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The Continuation of Slavery in the Modern World: The People’s Republic of
China and Forced Labor Practices
By Jasmine Koehn

The age-old scourge of slavery has returned to plague the modern world. Though updated to
match societal advances, the basic premise remains: human beings degraded to the point of
becoming a mere commodity. Today’s world calls modern day slavery human trafficking, and it can
take many forms, including forced labor. In the People’s Republic of China (PRC), two distinct
forms of forced labor exist. One form is the more traditional master-slave system, wherein people
are bought and sold, or kidnapped, and subsequently forced to work, often in intense and dangerous
manual labor. The second form exists legally under the Chinese penal system. Both situations
involve denying human beings their rights to freedom of movement and freedom to work. In
discussions of human trafficking and forced labor, many inaccuracies exist. People often equate
sweatshops (where workers are exploited, but are paid and allowed freedom of movement) with
cases of forced labor and slavery. In the modern abolitionist movement, the defining element for
slavery and trafficking is restricted movement. As such, sweatshops and other forms of labor
exploitation will not be discussed.
Legal Framework
Human trafficking, in theory, was outlawed in the late 1800s worldwide when the last vestiges of
the original slave and serf systems were abolished. In reality, the laws simply pushed the practice
underground. The end of the Cold War had to occur before people recognized the continuation of
human slavery. In 2000, the world convened and passed the Palermo Protocols, which defined
human trafficking and outlawed it internationally. That same year, the United States passed the
Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA). In addition, many organizations, including the
International Labor Organization (ILO), have passed conventions banning slavery. In conjunction
with the international legal framework against trafficking, there are several domestic laws in place
guaranteeing basic freedoms, which by nature exclude enslavement.
The Chinese Constitution supposedly provides citizens with the right to work, rest, and
freedom. The legal framework provides protection for the victims and grounds for prosecutors to
establish illegal activity. Unfortunately, as will be shown through case studies of trafficking in China,
all too often the national government plays some role in the trafficking of its citizens. The
implications of such actions range from crimes of omission to crimes against humanity.
Forced Labor
As is the case for most of the world, in-depth academic research does not exist regarding forced
labor trafficking in China. As a result, most of the information available comes in the form of
anecdotes, or unofficial data. The two forced labor cases that follow exemplify common forms of
slavery and highlight human trafficking as a global phenomenon, rather than a practice unique to
China. In 2007, the world’s eyes were opened to slave labor practices in China. What has become
known as the “Black Brick Kiln” incident came to light as a result of the efforts of a determined
Chinese reporter. In the Shanxi province, thousands of slaves were discovered after a reporter began
looking into the growing number of missing children. Brick kiln owners in the rural areas of Shanxi
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had been using mainly children and mentally handicapped individuals to work the kilns for no pay
and under horrendous conditions. As more investigation occurred, it became apparent that the local
government officials and police forces were aware of the abuses of the kiln owners and were
ignoring the slavery situation because of bribes. The government in Beijing pledged to investigate
and prosecute the slave masters. Based on another slave kiln bust in 2009, it appears that Chinese
efforts have not significantly changed the situation yet. In addition to the kilns, a footwear company
was using forced labor to work the factories. The company employed the bonded labor system,
whereby the laborers were indebted to the company and could not pay back the debt. Freedom of
movement was nonexistent for many of these workers and, in many cases, the slaves’ documents
had been confiscated, thus making them vulnerable to arrest by the police forces. In China, all
citizens must carry travel documentation and can be stopped and searched without warning. Not
having the proper documentation is grounds for immediate detention and often results in time spent
in the Chinese penal system.
Penal system
The Chinese penal system employs an extensive network of forced labor camps in order to
reform criminals through labor. Known as Labor Reform Camps (LRCs), these institutions are
divided into two subsets to deal with different levels of crime: Reeducation through Labor and
Laogai. Reeducation through Labor camps (RTL) hold petty criminals and less outspoken political
dissidents. RTL camps are distinct from Laogai in that they lack due process; those detained by
police forces have no trial and are often sentenced by the same police force that initially performed
the arrest. The other subset, Criminal Labor Reform camps, or Laogai, hold those convicted of
major crimes as well as more active political dissidents. Although the ways in which people find
themselves in the two camps differ, the treatment in both camps is essentially the same. Both RTL
and Laogai camps require the prisoners to perform strenuous work for more than twelve hours a
day, with little or no pay. In addition to the labor aspect, prisoners are often subjected to political
pressures and torture. The penal system was created for the purposes of removing political
opposition and simultaneously improving the economy. Every camp produces goods for the
domestic or international markets, or participates in public works projects. According to
international law and treaties, the items produced by penal labor cannot be exported; however,
accounts exist of such goods being sold in America. The fact that the Chinese penal system is used
to quell political opposition and exploit the criminal population in order to help the economy
undermines the value of the system as a form of domestic security and justice.
Moving Forward
Despite legislation banning forced labor and human trafficking, this is a particularly acute
problem in China, as well as other areas of the world. The kinds of slavery cases discussed are not
unique to China, but the Chinese cases do require a different approach than similar cases in Africa.
National idiosyncrasies do not justify slavery, but they do force non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and national legislative bodies to find answers that fit different national cultures and
societies. China presents a uniquely difficult situation to NGOs monitoring human trafficking. China
has historically been wary of perceived Western intrusion on its domestic policies and problems.
Despite the opening of China to the global market and easier access for international visitors, NGOs
still struggle to gain access to those in need of international assistance. China refuses to acknowledge
domestic trafficking and labels the LRCs as State secrets. The result of China’s resistance is a lack of
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international knowledge about the real situation inside the country. In order for any change to occur,
NGOs must be allowed access to data and victims, so that assistance can be provided and
information can be gathered.
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