their ideas on the philosophy of the Stoics, suggested that while slavery was universally practiced it was also contrary to nature. With the contraction and fall of the Roman Empire, slavery diminished in proportion to the population held in serfdom.

Between 320 AD and 1453 AD, slavery was a large part of the Byzantine Empire’s economy. The expansion by force of the Empire flooded Constantinople with slaves. The emergence of agricultural surplus and ruling elites had established the three main supports of institutionalized slavery: an armed military that could use violence to enslave, a business market for slaves, and a religious elite that provided divine approval for slavery. One element of this approval involved the Judeo-Christian creation myth, namely the Curse of Ham. After the world is washed clean by a great flood, only the family of Noah survives to repopulate the world. Noah’s son Ham and his descendents are cursed to be the “servant of servants … unto his brethren,” and while the Biblical account makes no mention of skin color, a strong narrative emerged that named Africans as the descendents of Ham. A religious commentary written around 350 AD explains: “[Ham] became a slave, he and his lineage, namely the Egyptians, the Abyssinians, and the Indians.”

Slavery also appears in the Jewish Torah, which provides rules for how Jews should treat their slaves. Jews were not supposed to enslave Jews, and if a Jewish person was taken into slavery because of debt, the bondage was limited to six years. But non-Jews could be enslaved for life and their enslavement could be passed on to their children. Around 2100 years ago, however, some Jewish communities began to reject slavery. The Essenes were the first Jewish faith community to outlaw slavery, and the Therapeutae, a Jewish people living near Alexandria, were described by a contemporary in this way: “They do not have slaves to wait upon them as they consider that the ownership of servants is entirely against nature. For nature has borne all men to be free.” In fact, practitioners of Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Judaism, and Confucianism all began to build theologies that were radically different to the past and emphasized compassion and justice.

But the Crusades opened up new Eastern populations to European enslavement. Genoa, Venice, and Verdun became major slave markets, especially after plague decimated the European workforce in the thirteenth century. Slavery became central to the economy of Tuscany. The position of the Church throughout this period was to condemn sales of Christians and to prohibit the buying of any Christians by Jews, while accepting slavery as an institution. Islam promulgated similar rules, forbidding the enslavement of Muslims by Muslims. Then, as the expansion of the European empires into Africa and the Americas began in the fifteenth century, the Church continued its support of slavery in both policy and trade.


Slavery in the British Empire and the United States


Just as the Roman and Byzantine empires had grown on the backs of newly enslaved people, so the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade marked the beginning of a global Europe. From the 1400s onward, European ships brought captured Africans to Europe as slaves. With the conquest and colonization of the Americas, the trade expanded to include North and South America and became triangular. Ships traveled from Europe to Africa, traded goods for captured Africans, and shipped these African captives to the Americas. The slaves who survived the journey were sold to the colonists, primarily for agricultural work, and the ships were reloaded with tobacco, sugar, cotton, and rum to head back to Europe, where the process would begin again. By 1888, when the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade finally came to an end with the abolition of slavery in Brazil, between eleven and twenty-eight million people had been taken from Africa.

Many millions of slaves were brought to the North American colonies. Enslaved Africans made up one-fifth of the population of New Amsterdam in 1664, when it was handed over to the British and renamed New York, and by the time of the American Revolution in 1775, the states of Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Jersey and New York held, together, almost 40,000 slaves. And the slave trade did not cease with the American Revolution. Concepts of free religious thought that had emerged in the Protestant Reformation were central to the ideas of equal citizenship and personal freedom in the founding of the new republics of the late eighteenth century. Squaring these beliefs with the powerful economic institution of slavery proved impossible and the result was a series of confused compromises. The constitution of the new United States guaranteed freedom and equality to all citizens, but denied these benefits to slaves. It was a continuing paradox: the first global empires were based on the economic power of slavery yet spread the countervailing ideals of the Enlightenment. Their culmination in the American republic was a revolution for liberty that preserved a slave system.

But as the ideas of the Enlightenment spread, so did a redefinition of slavery. As early as 1769, Adam Ferguson, a Scottish professor of philosophy, argued that “no one is born a slave; because everyone is born with his original rights.” Religious bodies began to reject slavery. The first moral tracts against slavery published by Quakers appeared in the early 1700s, and by 1758, Quakers in the American colonies and in Britain had condemned both the slave trade and slaveholding. In 1767 Quaker activists brought a proposed law against slavery into the Massachusetts legislature. The bill failed but the potential for the codification of a human right to freedom was established. Persistent activism by Quakers included the organization of “little associations” against slavery in the American colonies, which laid the groundwork for the debates over slavery that followed the American Revolution.

Then, in 1787, a handful of Quakers and a young Anglican, Thomas Clarkson, formed the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade (re-named the Anti-Slavery Society in 1823). Based in London, it was the world’s first human rights organization. Its goal was the complete abolition of the slave trade and the emancipation of the slaves throughout the Empire. Although England itself had few slaves – unlike the Caribbean and the North American colonies – English capitalists were deeply involved in the trade.

By 1791 the Committee had 1300 local branches across Great Britain. The campaign boycotted products produced by slavery, such as sugar from colonies in the Caribbean, raised public awareness, circulated petitions, and lobbied the government to outlaw the slave trade. One lobbyist was the former slave Olaudah Equiano, who published his autobiography in 1789. Here he protested the conditions of the middle passage, explaining that the “closeness of the place, and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship … almost suffocated us.” Other abolitionists confirmed the realities of Equiano’s description by using technical diagrams of this “place” within their print culture. After an abolitionist group in Plymouth produced a diagram of a slave ship, Clarkson and other abolitionists modified it to show the ship loaded with 482 slaves. In 1789, they printed and circulated 7000 posters of the image, which quickly became iconic (see figure 1).

In 1807, the British slave trade was legally abolished. After the end of the Napoleonic wars, the anti-slavery campaign began again, this time aimed at abolishing the institution of slavery itself. Legal slavery in the British Empire ended in 1833. But as one abolitionist movement came to an end, another was just getting started. In the United States, slave importation was legally (if not functionally) ended in 1808, but the US South continued to maintain and grow its slave population by natural increase. Linked to the plantation system and an explosive growth in demand for cotton, the slave population in the southern states of North American grew to about four million by 1860. And as slavery grew in the southern states, so too did American slave resistance.

In 1791, the former Haitian slave Toussaint L’Ouverture had transformed a slave revolt into a revolution, the abolition of slavery, and – eventually – the proclamation of the Haitian Republic in 1804. The success of the Haitian revolution instilled fear into the slaveholders of the southern US and this fear was well founded. By the time of the Civil War, more than 250 small-scale slave revolts had occurred in the South. The most significant of these was Nat Turner’s revolt of 1831 in Virginia. Turner led seventy other slaves in a rebellion in Southampton County, Virginia, and the rampage left dead sixty whites and one hundred blacks. It remains the most famous slave revolt in American history.

Beyond this violent slave resistance in the US South itself, Africans also mutinied on slave ships 392 times by 1860 – on as many as ten percent of slave-ship voyages. Most famous were the Amistad and Creole revolts of 1839 and 1841. In late June 1839, captive West Africans rebelled and seized control of the Spanish slave-ship Amistad, which was traveling along the coast of Cuba. The rebel leader was Sengbe Pieh (popularly known as Joseph Cinque) and he ordered the surviving crew members to sail the ship, with its fifty-three slaves, to Africa. But for two months the crew moved the ship back west at night, until it was sighted and seized by the US Navy off the coast of Long Island in late August. The Africans were charged with murder and abolitionists took up their cause. They were declared legally free by a federal trial court in 1840 and by the Supreme Court in 1841. By 1842 they had returned to Africa.

[image: image]

Figure 1 Stowage of the British slave ship Brookes

Around the same time, in 1841, Madison Washington led a slave revolt onboard the US brig Creole and brought into sharp relief the now divergent paths of Britain and America around the question of slavery. The ship left the port of Richmond, Virginia on 25 October 1841, with 135 slaves. It was bound for New Orleans, Louisiana, where the slaves would be sold at auction. As it neared Abaco Island in the Bahamas, Washington and eighteen other slaves seized pistols and knives, subdued the crew, and sailed for British-controlled Nassau, a port in the Bahamas. The British Emancipation Act of 1833 had ended slavery in the Empire, and the slaves knew they would be freed upon entering the port. The US Secretary of State demanded that the British return the slaves and the ship, but British officials ruled that local laws applied to the Creole. The slaves were taken ashore and set free, and the Creole eventually reached New Orleans on 2 December 1841, without its human cargo. Such forcible resistance made the anti-slavery crusade a precursor of the violent Civil War.

American abolitionism

Nat Turner and Madison Washington were staging their uprisings in the context of a broader movement for abolition – a crusade that created a new framework for equality and redefined slavery as a moral issue. This redefinition was necessary to combat pro-slavery religious arguments in the nineteenth century. One argument was that Africans would not have had a chance to enjoy the benefits of Christianity, and while enslavement might be harsh it opened a chance to be “saved” and civilized through faith. Another argument hinged on the “curse of Ham” and tried to establish black inferiority on a Biblical foundation. A third argument used carefully selected verses from the Bible that emphasized obedience and order, arguing that God ordained slavery’s hierarchy of control.

By the late 1820s, American abolitionism had a manifesto in David Walker’s Scripture-infused pamphlet, Appeal to the Coloured Citizens (1829). Walker was a free black and most likely a conspirator in Denmark Vesey’s plans for slave rebellion in 1822. Like most early abolitionist protest, his pamphlet relied on moral principles rather than economic or political arguments. It encouraged slave uprisings and called for a black revolution. Runaway slaves were allegedly discovered with copies of Walker’s Appeal in the fall of 1830, and later that year, armed slaves launched an uprising near New Bern, incited by the same pamphlet. Six months later, in August 1831, some observers insisted that Nat Turner himself was prompted to rebellion by Walker’s Appeal.

While Walker aimed his pamphlet at slaves and free blacks, published slave narratives also changed the opinion of the white American public. Almost from the movement’s inception, the major anti-slavery organizations in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia employed dozens of free blacks and former slaves as traveling agents and lecturers to promote the cause. Their published lectures and narratives garnered widespread interest and popularity as soon as they came off the printing presses. Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative sold 5000 copies in the first four months of publication, and more than 30,000 copies by the beginning of the Civil War. The ten most popular slave narratives sold hundreds of thousands of copies in the US and abroad, went through dozens of editions, and were translated into multiple languages. More effectively than any other genre of abolitionist writing, slave narratives provided readers with intimate, detailed accounts of the brutality of slave life, as well as highlighting the heroism of individual slaves who planned and made their escape from bondage.

Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of the famous anti-slavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) based many of her characters and scenes on these narratives. In response to the Fugitive Slave Act, passed on 18 September 1850, Stowe had decided to make the nation feel slavery’s horrors, and she aimed her sentimental novel, with its cast of fugitives and slaveholders, at northern women in particular. Uncle Tom’s Cabin had sold 500,000 copies by the end of 1852, eventually selling more copies in the nineteenth century than any book save the Bible. Suddenly “a lady with her pen” had “done more for the cause of freedom … than any savant, statesman, or politician,” as Joshua Giddings exclaimed to Congress in December 1852. And a decade later, Abraham Lincoln purportedly greeted Stowe at the White House with the words: “So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that started this great war!”

But by the time of Lincoln’s meeting with Stowe, one abolitionist had gone further than the “little woman who wrote the book” and turned rhetoric into action. At midnight on 16 October 1859, the white abolitionist John Brown gave the order: “Men, get on your arms; we will proceed to the Ferry.” With his inter-racial band of twenty-one men, Brown launched an attack against the institution of slavery. He captured the town of Harper’s Ferry, intending that slaves use arms from its federal arsenal to rise up and claim their freedom. Federal forces overwhelmed the band after thirty-six hours and Brown was indicted on counts of assault, murder, conspiracy, and treason.

Brown’s actions, which seemed extreme to moderate abolitionists and much of the watching world, were part of a long-established violent strand in American abolitionism. Alongside the violence of slave revolts, abolitionists advocated violent resistance to slavery. In his Appeal, Walker instructed blacks to kill anyone who tried to enslave them, and while Stowe called for empathy in response to the Fugitive Slave Act, numerous black abolitionists advocated a violent response. One, Joshua B. Smith, circulated weapons at an abolitionist meeting, and at another meeting, in Philadelphia on 14 October 1850, several hundred free blacks passed a resolution that they would resist to the death any attempt to enforce the law.

Yet Brown’s real power for the abolitionist cause was his combination of words with action. In prison, before his execution on 2 December 1859, Brown swapped sword for pen and converted many to his point of view with letters that were published in newspapers across the North. Derision and vilification became respect and praise. His raid had failed but these letters fueled the passions of northern abolitionists, who turned him into a martyr. In turn, this inflamed passions in the South, where forty percent of the population was black, where black / white ratios on larger plantations exceeded ten to one, and where – consequently – fears of a large-scale slave revolt were acute. Southern leaders used the incident to argue that the South’s interests were not represented in federal law. The debate became more and more bitter, Southern politicians charged that their voices were not being heard in Congress, secession was placed more firmly on the table, and then in 1860, Lincoln was elected when Northern and Southern Democrats splintered into three parties. The chasm forming over slavery had widened beyond the point of no return.

Slavery since American emancipation

The Harper’s Ferry Raid, and then Brown’s careful packaging of the raid in prison letters, helped to set off a chain of events, and for years commentators would insist that Brown began the war that ended slavery. But what of that end to slavery? Emancipation had not been one of Lincoln’s initial war aims; he had sought to save the Union, not destroy slavery. First he tried to convince slaveholders in the border states to gradually eliminate slavery in return for compensation, then eventually came to see that emancipation would weaken the southern economy and so strengthen the war effort.

On 1 January 1863, he signed the “Emancipation Proclamation.” The document applied only to states that had seceded from the Union, not the border states or parts of the Confederacy already under northern control, and freedom still depended upon Union victory. Nonetheless, legal ownership of slaves ended in 1865, following northern victory in the Civil War and the thirteenth amendment to the US Constitution, which abolished slavery as a legal institution.

Yet this abolition of legal slavery did not end slavery itself. Now caught in “peonage,” a form of debt bondage, thousands of African Americans were re-enslaved by southern planters, who duped or coerced them into signing contracts as sharecroppers. Historian Jacqueline Jones observes that by 1900, “as many as one-third of all sharecropping farmers in Alabama, Mississippi, and Georgia were being held against their will.” Farm owners would “hold” the sharecroppers’ pay, and they were forced to make all their purchases from a “company store,” using tickets or orders rather than money. When their annual contracts expired, they found that the crops they raised did not pay the debts they owed. Although it was often apparent that these “debts” were imaginary or impossibly inflated, the penalty for non-payment was jail. Local police helped to enforce this control.

The only alternative was to stay on the land and try to work off the debt, which never seemed to lessen or disappear. Worse, the debt passed from parent to child, binding families to the land with no hope of advancement or escape. The US Congress adopted the “Padrone Statute” in 1874, to combat the practice of kidnapping boys in Italy to be used as street musicians and beggars in American cities, but peonage was practiced across the South and upheld for decades by local and federal governments. A full federal ban was not passed until 1948 and peonage persisted across much of the South well into the 1960s.

Yet even as the US government generally ignored peonage, another form of slavery was very much on the minds of Americans in the first decades of the twentieth century. Large numbers of foreign-born women immigrants were being exploited in the workforce, and some of them were being forced into prostitution – a rapidly expanding practice in the growing industrial cities, and controlled by the same criminal organizations that ran corrupt local governments. Operating from the premise that white women were being lured or abducted, then sold and forced into prostitution by recent immigrants, reformers and religious groups mounted a nationwide campaign. Using the term “white slavery” to describe this systematic sexual exploitation of young women, they waged war against pimps and procurers. The large-scale campaigns that grew out of Christian churches brought together several deep-seated concerns over immigration, changing roles of women, urbanization, corruption, and race. They led to the introduction of legislation for safeguarding endangered white womanhood, including the Mann Act of 1910, which imposed stiff penalties on enslavers of women within US borders. At best, the laws were misguided; at worst they were used as an excuse for ethnic oppression and the wholesale deportation of recent immigrants.

Globally, slavery continued unabated in the twentieth century. Different forms of debt bondage slavery, akin to feudalism, were common throughout India, Pakistan, Nepal, and Bangladesh. The restavec system of child slaves in Haiti continued, while in China, the sale of children to be servants accounted for thousands of new slaves each year. In the countries bordering the Sahara Desert, Bedouin tribes such as the Tuareg continued their age-old practice of capturing slaves in sub-Saharan Africa and then selling them in Arab markets in the north. By the first decades of the twentieth century, there were as many as 30,000 slaves in Egypt alone, the majority of them women in domestic servitude. In South America, slaves were used to mine gold and emeralds, grow and harvest sugar, and tap rubber trees in the jungles. And between 1896 and 1915, some 97,000 slaves were shipped from the Portuguese colony of Angola to the islands of Sao Tome and Principe off the west coast of Africa to work on large cocoa plantations run by Europeans.

The twentieth century also saw a vast increase in the amount of state-sponsored slavery. In the Soviet Union some eighteen million people, arrested for their political or religious beliefs, were enslaved in prison camps that operated farms, mines, foundries, and factories from 1930 until the 1960s. And at the height of the Nazi regime, one quarter of Germany’s workforce comprised foreign civilians who worked as forced laborers. During the final months of the regime, large numbers of Jewish and other prisoners held in German concentration camps were compelled to work in a range of economic sectors, including munitions and construction. Meanwhile, the Japanese military enslaved as many as 700,000 Koreans, 40,000 Chinese, hundreds of thousands of other Asians, and up to half of the 140,000 Allied prisoners to work under brutal conditions in mines, steel plants, and construction. It also enslaved around 200,000 civilian non-combatant Philippine, Korean, Thai, Vietnamese, and Chinese women and children as forced prostitutes, for use by soldiers. Large “Comfort Stations” that amounted to state-run brothels were established in all the countries occupied by the Japanese military.
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