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Most people believe slavery no longer exists, but it is still very much alive.  From Khartoum to Calcutta, from Brazil to Bangladesh, men, women, and children live and work as slaves or in slavelike conditions.  According to the London-based Anti-Slavery International (ASI), the world's oldest human-rights organization, there are at least 27 million people in bondage.  Indeed, there may be more slaves in the world than ever before.





This fact is generally not known.  In part, this is because modern-day slavery does not fit our familiar images of shackles, whips, and auctions.  Contemporary forms of human bondage include such practices as forced labor, servile marriage, debt bondage, child labor, and forced prostitution.  Modern slaves can be concubines, camel jockeys, or cane cutters.  They might weave carpets, build roads, or clear forests.  Though the vast majority are no longer sold at public auction, today's slaves are often no better off than their more familiar predecessors.  Indeed, in many cases, their lives are more brutal and hazardous.





Who are these people?  How do they become slaves?  What might be done for them?  A review of government documents, human-rights reports, news stories, and conversations with modern abolitionists around the globe uncovers a shocking reality.





INDIA-THE CARPET SLAVES





Hard numbers are hard to come by, but in India, the Bonded Labor Liberation Front believes that between 200,000 and 300,000 children are involved in the handmade woolen carpet industry, one of the largest export earners for the country.  If one includes the 500,000 in Pakistan and 200,000 more in Nepal, the number of Asian child slaves in the carpet industry may reach one million.





These children work from toddlerhood to adolescence, from dawn to dusk, in horrid conditions.  The scene is described:  Children work in damp pits near the loom.  Potable water is often unavailable and food consists of a few chapatis [bread balls], onions and salt.  Common practice is to keep the children hungry so they will stay awake and work longer hours.  The children often are made to sleep on the ground next to their looms, or in nearby sheds.  After working from ten to fourteen hours, they are expected to clean out their sheds and set up work for the next day.





Apart from the deep cuts the children suffer on their hands from the weaving tools, the dust and fluff from the wool brings on lung diseases and their eyesight is damaged from close work under poor lighting.  Many have been forcefully separated from their families.  Children who are kidnapped are sometimes freed after six to nine years of servitude.  Friends who tried to leave were tortured or even killed.  Children live in constant fear of the loom masters.





Children become carpet slaves in several ways.  About 10 percent are kidnapped, simply stolen off the streets.  Another group may be given over to labor contractors who falsely promise that the children will be educated and cared for while being taught a trade.





Many children are entrapped in a system of debt bondage still widespread in Asia and the subcontinent.  From time immemorial, very poor people have pledged their own labor and that of family members as security against a loan taken in a time of crisis.  Tragically, the original sum is hardly ever repaid.  Because 


they are mortgaged personally on a 24-hour basis, workers inevitably incur new debts for food, clothing, and shelter.  Added to exorbitant interest rates, this ensures families will pass on their ever-mounting debt to their children for generations.  People are thus born into slavery.





HAITI-SUGAR SLAVES





A Haitian man met a man who promised him a good job nearby in the Dominican Republic (DR).  But, as has been seen with the Asian slavers, this is a classic lure.  The man said, “He took me across the border and sold me to the Dominican soldiers for $8.''  Once in their custody, he suffered the fate of  thousands of his countrymen who are forced against their will to cut cane for six or seven months--from December to June--for little or no money.





Though many Haitians work willingly in the Dominican sugar plantations (Haiti is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere), there is a perennial shortfall at harvest time.  The State Sugar Council, known as the CEA, fills the gap with a system that violates nearly every internationally recognized labor code against forced labor.  Although political turmoil in Haiti has put an end to cross-border recruiting, the enslavement of blacks continues.





Before the coup to oust Aristide in 1991, Haitians were brought to the border by CEA-paid buscones, or “searchers,” and sold to armed Dominican soldiers at so much per head.  During the coup, the borders were closed, Haiti was militarized, and cross- border recruiting came to an end.  But the flight of 30,000 frightened Haitians into the DR brought an ample supply of cane cutters to the Dominican Republics own backyard.





Now, when the harvest shortfall comes, it's se epok chas la—“open hunting season” on any Haitian in the DR.  The Dominican army fans out across the country, hauls Haitians off public buses, arrests them in their homes or at their jobs, and delivers them to the cane fields.  Any Haitian in the street can be arrested and sent to batey [shantytown].





The captives are held in crowded, filthy barracks at military posts until their numbers are sufficient.  Then they are driven in open trucks to the bateys, shantytowns on the edge of sugar plantations.  Their belongings are confiscated, and they are handed machetes.  To eat, they must work.  They cannot leave.  If they try to escape, they may be beaten.





Armed guards come for the sugar slaves at 5:00 a.m., banging on the doors with rifle butts.  The men are taken into the fields to harvest cane for 12 or 14 hours under a brutal sun.  Sharp cane leaves cut into their skin.  They eat dried fish and rice and are permitted to drink the juice of sugarcane.





Back in the bateys, four or six Haitians share a small, dark room.  They sleep on the concrete floor, sometimes on cardboard cartons, or, if fortunate, on thin foam mats.  There is no running water or cooking facilities, and there are few latrines.  Some of the DR's 400 bateys have electricity and well water.





Though the Haitians are paid for their work-$2 a ton-this pitiable sum melts away in a system designed to steal from the least powerful.  A skilled man can cut a ton and a half a day, theoretically earning $60 to $70 a month, but first he has to tip the weight man to weigh his work soon after it's cut: If it lies in the sun a day or two, it shrinks in weight.  Then the men are paid in coupons (vales), which the local store discounts at 20 percent.  Highly skilled, energetic workers might be left with $15 a month.  The average fellow earns just enough to stay alive, not enough to support a family.





SOUTHEAST ASIA-SEX SLAVES





Hundreds of thousands of Asia's children, mostly girls but also boys, have been taken from their homes and delivered to bordellos, where they fuel a sex industry that thrives in great part by servicing Western and Japanese men.





Although child prostitutes are used by Asian locals, some countries in Southeast Asia have become centers of sex tourism and targets of organized pedophile rings.  Centered in Thailand but spread throughout Asia, this international flesh trade consumes girls as young as eight years of age.





The sexual enslavement of children is part of the general exploitation of children in impoverished parts of the world.  Indeed, sex slaves are captured in much the same way as Haitian cane cutters, India's carpet weavers, and Persian Gulf camel jockeys.  They are lured with false promises of decent employment, caught in debt bondage, kidnapped, or simply sold outright by parents, friends, or people they know.





Debt bondage in particular continues to enslave millions today in Asia.  They are trapped by an obligation that may be passed from generation to generation; indeed, because of incredibly low wages, high interest charges, and cheating, it may never be repaid.  Armies of debt-bonded slaves--including little children--work in rock quarries, as housemaids, building roads, weaving carpets, or as forced prostitutes.  With no social safety net, a bad harvest or serious illness might mean starvation; bondage is better than death.





It is also true that some girls are simply sold by parents who have fallen on hard times--not so much from a bad harvest but due to a drinking or drug problem.





Many of the little girls who are used by their families to pay off a debt do not know what the original principal or interest rate is, and so they will never buy back their freedom.  Brothels can range from the seedy to the hideous.  Often, they are closed compounds from which the girls may not leave without escorts.  The local police are corrupt:  A raid is an opportunity to collect a payoff, or even to sell back the girls to the brothel owner, who then adds that cost to the girls' debt.  The police themselves are frequently bordello patrons.





Sex slavery is now so ingrained in Thailand that many girls accept their fate as just another way of life.





The worst cases of brutally forced prostitution now involve non-Thai groups.  The fear of AIDS has spawned an intense demand for girls who are supposedly disease-free.  Thai-based sex slavers now seek out the very young and girls from other countries.  Tens of thousands of girls from Burma, China, and Cambodia are being lured and kidnapped.





A worker from a child welfare group in Manila says, “It's more difficult to rehabilitate children who have been sexually exploited than it is to rehabilitate those who have been traumatized by war.''





MAURITANIA AND SUDAN-CHATTEL SLAVERY





Hard as it is to believe that debt bondage, forced labor, and child prostitution flourish around the globe, it is harder to believe that pure chattel slavery still exits.  In Sudan and Mauritania, two countries that straddle the Arab-African divide, a person can become the property of another for life, bought and sold, traded and inherited, branded and bred.





In Sudan, Africa's biggest country, chattel slavery is making a comeback, the result of a 13-year-old war waged by the Muslim north against the black Christian and animist south.  Arab militias, armed by the government, have been raiding African villages, shooting the men and enslaving the women and children.  The latter are kept as personal property or marched north and sold.  It is reported that there is probably “no village in the north without its kidnapped black slaves.”





In March 1994, what might be called modern-day slave markets were reported to exist in Sudan.  Like any commodity, the price of human flesh in Sudan has varied with supply.  In 1988, one automatic weapon could be traded for six or seven child slaves.  In 1989, a woman or child from the Dinka tribe--an exceedingly tall and proud pastoral people of the Nile--could be bought for $90.  In 1990, the raids increased, the market was flooded, and the price fell to $15.  Some of the children are trucked to Libya, according to the U.S.  Embassy in Khartoum.





The fate of these slaves is unspeakable.  Not only are their bodies in bondage, but they are stripped of their cultural, religious, and personal identities.  According to one report:  “Kon, a thirteen-year-old Dinka boy, was abducted by Arab nomads and taken to a merchant's house.  There he found several Dinka men hobbling, their Achilles tendons cut because they refused to become Muslims.  Threatened with the same treatment, the boy converted.”  Kon was fortunate to have escaped.  Others who are caught trying to escape are castrated or branded like cattle.





Mauritania has outlawed slavery three times.  But this former French colony of only two million people probably contains the world's largest concentration of chattel slaves.  In 1993, the U.S. State Department estimated that up to 90,000 blacks live as the property of North African Arabs.  Other sources would add 300,000 part-time and ex-slaves, known as haratins, many of whom continue to serve their owners out of fear or need.





The slaves are chattel.  They are used for house or farm labor, for sex, and for breeding.  They may be exchanged for camels, trucks, guns, or money.  Their children are the property of the master.  They are born, live, and die as slaves.  Africans in Mauritania were converted to Islam over 100 years ago, but though the Koran forbids the enslavement of fellow Muslims, in this case race outranks religious doctrine.  Indeed, the black Muslim slaves of Mauritania are generally forbidden to share the basic rights of Muslims in even the poorest of countries.  They may not marry, attend school, or go to mosque.





In 1990, it was reported that “routine” punishments for the slightest fault include beatings, denial of food, and prolonged exposure to the sun with hands and feet tied together.  “Serious” infringement of the master's rule are met with a variety of tortures, including “the insect treatment.”  Tiny ants are stuffed into the ears, which are sealed with stones and bound with a scarf.  Hands and feet are tied and the errant slave is left for several days, after which he will do what he is told.








BLACK CHATTEL SLAVERY


It's not history...
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Over 130 years after President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in the United States, thousands of black men, women, and children remain in literal bondage in other places throughout the world.





In Mauritania (located in West Africa, above Senegal), slavery was officially outlawed in 1980.  Yet as many as 100,000 blacks serve white Arab Berbers, according to U.S. State Department estimates.  These slaves are the inheritable property of their masters; any children born to slaves belong to the master.  Punishments given to "uppity" slaves include tortures of medieval proportions, all too graphic to describe here.





In the Sudan, a civil war has been raging for over twelve years between the Islamic government in the north and the African Christians and animists in the south.  As part of that conflict, government-armed militias raid African villages, shoot the men, and abduct women and children.  These helpless captives are then brought to the north, where they are bought and sold, branded and bred, and stripped of their religious and cultural identities.  Women selected as concubines are genitally mutilated.  Children have their Achilles tendons removed so they will not run away.





John H. McWhorter writes, “When someone asks, ‘Why does everything always have to be about race?’ the usual subtext is that whites keep this torch burning while black Americans are increasingly frustrated in their attempts to be accepted simply as a “people.”





McWhorter wrote his book, Losing he Race:  Self-Sabatoge in Black America, “in the belief that white racism as the main obstacle to black success and achievement is now all but obsolete.  Today, ironic accidents of history have created a situation in which black Americans themselves are forced into a dominant role in making it so that most [black Americans ] have to think twice to remember that even a black corporate lawyer living in the suburbs is an ‘American.’”





He goes on to say that in his book “he will show that black America is currently caught in certain ideological holding patterns that are today much, much more serious that is white racism, and constitute nothing less than a continuous, self-sustaining act of self-sabotage.





He further goes on to say that if integration is the main index to prove the well being of the black community, he believes that the black community is the main obstacle to achieving the full integration that Civil Rights leaders sought.








DISPELLING THE NOTION THAT NOTHING HAS CHANGED





Some blacks are suggesting an erosion of Civil Rights victories.  Statistics refute that.





1940-1960 Nothing Changed�
2000�
�
55% of black America lived in poverty�
Under 25% of blacks live in poverty�
�
3.8% of black men were managers or proprietors�
By 1990, 20% of blacks are managers/professionals�
�
1.8% of black women were managers or proprietors�
By 1996, 1 in 10 of all female managers were black�
�
1.8% of lawyers were black�
By 1996, 1 in 12 black males were professionals�
�
2.8% of doctors were black�
From 1960 to 1990, the number of black doctors doubled�
�
4 black congressmen�
From 1960 to 1990, the number of black lawyers tripled�
�
5.4% of blacks between 25-29 had college degrees�
By 1995, the number of black congressmen were no fewer than 41�
�
�
By 1995,15.4% of black people had college degrees while only 24% of whites had college degrees�
�
In 1940, 1 in 100 blacks were middle class (defined:  earning twice the poverty rate)�
�
�
By 1970, 39% of blacks were middle class, while 70% of whites were middle class�
�
�
In the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, an interracial couple was a curiosity and their children “torn”�
Today, black-white relationships and marriages are so common in some parts of the country that they don’t even arouse a comment�
�
In 1963, 0.7% of blacks were not married to other black people�
In 1993, the figure had increased to 12.1%�
�
�
The number of black leaders in our country headed by such men as Colin Powell are so numerous that the term “token black” is becoming a hoary concept�
�
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