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Poverty’s Captives
By Tim Brauhn
Today’s manifestations of bondage are a marked departure from those of pre-modern slavery.
Now the value of the human “goods” is so low that slavers do not have to worry about damaging
them. Two hundred years ago, slaves had to at least be treated with a modicum of safety, if for no
other reason than to ensure continued profitability. But in the 20th and 21st centuries, slavers have
become less like “hunters” and more like “gatherers,” since their work no longer involves raids and
chains, at least in the physical sense. No, today’s raids are the false promises of work and money that
are employed to lure the poor into situations from which they are unable to escape, due either to
violence, or to the threat of violence. Chains persist as the continued destitution of those who are
unlucky enough to fall victim to such false promises. So how does poverty contribute to the
resurgence and continued growth and profitability of the international slave trade? This section of
the Digest investigates the deep-seated role that poverty plays in the recruitment and retention of
modern slaves, and investigates policy options aimed at combating both indigence and its sad
accomplice, enslavement.
Even conservative statistics point to a massive proportion of people living in poverty worldwide.
While many of them may enjoy a greater level of relative safety than did previous generations, they
are no less at risk for the predations of slave-traders than their predecessors were. Contemporary
slavers prey on the poor because poor people represent opportunities for exploitation. And from the
perspective of the poor, slavers offer the promise of attractive jobs and good pay. When the
possibility of work (or in some cases, food) arises, a parallel opportunity for potential enslavement
comes into being. Oftentimes, the people making these promises of work are members of an
extended family, or perhaps even friends. Regardless of the connection, these people are
nevertheless slavers. Their numbers are growing, and they target both adults and the young alike.
The occurrence of child labor is also a consequence of poverty. For poor families, allowing (or
sending) their child to work is one of the only ways to support the family. If the choice is between
starving and eating, what kind of parent would not allow their child to work? It is at this point, when
families are at their poorest, that slavers strike. Many parents entrust their young to slavers who
promise safety and, at the least, regular meals for their children. Yet the children are seldom treated
as well as promised. Compounding this problem is the cultural practice, most common in Africa, of
placing children in the care of extended family members in hopes of a better life. Many young
people do take it upon themselves to work, either to support their family or to further their own
education; slavers can exploit this desire without resorting to overt means of ensnarement.
If children are working, they are probably not attending school, which in turn perpetuates the
cycle of slavery. Efforts to bring children out of the fields and into school have involved such simple
projects as offering free food to students. To families living in indigence, such an incentive might be
enough to send their children to school. But these efforts are still only in place on a grassroots level.
Even if states have enacted mandatory education standards, economic (survival) interests may
supplant those laws. In these cases, the economics of poverty that drive people into a subsistence
lifestyle are the same economic structures that slavers can exploit.
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For instance, consider the common occurrence of debt-bondage in South Asia. A poor person
might borrow money in order to survive, to start a business, etc. When they cannot repay the loan,
either due to exorbitant interest rates or to other factors, they become bonded in debt to the original
lender. This might sound similar to indentured servitude, but bonded debtors seldom escape the
debt cycle. Their employers may “pay” them, but such disbursements will not be enough to repay
the original loan. Note that debt-bondage also occurs when regular workers are paid such very low
wages by employers that they are forced to eventually borrow money, usually from their employer.
Under this system, debts can persist across generations. This perpetual debt bondage is most
certainly classifiable as slavery, as it is usually the threat of violence that holds laborers in place.
Whatever it’s particular manifestation, contemporary slavery is a growing problem. Nevertheless, a
burgeoning global anti-slavery movement is increasingly making its voice heard.
International institutions are placing slavery high on their lists of concerns more often. Why
then, has the practice of modern slavery grown so pervasive? The answer is that it is cheap to initiate
the practice, and it is easy to continue making money. Slavers travel to a locale with limited
employment opportunities and/or a high level of poverty. They offer jobs to the people. These jobs
do not actually have to exist, but if they do, they certainly do not match the description given to the
people. Those who are interested in these “jobs” are trafficked across an international border
(although not always), their identification is confiscated, and they are put to work in whatever
capacity the employer sees fit. Workers are threatened with bodily harm if they attempt to leave.
Even if they do escape, their lack of documentation, and the fact that they might be hundreds or
even thousands of miles away from home makes it highly likely that they will face further abuses.
Systems need to be put in place in order to protect and, perhaps more importantly, to find these
people.
But many states, including the United States, still have not defined accurate legal protections for
those who manage to escape their employers or those who are freed. In some states, freed slaves
have a low social status. This is especially the case with prostitutes, who may carry dangerous
sexually-transmitted diseases and who oftentimes suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. Freed
slaves may not have any applicable skills that would allow them to reintegrate into society and make
a living. They could therefore end up cycling back into slavery due to the very same lack of
opportunity that led them there in the first place. International law is still murky in cases in which
slaves have been trafficked to foreign countries; repatriation might not be a desirable option, since
the economic conditions that led to enslavement will most likely still exist in their home state.
The alleviation of poverty provides one of the best opportunities for reducing the proliferation
and power of the modern slave trade. Cutting in half extreme poverty by 2015 happens to be one of
the stated objectives of the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals, and as such, a great
deal of attention has been paid to the eradication of poverty worldwide. The awarding of the 2006
Nobel Peace Prize to the Grameen Bank, the world’s quintessential poverty-combating institution,
should therefore come as no surprise. The award follows and lends strength to the explosion of
microcredit ventures in the developing world. But microcredit/microfinance is still viewed as an
uncertain method of sustainable growth, as it is still perhaps too early to decide whether high
repayment rates are the result of true economic growth, or if they are simply the promise of future
lending activity. In addition, the literature on microcredit is woefully lacking in its descriptions of
concrete policy outcomes from microlending in impoverished communities. While the stated goal of
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microcredit is to eliminate/reduce poverty, what does this goal really mean for those most affected
by poverty and the slave trade?
If global poverty rates were to drop, the profitability of the slave trade would decrease markedly.
Labor costs across the board would rise, and the amount of available cheap or free labor would
shrink; there would be fewer poor people to exploit. Undoubtedly, slavers would have to become
even bolder in finding targets for enslavement. And if their methods grew in brutality and
complexity, they would be unable to remain as deeply underground as they have been up until this
point. They would be seen more often, and the accompanying rise in awareness would increase their
visibility even more. Poverty, it seems, is not the only self-perpetuating phenomenon. In much the
same fashion, increases in living standards would bring about, and be brought about by, the
development of educational apparatuses. If people knew what to look out for, they might be better
disposed towards avoiding enslavement.
It should be noted, however, that not all victims of slavery are poor or uneducated. Such a
generalization would be unfair to the enslaved, and would misrepresent the willingness of slavers to
lie to absolutely anyone in order to gain more human capital. Many middle-class people, yearning for
adventure or financial inviolability, find themselves enslaved across borders, and even across oceans,
as restaurant employees, domestic servants, or even as prostitutes. Even highly-educated people
such as college graduates can be tempted into pursuing these phantom job offers in overseas
markets. If there is a lack of local employment, these offers could be a very attractive opportunity
indeed. Poverty as a lack of financial mobility is at least one part of the problem, but a dearth of
potential job offerings can piggyback with poverty, making it possible to attract individuals from
many more demographics of a population than only the impoverished.
Slavery is harder to combat now than it was before its official abolition. This statement
seems contradictory, but it is quite reasonable. The relative invisibility of modern slaves is due to
three main factors: race is not as much of an issue as it was in the past, as anyone can now be
enslaved. Since it is an illegal activity, record books of transactions are not in the public business
domain. Additionally, globalization has greatly increased the ability of slavers to move these
“products” across borders and to coordinate with sending and receiving countries. A possible fourth
factor is the relative lack of knowledge, especially in the United States, of the mere existence of
modern slavery. Certainly, since there are laws on the books against it, it cannot possibly still be
around. But it is still around, and as long as great swaths of the earth’s population live in abject
poverty, there will still be ready sources of income for slavers.
Eliminating or reducing poverty would provide better living standards for billions of people
and, as a byproduct, lower their vulnerability to enslavement. An accompanying rise in health and
education could contribute to increased job opportunities, thereby removing a need to emigrate for
work. Tracking this progress has proven difficult; while some areas of the globe have decreased their
poverty rates, others have actually experienced increased rates. As awareness of the insidious trade in
humans grows, greater attention will be paid to poverty’s role in providing exploitable situations. But
with a nearly limitless supply of potential slaves living in poverty, can the international community
act fast enough to protect them?
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