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CONTEMPORARY SLAVERY:
YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE

By Kathryn Ellis

Our altar cloth this morning and my shawl are biéalysoft, and finely woven Indian
silk. As a weaver, | know that it takes skill toave such beautiful fabric. And itis
highly likely that this beautifully crafted clothas made with bonded child labor — slave
labor.

Young, small children working in deplorable conaiits take raw material from silkworm
cocoons, help to make the thread and assist &dhes. Some children in the silk
industry work seven days a week for ten to twelverk a day.

| was shocked when | learned that it is quite {idblat there are slave made products in
all of our homes. | was shocked when | realized thbenefited from slavery. The facts
about contemporary forms of slavery are shockingmamy Americans; it has been and is
invisible to us.

Many people believe that slavery is in the pastv&ly has been outlawed throughout
the world and is illegal in almost every countryeWrtheless, slavery has been a rapidly
growing phenomenon since 1945 (Bales, 2001). Thawaonly accepted figure is that
there are 27 million slaves today. There are slavalmost every country including the
United States.. Forced laborers have been fou@ of our cities, including two
Pennsylvania cities. At any given time there may.®®00 people working as forced
laborers in the U.Swiww.freetheslaves.ngt

What do we do with this knowledge? How do we de#hwur own unknowing
complicity in this hidden, violent practice? Slay@nocks our Unitarian Universalist
principles. How do we affirm and promote the inménsorth and dignity of every person
and justice, equity and compassion in human relatio the face of contemporary
slavery?

Some suggest that using the word “slavery” is aggeration or that it should be
thought of as a metaphor. Some use the word “sldiler.” Yet, slavery is not a
metaphor for far too many human beings. Slaveryskasral key defining
characteristics:

1. Itis an economic and social relationship between (ior more) people. One is
forced to work by the other for no pay or a tokgittance.

2. Violence and threats of violence control the labgre
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3. There are no choices for the slave who lives irstamt fear of violence and is
often physically restrained. The laborer has ndrobmo free will. They are not
free to leave.

4. The slave is exploited, dehumanized, and treatedcasnmodity. Slavery is
about profit. The buyers and sellers use theselpeaopthat they may make more
money.

Three things have led to the growth of modernestpand to its changed character. The
world’s population has tripled since 1945 espegiallthe developing world.

Globalization has led to rapid economic and sathainge. Changed economies have led
many poor rural people into debt and into the siteeking work. They are vulnerable to
being tricked and enslaved.

Contemporary forms of slavery are different thastdrical forms. In the antebellum
United States, the investment in a slave cost dgévalent of about $50,000; now a slave
can be obtained for $100.00 or less.

At today’s costs, the slave is a cheap and dispesabl. There is no need to assert legal
ownership, and there is no need to protect thestnvent through medical care or
nourishing food. If the laborers can no longer la® work, they can be thrown away.
These relationships are much more likely to betdleom. There is no need to spend
money if a worker is missing; that person can gdmlreplaced.

Historically, large initial investments and high imanance costs contributed to keeping
profits low. With contemporary low investments, nigrofits can be made. A slave can
be worked to iliness, disability or death, andslse may be abandoned when there is
no more work.

The psychology of contemporary slavery is an imgaraspect. For families in
hereditary debt bondage, the perception has be¢nhils is simply the way life is. Many
have not learned psychological and life skillsifatependent adult life. They may have
been sold into a country where they do not knowldahguage or the culture. all are
psychologically and emotionally battered.

American activist and Director of Free the Slawsyin Bales stated that slaves often
know that they are illegally enslaved. What theyndt know is that they can be free and
survive. Freeing the mind and spirit is not an dask.

India, where this beautiful fabric came from, i®the to more slaves than all other
countries of the world combined” (Mehta, p.1). “‘iadhas the largest number of child
workers in the world. . . . A significant percerdéagf these 44 million children are
bonded laborers”(USAID India). Debt bondage isri@st frequent form of slavery in
India as it is in the world today (Godrej, p. 5).
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A person becomes a bonded laborer to repay a Tdanloans are incredibly small by our
standards; a child became a bonded laborer betaai$endlord had given the child’s
father a blanket. This child laborer was Keshankda who is now an effective adult
anti-slavery activist (Godrej, p. 5).

Once the loan is made, the laborers are then tticke perpetual slavery. They are paid
a pittance (perhaps 17 cents a day), charged exeesterest, perhaps given additional
“loans” for emergencies, and told that the delvieiger paid off.

Slavery thrives in India because the governmenteaweak, and legislation is often not
enforced. In some cases, local police and low-lgegkernment officials may be involved
in trafficking, slave holding or enforcing debt lage. They have returned child bonded
laborers to the silk workshops. Sometimes whersgimlight is shone on child bonded
labor, the factories and workshops are closedhHsibonded labor continues. It is moved
into more hidden place.

Intimidation and physical violence, including sekassaults, are used. The workers are
sometimes chained or tied up. When asked why heatidun away, Keshav Nankar:

gives me an indulgent smile before replying thahwio money, no education and
no experience of life beyond his village this waarpossibility. And, he adds, all
the landlords of the surrounding villages werated to each other, so it would
have been impossible to stay undercover. (Gopré&))

Keshav Nankar was the child who was enslaved faaket. He was freed by Vivek and
Vidyullata Pandit, a husband and wife team of NeéwolRionists. For more than twenty
years, they have worked to free more than 1500 édbraborers in 450 villages.

Vivek Pandit “is adamant that real liberation takésce in the mind, that physical
freedom isn’'t enough” (Bales, 2002, p. 4). Thedmxhlaborer “must be made to believe
that it is possible to stand up to their formerdlands and to adjust to a life of freedom”
(Bales, 2000, p.62).

The Pandits have a program of education designeshti self-worth, curiosity, thinking
and problem-solving. They teach that power mugtken and teach the skills to face
conflict (Godrej, p. 6). Unitarian Universalistsvegpartnered with the Pandits through
the Holdeen India program.

| focused on India because this is where our alh came from, but slavery thrives in
the United States, too. The 2004 repdidden Slaves: Forced Labar the United States
documented that conditions are not much differentdrced laborers here.

As Unitarian Universalists, we are called to adhia world. We affirm the inherent
worth and dignity of all human beings. We are ahlle bring justice, equity, and
compassion to the world. We are called to do whatan to repair and transform the
world.
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But defining right action can be hard in the reakl. How does one help another out of
a condition that that person sees as deserved®ébeing cultural imperialists? How do
we face the ethical situation that we have a beduwatitar cloth probably made by child
slave labor? That we have slave made productarih@ames? How do we confront the
fact that we benefit from slave labor whether arwe wish to do so? What power do we
have to create change? “If responsibility for stenlding is extended to those who profit
from it, we have to confront a shocking ethicallpemn. Those who profit from slavery
might include you or me or anyone. . . . How musthie average person willing to pay to
end slavery?”(Bales, 2000, pp.20-21)

We come from a prophetic tradition. UUs have aoliibnist history, but some
historical Unitarians profited from slavery and oppd abolition. Where we will stand in
the 2F' century? Anchow do we stand for abolition?

Contemporary Unitarian Universalism can again bexabolitionist. Education is the
key. We needo know in order to act. Problems of this size can ede#y overwhelming
to an individual or to a congregation. We can lmepied to return to denial and
ignorance. We are called to address denial andagee. Get the facts. We can organize
to educate ourselves and to educate our communities

Kevin Bales stated that most people assume thatrdi#em of slavery ought to be
addressed by governments and the United Nationthutonsumers actually have more
power (Bales, 2001, p.21).

Investigate your retirement and investment fu@smmunicate with corporate boards.
Spending with consciousness makes a differencenBuwand selling SERRV
International products helps the abolition procebsn Thousand Villages and SERVV
are both members of the International FederatioAl@rnative Trade. These
organizations are NGOs whose purpose is to agtisdr@s rather than to maximize
profits. They promote fair trade, justice in intational trade, sustainable development,
and independence for the workers. They supportrdeearking conditions, gender
equity, and respect for the environment (www.ifeg)o

We can buy carpets (Rugmark), chocolate (Divineddlaie) and coffee (Equal
Exchange) that are guaranteed not to have beengeddvith slave labor. These
products do usually cost us more because the peoslace paid more fairly. On the web,
one can buy food, clothing, gifts, and interiorigastems from retailers who are
members of the fair trade association.

Congregations can organize fund raising drivesipert abolitionist organizations.
Individuals and congregations can write to compaaigd ask them to be accountable.
We are close to the headquarters for Hershey FoodsoMe ask them what they are
doing about the problem of slave labor in cocoalpation. We can lobby, write letters
and sign petitions.
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We can encourage and support training for U.S.dafercement officers, health care
and social service providers to recognize forceddaWe can be educated about how to
help survivors.

While globalization plays a part in the increasaidnuman slavery, it also creates
opportunities and tools for opposing slavery. Mo€lwhat | have read, | gathered from
the internet. Opportunities to financially suppamti-slavery activists are just a few
clicks away.

May we be inspired by the courage of those who govenuch to bring freedom and
dignity to those who have been denied human righét.us work together for the day
when slavery is truly abolished.
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