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The Truth About Slavery 
 

Introduction to Part 1: The Deep Roots of Slavery 

(Origins and Ancient Slavery) 

For most people today, the word “slavery” conjures a single, powerful image: the 
transatlantic trade in African captives, the cotton plantations of the American South, and 
the moral crusade that finally abolished it in the nineteenth century. That story is real, and 
it is important. But it is also radically incomplete. To treat slavery as though it began in 1441 
with the first Portuguese voyages down the West African coast, or as though it was invented 
by Europeans for reasons of racial supremacy, is to accept a myth every bit as distorting as 
the older myth that once portrayed slavery as a benign “civilising” institution. 

The truth is older, broader, and far more uncomfortable. 

Slavery is not an aberration of modern Western civilisation; it is one of the oldest and most 
universal institutions in human history. It appears in the earliest written records we 
possess, and it appears simultaneously on multiple continents. It was practised by the 
builders of the pyramids and the philosophers of the Acropolis, by the emperors of China 
and the priests of Vedic India, by the caliphs of Baghdad and the kings of Dahomey.  

It was not invented by any one race, religion, or economic system. 

It arose wherever power, war, and the need for labour intersected—and it persisted 
because, for most of recorded history, nearly every society found it useful, normal, and 
morally defensible. 

The five chapters in this first part are dedicated to stripping away the chronological and 
cultural parochialism that dominates contemporary discussion. We begin with the 
question of definition itself—what slavery is, and what it is not—because without clarity 
here, the rest of the story dissolves into sentiment and caricature. We then travel to the 
river valleys of Mesopotamia and Egypt, where the first cities discovered that war captives 
could be turned into permanent, heritable property. We examine the classical 
Mediterranean world, where slavery reached a level of philosophical justification and 
industrial scale that would not be matched again until the colonial era. And we look 
eastward to the great civilisations of Asia, where systems of bondage took forms different 
from the West yet were no less brutal or pervasive. 

These chapters are not offered as a moral equivalence argument that seeks to minimise 
any later atrocity by pointing to earlier ones. They are offered because historical truth 
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requires context, and context is precisely what has been edited out of much modern 
education.  

When a British or American or Brazilian schoolchild is taught that slavery is fundamentally 
a story about white people enslaving black people, something enormous is being 
concealed: the fact that slavery has worn every human face, claimed every skin colour as 
both perpetrator and victim, and adapted itself to every major religion and ideology that 
mankind has ever devised. 

Only by returning to the beginning—by seeing slavery as an ancient and global institution 
rather than a modern and regional sin—can we hope to understand its full trajectory, its 
stubborn persistence into our own time, and the real reasons it has proven so difficult to 
extinguish. 

This is not a comfortable journey. But it is an honest one. 
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Chapter 1: Defining Slavery: Concepts, Forms, and Historical Universality 

I. What Slavery Is—and Is Not 

The word “slavery” is used today with such moral intensity that it has become almost 
impossible to define with precision. Popular discourse treats it as the ultimate evil, a 
uniquely monstrous institution whose mere mention is enough to end debate. Yet the same 
word has been applied to everything from antebellum Alabama plantations to modern 
minimum-wage jobs, from ancient Roman latifundia to the gulag, from the trafficking of 
Nigerian girls in 2025 to the “wage slavery” of nineteenth-century British factories. The 
result is conceptual chaos. 

A workable definition must do three things: 

1. Distinguish slavery from other forms of coercion and exploitation. 

2. Remain broad enough to cover the institution across cultures and millennia. 

3. Be narrow enough to exclude conditions that are merely harsh or unfair. 

The most useful cross-cultural definition remains the one formulated by the League of 
Nations in 1926 and refined ever since:  

“Slavery is the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers 
attaching to the right of ownership are exercised.” 

This is not a moral judgment; it is a legal and sociological description. The slave is 
property. The slave can be bought, sold, gifted, inherited, rented, mortgaged, or killed with 
impunity (subject only to local custom). The slave’s children are usually born into the same 
condition. The slave’s body, time, and reproductive capacity belong to another. 

Everything else—cruelty, racial justification, back-breaking labour, sexual exploitation—is 
secondary and variable. Slavery can be mild or savage, domestic or industrial, racially 
homogeneous or heterogeneous. What makes it slavery is the legal fiction of ownership 
of a human being. 

II. The Core Forms of Slavery in History 

1. Chattel slavery 

 The classic form: the slave is movable property, like cattle (the origin of the word 
“chattel”). Transferable at will, heritable, and usually alien by origin (captive of war, 
kidnap victim, or purchased from another owner). Examples: Roman latifundia, the 
Barbados sugar estates, the Sokoto Caliphate’s plantation zones. 
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2. Debt bondage (bonded labour)  

A person pledges himself or a family member as collateral for a loan. Default (often 
engineered by the creditor) turns the debtor into a permanent slave. Widespread in 
ancient Mesopotamia, medieval India, and still the most common form of slavery on 
earth today (South Asia, 2025). 

3. State slavery / corvée slavery 

Individuals or entire communities belong to the ruler or the temple. They can be 
deployed on public works, in armies, or as palace servants. Pharaonic Egypt, Inca 
mit’a, and the zanj plantations of ninth-century Basra are classic cases. 

4. War-captive slavery 

The oldest and most universal origin. Defeated enemies are enslaved rather than 
killed because they are economically valuable. Practised from the Neolithic 
onwards; the primary engine of slave supply in sub-Saharan Africa, the pre-
Columbian Americas, and steppe nomad societies. 

5. Kinship / domestic slavery 

Slaves are absorbed into the household and may enjoy considerable de facto 
autonomy. Common in West Africa, Southeast Asia, and many Islamic societies. 
Children of slave women by free men were often freed (the reverse of the Anglo-
American “one-drop” rule). 

6. Penal slavery 

Convicts (real or fabricated) are enslaved as punishment. Ancient China’s “hard-
labour” exiles, medieval European galleys, and the Soviet gulag all fit this category. 

7. Cultic / sacrificial slavery 

Persons are bred, purchased, or captured for ritual killing or temple service. 
Documented in ancient Ghana, Benin, Ashanti, and pre-Columbian Mesoamerica. 

These forms are not mutually exclusive; they overlap and evolve into one another. 

 

III. The Myth of European Invention 

One of the most persistent distortions taught in schools and universities is that slavery is a 
European innovation, or at least that its racialised, chattel form is uniquely Western. This 
claim collapses under the slightest scrutiny. 
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• The first written law code we possess, the Code of Ur-Nammu (c. 2100 BCE), 
already regulates the purchase and punishment of slaves. 

• The earliest Egyptian records (Old Kingdom, c. 2600 BCE) distinguish between free 
citizens and a category of persons called “sqr-ꜣnḫ” (“those struck and made to 
live”)—war captives turned into state slaves. 

• The Assyrian empire (c. 1300–600 BCE) bragged on royal inscriptions about 
deporting and enslaving entire populations; one king claims to have taken 200,000 
captives in a single campaign. 

• In China, the Shang dynasty oracle bones (c. 1200 BCE) record the sacrifice of 
hundreds of war captives at a time; many others were kept as labourers. 

• The Rigveda (c. 1500–1200 BCE) mentions dāsa and dasyu—non-Aryan peoples 
reduced to servitude. The later Manusmriti codifies hereditary slavery. 

In none of these societies was slavery justified primarily by skin colour. It was justified 
by defeat in war, by debt, by crime, by birth to a slave mother, or simply by being an 
outsider. Race as we understand it barely existed as a category. 

IV. Slavery Before Race 

The modern mind struggles to imagine slavery without racial hierarchy because the last 
major slave system most of us studied—the Atlantic one—was so thoroughly racialised. 
But for 95 per cent of its history, slavery was not about colour. It was about power and 
belonging. 

• In ancient Mesopotamia, slaves could be blond “Subartu” mountaineers, dark-
skinned Nubians, or fellow Semitic speakers who lost a war. 

• In the Roman empire, the majority of slaves in the early period were Italian peasants 
enslaved for debt; later they were Gauls, Germans, Britons, Syrians, Greeks—
anyone the legions captured. A white-skinned Thracian like Spartacus was as much 
a slave as an Ethiopian. 

• In the Islamic world from the eighth to the nineteenth centuries, the slave markets 
of Cairo, Baghdad, and Zanzibar sold Circassians and Georgians (the whitest 
Europeans) alongside Ethiopians and West Africans. The Mamluk rulers of Egypt 
were themselves fair-haired slaves bought as boys from the Crimea. 

Racial ideology was grafted onto slavery only when it became economically and 
politically convenient—primarily in the early-modern Atlantic world. It was a late, 
regional mutation, not the essence of the institution. 



8 
 

V. The “But That Wasn’t Real Slavery” Objection 

A common reflex when confronted with non-Western slavery is to downgrade its severity. 
Serfdom, debt bondage, and Islamic concubinage are described as “milder” or “different in 
kind.” This is usually special pleading. 

• The mortality rate on the ninth-century zanj plantations of southern Iraq was so high 
that one Abbasid official wrote that “a slave lasts no longer than a year.” 

• In the Kingdom of Dahomey in the eighteenth century, captives were kept in 
underground pits and fed through holes until needed for sacrifice or export. 

• In ancient Athens, slaves working the Laurion silver mines were shackled in 
subterranean galleries; archaeological remains show average life expectancy under 
ten years after arrival. 

• In Ming China (fourteenth–seventeenth centuries), eunuchs were created by 
castration with a survival rate of perhaps 20 per cent. 

These were not gentle institutions. 

VI. Why Slavery Appears So Early and So Widely 

Slavery is not an invention; it is a discovery. Once a society reaches a certain level of 
agricultural surplus, military organisation, and record-keeping, the enslavement of 
outsiders becomes rational. War is cheaper than extermination, and captives can be made 
to produce more than they consume. The institution then reproduces itself through law, 
ideology, and religion. 

The earliest states were slave states almost by definition. The surplus that made 
civilisation possible was extracted, in large part, from unfree labour. The ziggurts of Ur, the 
pyramids of Giza, the Great Wall of China, the Roman roads—all are monuments built, at 
least in part, by people who had no choice. 

VII. The Universality Paradox 

If slavery is so universal, why do so many modern curricula present it as a European 
speciality? 

The answer is partly political: the Atlantic slave trade is the only major slave system whose 
records were kept by the losers of the moral argument. The victors in the abolitionist 
struggle—Britain and the United States—preserved mountains of documentation, then 
used it to indict themselves (and, by extension, “the West”).  
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The Ottoman empire, the Sokoto Caliphate, the Omani sultanate, and the Qing dynasty did 
not undergo similar self-scrutiny. Their archives were destroyed, dispersed, or written in 
languages few Western historians read. The result is an optical illusion: the best-
documented slave system appears to be the only one that mattered. 

This book refuses that illusion. 

 

VIII. Conclusion: Clearing the Ground 

Before we can speak truthfully about any particular slave system—Atlantic, Arab, Roman, 
Aztec, or contemporary—we must first agree on what the word means and acknowledge 
how old, how broad, and how ordinary it once was.  

The chapters that follow will trace slavery from the mud-brick cities of Sumer to the battery 
farms of the present day. But they all rest on the foundation laid here: slavery is not a 
white sin, a black burden, or a capitalist invention. It is a human institution, as ancient 
as war and as persistent as greed. 

Only when we grasp that can we begin to tell the full story. 
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Chapter 2: Slavery in Prehistoric and Ancient Mesopotamia 

I. From Capture to Commodity: The Prehistoric Prelude 

Long before the first cuneiform tablet was impressed with a reed stylus, slavery already 
existed. Archaeological evidence from the Near East shows that the transition from hunter-
gatherer bands to settled farming villages brought with it the first systematic enslavement 
of outsiders. At Çatalhöyük in Anatolia (c. 7500–5700 BCE), headless burials and trophy 
skulls suggest ritualised violence and the taking of captives. By the Halaf and Ubaid 
periods (6000–4000 BCE) in northern and southern Mesopotamia, female figurines with 
bound arms begin to appear in graves—possible indications that women were the first war 
booty kept alive. 

The decisive leap occurs with the Uruk period (4000–3100 BCE). As the world’s first true 
cities arise along the Euphrates and Tigris, we see the first unambiguous evidence of large-
scale unfree labour: 

• Massive public works (temples, walls, canals) that exceed what voluntary or corvée 
labour could achieve in the available time. 

• Standardised “bevelled-rim” bowls found by the tens of thousands—mass-
produced rations for dependent workers. 

• Prison-like workhouses depicted on early seals, showing naked, shaven-headed 
captives driven by overseers with sticks. 

These workers were called gurush (young males) and geme (young females) in later 
Sumerian texts—terms that will evolve into the standard words for “slave.” By 3000 BCE, 
when writing appears, slavery is already fully institutionalised. It did not need to be 
invented; it only needed to be recorded. 

 

II. The Sumerian City-State Economy and Its Human Fuel (c. 2900–2300 BCE) 

The temple and palace estates of early Sumer—Eanna at Uruk, the Giparu at Ur, the 
household of the goddess Bau at Lagash—were the ancient world’s first agro-industrial 
complexes. They owned tens of thousands of hectares of irrigated land and required a 
permanent workforce that free peasants, with their own plots and families, could not 
provide. 

The solution was a three-tier labour system: 

1. Free citizens (family heads with allotments). 
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2. Semi-free clients (guruš) who received rations but no land. 

3. Slaves (mostly foreign captives and their children) who received the smallest rations 
and could be bought and sold. 

Excavated ration lists from Shuruppak (c. 2500 BCE) and Girsu (c. 2400 BCE) are brutally 
explicit. A full adult male citizen received 60–72 litres of barley per month; a slave woman 
doing the same weaving or grinding received 20–30 litres—barely survival level. Children of 
slaves received 10–15 litres until they were old enough to work full-time. 

Sources of slaves in the Early Dynastic period: 

• War: the famous “Stele of the Vultures” (c. 2500 BCE) shows King Eannatum of 
Lagash leading bound, naked prisoners in neck-cuffs. 

• Raid and trade: mountain peoples (Guti, Subarians) and eastern tribes were regular 
suppliers. 

• Debt: a man who could not repay a loan could be forced to hand over wife, children, 
or himself “until the debt is paid”—a phrase that often became permanent. 

• Temple dedication: parents in distress sometimes “sold” children to the temple; 
the transaction was irreversible. 

Slaves were branded or had their hair shaved in distinctive patterns so they could be 
identified if they escaped. Runaway slave treaties between city-states (the earliest 
international agreements we possess) show how seriously flight was taken. 

 

III. The Akkadian Revolution in Scale (2334–2154 BCE) 

When Sargon of Akkad created the world’s first empire, he also created the first imperial 
slave system. Royal inscriptions boast of deporting entire populations: “27,000 people I 
carried off from the lands beyond the Upper Sea.” “5,400 men I fed in my camp” (i.e., 
turned into permanent state slaves). 

These mass deportations served three purposes: weakening rebellious regions, populating 
new agricultural colonies, and providing labour for royal projects. The pattern—conquest, 
deportation, enslavement—will be repeated by every Mesopotamian empire for the next 
two millennia. 
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IV. The Laws of Eshnunna and Ur-Nammu: Slavery Enters the Statute Books (c. 2000–
1900 BCE) 

The earliest law codes we have are not moral treatises; they are price lists and damage 
schedules that take slavery for granted. 

Laws of Ur-Nammu (c. 2100 BCE, founder of the Third Dynasty of Ur): § If a man knocks out 
the eye of another man, he shall weigh out half a mina of silver. § If a man knocks out the 
eye of a slave, he shall weigh out one-third of a mina. 

The slave’s eye is worth exactly one-third of a free man’s. 

Laws of Eshnunna (c. 1930 BCE): § A slave or slave-woman costing 1 shekel or more who is 
bought must have a proper contract; otherwise the buyer loses both money and slave. § A 
runaway slave found in another man’s house shall be put to death along with the harbourer. 

Slavery is already a regulated market commodity. 

 

V. The Code of Hammurabi (c. 1755 BCE): Slavery Codified and Normalised 

Hammurabi’s famous stele is often presented as a humanitarian breakthrough. In reality, 
roughly one-third of its 282 laws deal directly with slaves—more than any other single 
topic. 

Key provisions: 

• §15 If anyone helps a palace slave or a slave-woman to escape through the city 
gate, he shall be put to death.  

• §16 Harbouring a runaway slave in your house: death. 
•  §146–147 A slave-woman who bears her master’s children can never be sold for 

silver, but she and her children remain slaves if the master does not formally 
acknowledge them. 

•  §280–282 Detailed rules for the international slave trade: if you buy a slave in a 
foreign country and he turns out to have been stolen from Babylonia, you lose him 
and your money. 
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The code distinguishes three classes of people:  

• awīlum (free citizen) 
• muškēnum (semi-free dependant) 
• wardum (slave, literally “the one who bows”).  

 
A wardum’s testimony is worthless in court unless given under torture. Killing 
another man’s slave requires only monetary compensation—never the death 
penalty reserved for killing a free man. 

Debt slavery is regulated with ruthless clarity:  

§117- If a man is seized by debts and sells his wife, son, or daughter, or binds himself over, 
they shall work three years in the house of the buyer; in the fourth year they shall be freed. 

The “three-year limit” is often cited as proof of Babylonian mildness. In practice, creditors 
routinely re-lent money in the third year, restarting the clock. The result was hereditary debt 
slavery. 

VI. The Slave as Economic Asset: Prices, Productivity, Returns 

Cuneiform contracts give us thousands of slave sale documents. Typical prices in the Old 
Babylonian period (1900–1600 BCE): 

• Healthy adult male field hand: 20–30 shekels of silver (roughly the price of two 
oxen). 

• Young female domestic or concubine: 30–50 shekels. 

• Child: 10–15 shekels. 

A skilled slave (weaver, scribe, musician) could cost 2–5 times more. 

Return on investment was high. A male field slave could generate 300–400 litres of barley 
surplus per year after rations. At contemporary prices, the owner recouped the purchase 
price in 18–24 months. Female slaves in textile workshops were even more profitable; the 
famous “house of Ur-Utu” at Sippar employed 120 slave women whose output has been 
reconstructed from surviving ledgers. 

VII. Daily Life of the Mesopotamian Slave 

Archaeology and texts paint a grim picture: 

• Temple slaves at Girsu were issued one coarse wool garment every two years. 

• Blind or lame slaves were put to work treading clay for bricks or turning millstones. 
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• Female slaves in private households were expected to serve sexually as well as 
domestically; contracts sometimes specify “for bed and for work.” 

• Punishment included beating, mutilation (ears, nose, eyes), and branding with the 
owner’s mark or the word “runaway.” 

Yet manumission was possible. A loyal slave could be adopted by a childless owner and 
inherit freedom. Some slaves saved tiny stipends and bought their own liberty. These 
exceptions, however, prove the rule: freedom was a privilege granted by the master, never a 
right. 

VIII. The Collapse of the Old Babylonian System and the Kassite Continuation 

When the Hittites sacked Babylon in 1595 BCE, the slave-based palace economy 
collapsed. The subsequent Kassite dynasty (c. 1595–1155 BCE) rebuilt it on an even larger 
scale, importing war captives from as far away as Egypt and the Zagros. The Nippur 
archives show slave gangs of 200–300 working royal date plantations under military guard. 

IX. Legacy: Mesopotamia as the Template 

Every major feature of later slave systems appears first in Mesopotamia: 

• Hereditary chattel status. 

• State-regulated slave markets. 

• Branding and mutilation for identification. 

• The use of slaves in large-scale agriculture, industry, and domestic service. 

• Legal codes that treat the slave as animated property. 

When Greeks, Persians, Arabs, and eventually Europeans built their own slave systems, 
they were not innovating; they were inheriting and adapting a technology of domination that 
was already four thousand years old. 

By the time Abraham is said to have left the city of Ur (c. 1900 BCE), slavery was older than 
the bricks of his hometown. It was the air the first cities breathed, the silent assumption 
behind every ziggurat and canal. Without it, the urban revolution that gave us writing, 
mathematics, law, and astronomy would have been impossible. 

That is the uncomfortable truth at the foundation of civilisation itself. 
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Chapter 3: Bondage in Ancient Egypt and the Nile Valley 

I. The Myth of the Volunteer Pyramid Builders 

For decades, school textbooks and popular documentaries have repeated a comforting 
narrative: the pyramids of Giza were built by well-fed, well-paid, patriotic Egyptian citizens 
who worked a few months each year during the inundation season and then went home to 
their villages. Limestone blocks bearing workers’ graffiti and the discovery of a well-
organised workers’ town at Giza are cited as proof that ancient Egypt had no need for 
slavery. 

This is only half true, and the half that is told hides a far larger and darker reality. 

The Giza workmen were skilled, relatively privileged state employees—something like a 
permanent corps of engineers. They were not, however, the whole story of Egyptian labour. 
Behind the prestige projects stood millions of invisible people whose lives were far closer 
to what we would recognise as slavery. The romantic image dissolves the moment we move 
beyond the Fourth Dynasty (c. 2600–2500 BCE) and look at the full sweep of 3,000 years of 
pharaonic history. 

II. The Vocabulary of Unfreedom 

Ancient Egyptian had no single word that exactly equals our “slave.” Instead it used a 
cluster of terms whose meaning shifted over time: 

• bꜣk (“servant/worker”) – used for everyone from royal cup-bearers to field hands. 

• sqr-ꜣnḫ (“those struck and made to live”) – war captives who were spared execution. 

• ḥm / ḥmw (“person belonging to”) – literally “human property of the king / temple / 
noble.” 

• mr.t (“dependents”) – whole villages of corvée labourers tied to the land. 

• šmsw (“followers”) – private retainers who could be bought and sold with estates. 

By the New Kingdom, the standard term for a chattel slave was ḥm, and contracts openly 
describe them as “bought with silver from foreign parts.” 

III. Sources of Bonded Labour 

1. War captives – the primary engine 

Every major pharaoh boasted of the tens of thousands he “brought back in 
captivity.” 
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• Thutmose III (1479–1425 BCE) at Megiddo: “The captives taken: 83,000.” 

• Amenhotep II (1427–1400 BCE): “I carried off 89,600 people from the Levant in a 
single campaign.” 

• Ramesses III (1184–1153 BCE): wall reliefs at Medinet Habu show Sea Peoples and 
Libyans with their hands tied behind their backs, led by ropes through the nose or 
lips. 

These were not temporary prisoners of war. They were distributed to temples, nobles, and 
the royal estates as permanent, heritable labour. 

2. Internal enslavement 

• Debt: tomb inscriptions record men selling themselves or their children “because of 
hunger.” 

• Judicial punishment: criminals and rebels were condemned to state labour camps. 

• Royal confiscation: entire towns could be reduced to ḥm status after revolt. The 
Harhotep inscription from the First Intermediate Period describes a noble “seizing 
the people of this entire land as ḥm for his estate.” 

3. Nubian and Libyan tribute 

From the Old Kingdom onward, Nubia supplied a steady stream of captives and 
tribute slaves. By the New Kingdom, the viceroy of Kush was required to deliver 
hundreds of slaves annually, along with gold and cattle. 

IV. The Scale of Unfree Labour 

The Wilbour Papyrus (Ramesses V, c. 1147 BCE) is the most complete land register we 
possess. It records 2,800 square kilometres of arable land in Middle Egypt. Roughly 75 per 
cent was owned by temples and the crown, and the majority of cultivators were classed as 
“dependents” (mr.t) who could not leave the land. Their children inherited the status. This 
was hereditary servitude on a continental scale. 

In the great temple estates of Amun at Thebes, tens of thousands of ḥmw worked date 
plantations, vineyards, and textile workshops. The Harris Papyrus I (Ramesses III) lists 
113,000 captives donated to the temples in a single reign—more than the entire population 
of many contemporary cities. 

V. Life in the Labour Camps 

Archaeology has begun to reveal the reality behind the propaganda reliefs. 
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Deir el-Medina (the village of the royal-tomb builders) was indeed privileged, but it was an 
exception. 

Elsewhere: 

• The fortress towns of the Second Cataract (Middle Kingdom, c. 2000–1800 BCE) 
housed garrisons and their captive labour forces. Excavations show rows of tiny 
mud-brick cells, ankle bones with wear patterns indicating long-term shackling. 

• The Giza workers’ cemetery contains many skeletons of teenagers with spinal 
deformities from carrying heavy loads. 

• At the turquoise mines of Serabit el-Khadim (Sinai) and the gold mines of the Wadi 
Hammamat, inscriptions record expeditions of 2,000–10,000 men under military 
guard. Mortality was so high that expeditions carried coffins in advance. 

Ostraca from the New Kingdom record rations: a common labourer received 4 sacks of 
grain per month—barely subsistence. Captives received half that. 

VI. The Myth of the “Gentle” Egyptian System 

Because Egyptian art rarely shows overseers whipping workers (unlike Assyrian reliefs), 
many assume the system was mild. In reality: 

• Tomb robbery papyri describe flogging with the bastinado until “the bones of his feet 
were visible.” 

• The “Instruction of Any” warns: “Do not let your son marry a slave-woman, for she 
will bear him a son who will be a slave forever.” 

• The Adoption Papyrus (c. 1100 BCE) records a free man buying three Syrian slave 
children, renaming them, and stating explicitly: “They are my slaves, bought with 
silver; whoever contests this shall be beaten with 100 blows and forfeit his claim.” 

VII. Sexual Exploitation and the “Concubine” Myth 

Foreign women were prized as concubines. Temple reliefs show them naked, with their 
children depicted as smaller versions of themselves—meaning they were born into slavery. 
The harem conspiracy trial under Ramesses III reveals that even high-ranking concubines 
could be executed along with their children if they fell out of favour. 

VIII. The Collapse of the Bronze Age and the Sea Peoples 

When the Sea Peoples and Libyan invasions struck around 1200 BCE, Egypt’s captive 
labour force became a strategic weakness. Ramesses III boasts of settling captured Sea 
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Peoples as bound labourers on royal estates—only a generation later, some of these 
groups had become powerful enough to overthrow the state entirely. 

IX. The Late Period and the Final Enslavement of Egypt 

By the Saite period (664–525 BCE), Greek mercenaries and merchants were openly buying 
Egyptian children during famines. When Persia conquered Egypt in 525 BCE, Cambyses is 
said to have carried off 50,000 artisans as slaves. Under the Ptolemies (305–30 BCE), the 
Greek rulers turned the native peasantry into a state-owned labour force little different 
from helots. 

X. Conclusion: The Cost of Eternity 

The pyramids, the temples of Karnak and Luxor, the painted tombs that still dazzle 
tourists—all were built on a foundation of captivity and coercion that spanned three 
millennia. The Egypt of popular imagination—the land of harmony, wisdom, and voluntary 
devotion to the gods—was only possible because millions of nameless people had no 
choice. 

The Nile gave Egypt life. But the chains of the sqr-ꜣnḫ, the ḥmw, and the mr.t gave Egypt 
eternity. 
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Chapter 4: Greek and Roman Slavery: Foundations of Western Thought 

I. From Eastern Tributaries to Mediterranean Mastery 

The river valleys of Mesopotamia and Egypt bequeathed to the world the blueprint for 
organised slavery: war captives turned into heritable property, state-regulated markets, 
and labour systems that underpinned monumental architecture and administrative 
empires. But it was in the classical Mediterranean—the worlds of Greece and Rome—that 
slavery achieved a new sophistication. Here, it was not just an economic staple but a 
philosophical cornerstone, debated by thinkers whose ideas still shape Western ethics, 
politics, and law. 

By the eighth century BCE, as Greek city-states emerged from the Dark Ages, they inherited 
Near Eastern practices through trade and conquest. Phoenician merchants brought 
Levantine slaves to Aegean ports; Mycenaean Linear B tablets (c. 1400 BCE) already 
mention do-e-ro (“slaves”) owned by palaces and temples. The Romans, in turn, absorbed 
Greek models wholesale after their conquest of the Hellenic world in the second century 
BCE. 

What sets classical slavery apart is its integration into intellectual life. In Athens, the 
birthplace of democracy, one in three residents was a slave. In Rome, at its imperial peak, 
slaves may have comprised 20–40 per cent of the population. Philosophers did not merely 
tolerate this; they justified it as natural and necessary. Aristotle's infamous doctrine of the 
“natural slave” influenced everything from medieval theology to colonial apologetics. 
Economically, slavery powered the silver mines that funded the Parthenon, the latifundia 
that fed the Roman legions, and the trade networks that spanned from Britain to India. 

This chapter examines the mechanics of Greek and Roman bondage, the intellectual 
defences mounted by their greatest minds, and the staggering scale of the Roman slave 
trade. In doing so, it challenges the romanticised view of classical antiquity as a cradle of 
freedom and reason—revealing instead a world where liberty for the few rested explicitly on 
the unfreedom of the many. 

II. The Greek Origins: From Homeric Captives to Polis Property 

Slavery in archaic Greece (c. 800–500 BCE) began with the spoils of war and piracy, much 
as in the prehistoric Near East. Homer's Iliad and Odyssey (c. 750 BCE) portray it as routine: 
after sacking Troy, the Achaeans divide the women as prizes—Andromache becomes 
Neoptolemus's concubine, Briseis Achilles's. Odysseus's household includes 50 slave 
women grinding grain; his faithful swineherd Eumaeus was himself kidnapped as a child 
and sold. 
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By the seventh century BCE, as poleis like Sparta, Corinth, and Athens coalesced, slavery 
evolved from ad hoc captivity to institutional chattel.  

Sources: 

• Interstate wars: the Messenian Wars (c. 735–650 BCE) reduced the entire Helot 
population of Messenia to state-owned serfs bound to Spartan land. Helots were 
not chattel slaves—they could not be sold individually—but their hereditary 
bondage, enforced by annual declarations of war and ritual hunts (krypteia), made 
them the backbone of Sparta's military economy. Each Spartan citizen (Spartiate) 
received allotments worked by 7–15 Helots, freeing him for perpetual training. 

• Piracy and trade: Thracians, Scythians, and Anatolians were imported via Black Sea 
ports like Byzantium. Solon's reforms (c. 594 BCE) banned debt slavery for Athenian 
citizens but permitted the enslavement of foreigners. 

• Internal mechanisms: abandoned infants (exposed by free parents) were often 
raised as slaves; debtors from other poleis could be seized and sold. 

In Athens, by the fifth century BCE (the Golden Age), slaves numbered 80,000–100,000 in a 
total population of 250,000–300,000. They were called douloi (“slaves”) or andrapoda 
(“man-footed things,” akin to tetrapoda, “four-footed things” for cattle). Ownership was 
private or public (e.g., the 1,000 Scythian archers who policed the city). 

Forms varied: 

• Domestic slaves: cooks, nurses, pedagogues (tutors for children). Many were 
women from Asia Minor. 

• Industrial slaves: in the Laurion silver mines (Attica), 10,000–30,000 slaves toiled in 
galleries 100 metres deep, shackled and branded. Nicias, a wealthy Athenian, 
leased 1,000 slaves to the mines at one obol per day each. 

• Agricultural slaves: on small farms, but less common than in Rome; most Greek 
peasants worked their own land. 

Manumission was possible but rare—perhaps 1–2 per cent annually. Freed slaves (metoikoi 
or apeleutheroi) paid taxes and owed obligations to former owners. 

III. Philosophical Justifications: Aristotle and the "Natural" Order 

Greek thinkers did not invent slavery, but they were the first to systematise its defence, 
embedding it in theories of human nature, ethics, and politics. This intellectual scaffolding 
influenced Rome and, later, Christian scholastics like Thomas Aquinas. 
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Plato (427–347 BCE) in the Republic assumes slavery as part of the ideal state. Slaves are 
barred from the guardian class; their role is to produce for philosophers and warriors. In the 
Laws, he recommends treating slaves harshly to prevent rebellion, advocating division 
by ethnicity to hinder communication. 

But it is Aristotle (384–322 BCE) who provides the most enduring rationale in his Politics 
(Book I). He posits that some humans are “slaves by nature” (physei douloi)—lacking full 
rationality, fit only to be instruments (organa) for others. 

Key arguments: 

• Hierarchical cosmos: Just as soul rules body, man rules woman, and Greek rules 
barbarian, master rules slave. “From the hour of their birth, some are marked out for 
subjection, others for rule.” 

• Barbarian inferiority: Non-Greeks (especially Asians) are servile by temperament, 
lacking the deliberative faculty (to bouleutikon). War against them is “naturally just” 
if it leads to their enslavement. 

• Economic necessity: Without slaves, citizens could not pursue virtue, politics, or 
philosophy. Leisure (scholē) requires others to handle banausic (manual) labour, 
which Aristotle deems soul-degrading. 

Critics like the Sophists (e.g., Antiphon) argued slavery was conventional (nomos), not 
natural (physis), but Aristotle dismissed this as sophistry. His views resonated because 
they flattered Greek ethnocentrism post-Persian Wars. 

Later Hellenistic philosophers modified but did not reject this. Stoics like Zeno (334–262 
BCE) held all men equal in reason, but Epictetus (a former slave himself) advised accepting 
one's lot. Cynics like Diogenes mocked ownership, but none advocated abolition. 

These justifications normalised slavery as rational, not merely traditional—paving the way 
for Roman adaptations. 

IV. The Economic Engine: Slavery in the Greek World 

Slavery was not peripheral to Greek prosperity; it was central. 

In Athens: 

• Silver from Laurion mines (peaking 483 BCE after a major strike) funded the fleet 
that defeated Persia at Salamis (480 BCE) and built the Acropolis. Mine slaves, 
leased by the state to private contractors, endured 10-hour shifts in toxic 
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conditions; skeletons show average height of 1.5 metres, with arthritis and lead 
poisoning. Output: 20–30 tons of silver annually, worth millions in modern terms. 

• Crafts and trade: Slaves manned potteries, shield factories, and banks. Pasion, a 
freed slave banker, amassed a fortune lending to merchants. 

• Agriculture: On Chios and Corcyra, slave-worked vineyards produced export wines. 
The Spartan Helot system extracted 50 per cent of produce as rent, sustaining a 
warrior elite. 

In Hellenistic kingdoms (post-Alexander, 323–31 BCE): 

• Ptolemaic Egypt integrated Greek overseers with native serfs; the Apollonius estate 
near Philadelphia employed thousands of bound workers. 

• Seleucid Asia used war captives for royal farms; Antiochus III resettled 100,000 
people as laoi (serfs) in one campaign. 

Without slavery, the Greek economic miracle—urbanisation, coinage, philosophy—would 
have stalled. It allowed a leisure class to innovate while extracting surplus from the unfree. 

V. Rome: From Republic to Empire, Scaling Up Bondage 

Roman slavery began modestly in the early Republic (c. 509–264 BCE) with debt bondsmen 
(nexi) and war captives. The Twelve Tables (451 BCE) permitted enslaving debtors, but this 
was phased out for citizens after the Lex Poetelia (326 BCE). Foreign wars provided 
replacements. 

The Punic Wars (264–146 BCE) transformed the system. After defeating Carthage, Rome 
flooded Italy with captives: 

• 150,000 from Epirus (167 BCE). 

• 50,000 from Corinth (146 BCE). 

By the late Republic, slaves were 20–30 per cent of Italy's population.  

Forms: 

• Rural: On latifundia (vast estates), chained gangs (ergastula) worked grain, olives, 
vines. Cato the Elder's De Agricultura (c. 160 BCE) treats slaves as tools: feed them 
minimally, work them maximally, sell when old. 

• Urban: Domestics, artisans, educators. Wealthy households had hundreds; 
Crassus owned 500 slave builders. 
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• Public: State-owned for mines, roads, aqueducts. 

Gladiators and prostitutes were specialised categories, often condemned criminals or 
captives. 

VI. The Roman Slave Trade: Mechanisms and Magnitude 

Rome created history's first global slave trade, surpassing even the later Atlantic in volume 
relative to population. 

Sources: 

• Conquest: Julius Caesar enslaved 1 million Gauls (58–50 BCE); Augustus claimed 
100,000 from Dacia. Pompey brought 100,000 from Pontus. 

• Piracy: Cilician pirates supplied 10,000 slaves daily to Delos before suppression (67 
BCE). Delos, the Mediterranean hub, could process 10,000 slaves in a day. 

• Trade: Merchants (mangones) bought from frontiers—Germans, Britons, Thracians, 
Africans. The Saharan route brought sub-Saharan blacks; the Black Sea, steppe 
nomads. 

• Breeding: Vernae (home-born slaves) were encouraged; owners profited from slave 
families. 

• Abandonment: Exposed infants were collected and raised as slaves. 

Scale: Estimates vary, but conservative figures: 

• Annual imports to Italy: 100,000–250,000 in the late Republic. 

• Total slaves in the Empire (first century CE): 6–10 million out of 50–60 million 
people. In Italy alone: 1.5–3 million. 

• Prices: Unskilled male: 500–1,000 denarii (a year's wage for a legionary). Skilled 
(e.g., Greek tutor): 10,000+. Eunuchs: up to 50,000. 

The trade was taxed (5 per cent vice tax) and regulated; emperors like Tiberius banned 
exposure to curb supply gluts. 

VII. Economic Dominance: Fueling the Imperial Machine 

Slavery was the sinews of Roman power. 

• Agriculture: Latifundia in Sicily, Africa, Spain produced grain for annona (free 
distributions in Rome). Slave villas like Settefinestre (Tuscany) used industrial 
presses; output fed 1 million urbanites. 
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• Mining: Spanish silver/gold mines at Rio Tinto employed 40,000 slaves; Dacian gold 
funded Trajan's Column. Conditions: Pliny describes workers “who never see the 
light of day.” 

• Industry: Brick factories, potteries (e.g., Arretine ware), textiles. Pompeii's fulleries 
used slave treadmills. 

• Services: Slaves ran baths, theatres, administration. Imperial freedmen like 
Narcissus amassed fortunes. 

Quantitative impact: Slaves generated 30–50 per cent of GDP. Without them, the Empire's 
infrastructure—1,000 aqueducts, 400,000 km of roads—would have been impossible. 
Varro called slaves “articulate tools” (instrumentum vocale), distinct from animals (semi-
vocale) and ploughs (mutum). 

VIII. Life, Resistance, and the Human Cost 

Daily existence varied by role. Domestic slaves in urban villas might learn skills and earn 
peculium (savings) for manumission. Rural gangs faced horror: chained at night, branded, 
tortured. The lex Petronia (19 CE) banned sending slaves to fight beasts without trial. 

Resistance: 

• Fugitives: Collars inscribed “Hold me lest I flee” (tene me ne fugiam). 

• Revolts: First Servile War (135–132 BCE, Sicily: 70,000 slaves under Eunus). Second 
(104–100 BCE). Third: Spartacus (73–71 BCE, 120,000 rebels crucified along the 
Appian Way). 

Manumission rates were higher than in Greece—perhaps 5–10 per cent—creating a 
freedman class that included emperors' advisors. 

IX. Intellectual Echoes: Roman Thinkers and the Classical Legacy 

Roman philosophers adapted Greek ideas. Cicero (106–43 BCE) in De Re Publica echoed 
Aristotle: some are naturally servile.  

Seneca (4 BCE–65 CE), a Stoic, urged humane treatment—“they are slaves, but they are 
men”—but owned hundreds himself. No major thinker called for abolition; Christianity 
later absorbed this, with Paul advising slaves to obey masters (Ephesians 6:5). 

The legacy: Aristotle's “natural slave” justified serfdom, Atlantic slavery, and even Nazi 
labour camps. It embedded in Western thought the idea that inequality is cosmic order. 
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X. Conclusion: The Chains Beneath the Columns 

Greek and Roman slavery was not a footnote to classical glory; it was the foundation. The 
Parthenon rose on Laurion silver extracted by shackled hands; the Colosseum was built by 
Jewish captives from Jerusalem's fall (70 CE). Philosophers like Aristotle provided the 
rationale, economies the motive, and the Roman trade the machinery. 

This system collapsed not from moral awakening but economic shifts: barbarian 
invasions disrupted supply, Christianity softened (but did not end) it, and feudalism 
morphed it into serfdom. Yet its intellectual defences endured, reminding us that the 
“foundations of Western thought” rest on a bedrock of human bondage. 
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Chapter 5: Slavery in Ancient Asia: From India to China 

I. Beyond the Western Lens 

When modern education turns to ancient slavery, it rarely looks east of the Indus. The 
result is a profound distortion: the impression that large-scale, hereditary bondage was a 
peculiarly Mediterranean or Near Eastern institution that only later spread to the rest of 
humanity.  

In reality, Asia developed slave systems that were older, more populous, and often more 
brutal than anything seen in Greece or Rome. From the Indus Valley civilisation to the Han 
empire, from the Vedic kingdoms to the Khmer temples, slavery was as integral to Asian 
statecraft, economy, and religion as it was in the West, and it persisted in many regions far 
longer. 

This chapter surveys four major zones: the Indian subcontinent, the Chinese cultural 
sphere, the Southeast Asian mainland and archipelago, and the steppe and mountain 
societies of Central Asia. In each, slavery took distinctive forms shaped by local cosmology 
and politics, yet everywhere it performed the same core functions: extracting surplus, 
displaying power, and marking the boundary between human and non-human. 

II. The Indus Valley and the Vedic Dawn (c. 2500–800 BCE) 

The earliest urban civilisation of South Asia already knew bondage. Harappan seals (c. 
2300 BCE) depict bound prisoners being led by ropes through the nose. By the time the 
Rigveda was composed (c. 1500–1200 BCE), the Aryans had formalised a four-fold varna 
system in which the dāsa and dasyu—dark-skinned indigenous peoples—were explicitly 
described as fit for enslavement. 

Rigveda 10.62.10 praises a king who “gave 100 dāsīs (female slaves) wearing gold 
necklaces” as battle spoils. The term dāsa (later dāsá) originally meant “enemy”; it evolved 
into the standard word for slave. Male captives were often sacrificed or castrated; women 
were absorbed into Aryan households as concubines and labourers. The Atharvaveda 
contains spells to prevent slaves from escaping and to make them obedient. 

III. The Mauryan and Classical Indian Synthesis (c. 321 BCE–500 CE) 

The Arthashastra of Kautilya (c. 300 BCE), the Indian Prince, treats slavery as an 
unremarkable fact of state. It divides slaves into nine categories: 

1. Born in the house 

2. Purchased 
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3. Received as gift 

4. Inherited 

5. Obtained in war 

6. Maintained in famine 

7. Pledged by parents 

8. Condemned prisoner 

9. Apostate monk who voluntarily re-enslaves himself 

The text calmly recommends that a master may beat a slave with a bamboo split, whip the 
back but never the head (to avoid damaging valuable property), and sell children born to 
slave women by free men if the father refuses to acknowledge them. Debt bondage 
(ahitaka) was the most common form: a debtor could pledge himself or his family for a 
loan; interest was so high that the bondage usually became permanent. 

The Manusmriti (c. 200 BCE–200 CE) is even more explicit. It lists fifteen types of slaves and 
declares that a shudra (lowest varna) is born to serve the twice-born castes. A shudra who 
insults a brahmin can have his tongue cut out; if he sits on the same seat, the brahmin may 
brand his buttocks and expel him. The text adds that certain crimes automatically reduce a 
person to slavery for life, and their descendants inherit the status. 

Tamil Sangam poetry (c. 100 BCE–300 CE) from South India describes slave markets where 
war captives from the hills were sold “like cattle in pens.” Eyewitness accounts by the 
Greek ambassador Megasthenes (c. 300 BCE) note that Indians “do not use slaves” are 
almost certainly diplomatic flattery; the Arthashastra he otherwise admires is full of them. 

IV. The Gupta and Medieval Florescence (c. 300–1200 CE) 

Under the supposedly “golden” Gupta empire, slavery reached industrial scale. Fa-Hsien, 
the Chinese pilgrim (399–412 CE), records that untouchables (chandalas) lived outside city 
walls and had to strike a wooden clapper to warn of their approach. Temple inscriptions 
from the period list thousands of slaves donated to brahmins: dancers, musicians, 
sweepers, and agricultural workers. The 8th-century Kashmir chronicle Rajatarangini 
describes kings rewarding favourites with “hundreds of villages together with their slaves.” 

By the 11th century, the Chola empire of South India was raiding Sri Lanka and Southeast 
Asia specifically for captives. The Leiden copper plates (c. 1000 CE) record the gift of 400 
slaves to a single temple. Al-Biruni (c. 1030 CE) observed that Indian prisoners taken by 
Mahmud of Ghazni were “so numerous that they could not be counted.” 
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V. China: The Longest Continuous Slave State 

Chinese civilisation institutionalised slavery from its very beginning. Shang oracle bones (c. 
1200 BCE) record the sacrifice of hundreds of qiang captives at a single royal funeral; 
survivors were kept as labourers. The Zhou dynasty (1046–256 BCE) classified slaves as: 

• State slaves (guanu) – war captives working royal fields 

• Private slaves (chenu, qie) – owned by nobles 

• Penal slaves (tong) – criminals and their families condemned to hard labour 

The First Emperor Qin Shi Huang (221–210 BCE) used 700,000 castrated convicts and war 
captives to build the Great Wall and his mausoleum (the Terracotta Army was guarded by 
real slaves buried alive with him). Han dynasty census fragments (2 CE) record 1.5 million 
registered slaves in a population of 58 million, but the true number was certainly higher. 

The Tang code (653 CE) allowed a master to kill a slave for any reason without penalty; only 
if he killed three slaves in three years for trivial faults did the state intervene. Slave women 
(bi) were ranked below concubines and could be sold or given away at will. The Song 
dynasty (960–1279) saw the emergence of “hereditary households” (nupu) – entire families 
bound to great estates for generations. 

Even in the supposedly enlightened Ming period (1368–1644), eunuchs were created by 
castrating boys bought from poor families; the survival rate was under 30 per cent. The 
Qing dynasty only abolished legal slavery in 1909, after 4,000 years of continuous 
practice. 

VI. Southeast Asia: Temples, Rice, and Human Sacrifice 

The Khmer empire (802–1431 CE) built Angkor Wat and its 200 sister temples with corvée 
and slave labour on a staggering scale. Jayavarman VII (1181–1218) boasts in inscriptions 
of donating 97,000 slaves to the temples. Reliefs at the Bayon show naked captives with 
ropes around their necks being marched off by Khmer soldiers. 

In Java, Old Javanese charters (c. 900 CE) list slaves as part of village assets alongside 
water buffalo and gold. The 14th-century Nagarakretagama describes the Majapahit king 
receiving tribute in the form of “people with curved knives” – hill tribes sold into bondage. 

Burma’s Pagan kingdom (1044–1287) maintained royal slave villages whose sole function 
was to supply labour for pagoda construction. The Mon and Thai kingdoms practised debt 
slavery so ruthlessly that entire villages fled into the jungle to escape creditors. 
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VII. The Steppe and Central Asia 

Nomadic empires from the Xiongnu (209 BCE–98 CE) to the Mongols (1206–1368) 
measured wealth in human heads. Captive artisans were kept alive to manufacture 
weapons and luxury goods; ordinary prisoners were distributed to warriors as personal 
slaves. Marco Polo (c. 1290) reported that a wealthy Mongol might own 10,000 slaves. The 
Timurid empire (1370–1507) still conducted regular slave raids into Russia and India; 
Babur’s memoirs casually mention selling 1,500 captives after one campaign. 

VIII. Common Threads and Distinctive Features 

Across Asia, slavery exhibited four recurring traits: 

1. Deep integration with religion: temples were the largest slave-owners in India, 
China, and Southeast Asia. 

2. Hereditary transmission: the child of a slave mother was almost always a slave, 
regardless of the father’s status. 

3. Sexual exploitation as norm: female slaves were automatically concubines; their 
children swelled the master’s holdings. 

4. State involvement: every major dynasty from Maurya to Qing regulated, taxed, and 
profited from slavery. 

Yet Asian systems differed from Mediterranean ones in two important ways: 

• Racial justification was rare; bondage was framed in terms of karma, debt, or 
conquest rather than innate inferiority. 

• Manumission was less common; freedom was a rare gift rather than a realistic 
prospect. 

IX. The Myth of Asian “Mildness” 

Modern nationalist historiographies in India and China often claim that their traditional 
slavery was “humane” or “domestic.” The evidence contradicts this. The 5th-century 
Chinese text Hou Han Shu describes penal slaves worked to death in copper mines 
within months. The 12th-century Indian text Lekhapaddhati contains contracts selling 
children “forever, with no right of redemption.” The Khmer king Suryavarman II (1113–1150) 
had rebellious provinces depopulated and the survivors branded on the face. 
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X. Conclusion: An Older, Larger Shadow 

By the time Alexander reached the Indus in 326 BCE, the slave systems he encountered 
were already more ancient than the entire history of Greece to that point. While Rome was 
still a village of mud huts, the kingdoms of Magadha were managing slave-worked irrigation 
systems that fed millions. While Athens debated natural slavery, Chinese emperors were 
burying thousands of living slaves with their chariots. 

Asia did not borrow slavery from the West; the West borrowed it from Asia, refined it, 
and eventually exported a racialised version back across the world. The chains that 
bound a dāsa girl in Vedic Punjab, a qiang captive on the banks of the Yellow River, or a 
Cham prisoner at Angkor were forged centuries before the first Greek trireme ever carried 
Thracian slaves to the Piraeus. 

To speak of slavery as a “Western” institution is not merely Eurocentric; it is chronologically 
backwards. The oldest cities, the largest empires, and the longest-enduring slave 
systems humanity has ever known arose under Asian suns. 
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Chapter 6: Islamic Slave Trade: The Saharan and Indian Ocean Routes 

I. The Silence in the Story 

For many people today, the history of slavery is a single straight line that runs from West 
Africa to the cotton fields of Alabama. That line is real, but it is only one thread in a much 
larger web. Between the seventh and twentieth centuries, the Islamic world operated the 
longest-running, geographically widest, and (in absolute numbers) largest slave-trading 
system in human history. It lasted 1,300 years, stretched from the Niger River to the spice 
islands of Indonesia, and carried away somewhere between 12 and 17 million people, 
roughly the same order of magnitude as the Atlantic trade, and possibly more. 

Yet it remains the great absence in classrooms, documentaries, and political memory. The 
reasons are partly linguistic (most records are in Arabic, Persian, and Swahili), partly 
ideological (the trade was conducted by Muslims, Christians, and animist Africans in 
shifting alliances), and partly because its victims were dispersed across three continents 
rather than concentrated in one hemisphere. This chapter restores the missing half of the 
picture. 

II. Origins: The Qur’anic Framework and Early Expansion 

Slavery entered Islam as a pre-existing institution that the new faith chose to regulate 
rather than abolish. The Qur’an and hadith accept slavery as lawful, encourage 
manumission as a pious act, and forbid the enslavement of free-born Muslims (with 
exceptions that proved elastic). Crucially, they do not limit the pool of potential slaves 
by race or geography. Anyone captured in legitimate war (jihad or otherwise), purchased 
from non-Muslim rulers, or born to a slave mother was fair game. 

The Arab conquests of the seventh and eighth centuries immediately put this framework 
into practice on an imperial scale: 

• 652 CE: the first treaty with Nubia requires an annual delivery of 360 slaves. 

• 720s: conquest of Sind (Pakistan) brings the first large-scale import of Indian 
captives. 

• 740s: Berber revolts in North Africa are crushed; tens of thousands are enslaved and 
marched across the Sahara. 

By the time the Abbasid caliphate moved its capital to Baghdad in 762, a functioning global 
slave market was already in place. 
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III. The Three Great Rivers of Captives 

The Islamic trade operated along three main arteries: 

1. The Trans-Saharan Route  

From the eighth to the early twentieth century, caravans crossed the desert carrying 
gold, salt, and human beings. Principal suppliers: the West African Sahel kingdoms 
(Ghana, Mali, Songhai, Kanem-Bornu, Hausaland). Principal buyers: North African 
cities, Egypt, and the Maghreb. Volume: estimates range from 7,000 to 12,000 
captives per year for over a millennium (total 9–14 million). Mortality: 80–90 per 
cent in some recorded caravans. Survivors arrived in Tripoli, Cairo, or Fez with salt-
crusted lips and chained necks. 

2. The Red Sea and Nile Route 

Linked the Horn of Africa (modern Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrea) to Arabia and Egypt. 
The Christian kingdom of Aksum and later the pagan and Muslim states of the 
interior supplied Oromo, Sidama, and Somali captives. Harar and Massawa were 
the great entrepôts. Speciality: young girls for domestic service and concubinage; 
boys for castration (survival rate 10–20 per cent). 

3. The Indian Ocean Route 

From the ninth century onward, Swahili city-states (Kilwa, Mombasa, Sofala, 
Zanzibar) and Malabar coast merchants shipped captives from the East African 
interior to the Persian Gulf, India, and insular Southeast Asia. Peak period: 1700–
1900, when the Omani sultanate moved its capital to Zanzibar and turned the entire 
coast into a slave-worked clove plantation economy. Volume in the nineteenth 
century alone: 1–2 million. 

IV. The Castration Factories 

The most infamous feature of the Islamic trade was the mass production of eunuchs. 
Because the Prophet reportedly forbade castration within Muslim lands, the surgery was 
outsourced to non-Muslim territories: 

• Verdun (France) and Prague supplied Slavic boys to al-Andalus until the tenth 
century. 

• Coptic monks in Upper Egypt specialised in castrating sub-Saharan boys at Zawilat 
and Asyut. 
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• Armenian and Georgian mountain villages delivered white eunuchs to Baghdad and 
Cairo. 

A ninth-century Baghdad medical text calmly notes that “the black eunuch is stronger for 
heavy work, the white more refined for palace service.” The mortality rate from full 
castration (removal of penis and testicles) was 90 per cent or higher; survivors fetched 
astronomical prices. The chief eunuch of the Topkapi harem in the sixteenth century was 
worth more than the grand vizier. 

V. The Zanj Rebellion (869–883 CE) 

The darkest single episode of early Islamic slavery unfolded in the salt marshes of southern 
Iraq. Abbasid entrepreneurs drained the nitrous soil using tens of thousands of East African 
slaves (zanj) imported via Basra. Working naked in the sun, eating balls of rice and flour, 
they died so fast that one contemporary wrote: “Every day 500 new ones arrive to replace 
the dead.” 

In 869 a Kharijite leader named Ali ibn Muhammad rallied the zanj with promises of 
freedom. At its height the rebellion controlled lower Iraq, minted its own coins, and sacked 
Basra. The caliph only crushed it in 883 after fourteen years of war and the deaths of 
perhaps half a million people. The historian al-Tabari records that when the rebel capital 
was taken, the streets were ankle-deep in blood. 

VI. Military Slavery: The Mamluks and Ghulams 

A unique Islamic institution was the systematic enslavement of boys for military purposes. 
Purchased or captured between ages 8 and 14, they were converted, trained, and formed 
into elite slave armies that often seized power from their masters: 

• The Abbasid ghulams (ninth century) 

• The Mamluk sultanate of Egypt and Syria (1250–1517), founded by Turkic and 
Circassian slaves who overthrew the Ayyubids 

• The Delhi Sultanate’s “Forty Slaves” who ruled northern India (1206–1290) 

These slave soldiers were among the most privileged unfree people in history, yet their 
origin remained servile: a Mamluk could never transmit noble status to his son. 

VII. Concubines and the Harem System 

The Qur’anic permission to take slave concubines (mā malakat aymānukum, “those your 
right hands possess”) created an enormous demand for women and girls. A wealthy man 
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could legally have four wives and unlimited concubines; only the children of concubines 
acknowledged by the master were born free. 

Ottoman palace records from the sixteenth century list 500–700 female slaves in the 
imperial harem at any one time. The most beautiful Circassian, Georgian, and Abkhazian 
girls were sold for 500–1,000 gold ducats apiece. Many never saw the sultan; they grew old 
serving the valide sultan or teaching younger girls. 

VIII. The Nineteenth-Century Climax 

Contrary to the myth that the Islamic trade “faded away” after the Middle Ages, it reached 
its industrial peak in the 1800s: 

• Zanzibar under Omani rule: 50,000–70,000 slaves exported annually in the 1840s. 

• The Nile valley: Egyptian pashas sent armies into the southern Sudan to capture 
slaves for the army and export; the trade only ended when British gunboats 
bombarded the ports in the 1880s. 

• The Sahara: the great caravans continued until French occupation after 1900; the 
last recorded crossing with slaves was in 1929. 

IX. Abolition and Aftermath 

Legal abolition came staggeringly late: 

• Ottoman Empire: 1909 (effective enforcement much later) 

• Qatar: 1952 

• Saudi Arabia: 1962 

• Mauritania: 1981 (and criminalised only in 2007) 

Even today, traditional forms of slavery persist in parts of the Sahel under the euphemism 
of “hereditary servitude.” 

X. Conclusion: The Longest Shadow 

The Islamic slave trade was not a footnote to the Atlantic one; it was its older, larger, and 
longer-lived twin. It operated on three continents for thirteen centuries, reshaped the 
demographics of half the Old World, and left genetic traces from Sicily to Sumatra. Its 
victims were black Africans, white Circassians, brown Indians, and everyone in between. 
Its perpetrators were Arabs, Berbers, Turks, Swahili, Persians, and, crucially, African 
kingdoms that grew rich supplying the caravans and dhows. 
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To omit this history is not to protect anyone’s feelings; it is to erase millions of lives twice: 
once when they were marched away in chains, and again when we refuse to remember 
where they were taken. 
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Chapter 7: Slavery in Medieval Europe: Serfdom and Beyond 

I. The Myth of the “Slave-Free” Middle Ages 

One of the most durable falsehoods in popular history is that slavery vanished from Europe 
after the fall of Rome and was replaced by a milder, more “European” institution called 
serfdom. The truth is messier, bloodier, and far less comforting. Slavery did not disappear 
in medieval Europe; it mutated, shrank in some regions, exploded in others, and never died 
out entirely until the fifteenth century. From Dublin to the Don, from the fjords of Norway to 
the slave markets of Venice, human beings continued to be bought, sold, branded, and 
worked to death for a thousand years after the last Roman emperor was deposed. 

II. The Immediate Aftermath: Rome’s Slaves Don’t Simply Walk Away 

When the Western Empire collapsed (476 CE), the great latifundia did not dissolve 
overnight. In Italy, Gaul, and Spain, the new barbarian kings simply took over the villas and 
their human inventory. The Visigothic Code (c. 654) still regulates the price of slaves; the 
Burgundian Code sets penalties for harbouring runaways. Gregory of Tours (d. 594) casually 
mentions Frankish nobles owning “many thousands” of slaves on their estates. 

In the chaos of the sixth and seventh centuries, new slaves poured in: 

• War captives from endless Germanic tribal fighting 

• Britons and Irish raided by Anglo-Saxons 

• Slavs (the origin of the word “slave”) captured by Franks and sold southward 

The Carolingian empire (751–888) was built on slave-worked royal estates. Charlemagne’s 
Capitulare de Villis lists slaves alongside oxen and beehives as standard estate equipment. 
The polyptych of the abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés (c. 829) records 2,788 slave families 
(perhaps 10,000 people) on a single monastic domain outside Paris. 

III. The Great Slave Export: The Verdun Eunuch Factory and the Slavic Pipeline 

From the eighth to the eleventh centuries, Europe itself became a major slave-exporting 
region—primarily to the Islamic world. 

The epicentre was Verdun, where Jewish, Greek, and Frankish merchants specialised in 
castrating young Slavic and Germanic boys before shipping them across the Alps to Muslim 
Spain and North Africa. Liutprand of Cremona (tenth century) writes that Verdun was 
“famous for making eunuchs.” A single caravan could contain 500–1,000 boys; the 
mortality rate from the operation was brutal, but the profit margin was astronomical. 
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Venice, Amalfi, and later Genoa turned the Adriatic and Black Sea into slave highways. The 
primary victims were Saqaliba (“Slavs”)—captured in the endless wars between Franks, 
Moravians, Kievan Rus’, and steppe nomads. Prague, Cracow, and Kiev were major 
collection points.  

By the year 1000, the majority of palace eunuchs and many concubines in Córdoba, 
Cairo, and Baghdad were white Europeans. 

 

IV. The Viking Slave Trade: From Dublin to Baghdad 

No group industrialised slavery more ruthlessly than the Vikings. Between 800 and 1100 
they operated the largest slave-trading network Europe had ever seen. 

• Ireland: Dublin was founded as a giant slave pen. The Annals of Ulster record raids 
that carried off “countless” women and children. 

• Britain: Anglo-Saxon chroniclers describe markets where a girl cost the same as a 
horse. 

• The Baltic and Russia: Swedish Varangians sailed the river systems to capture 
entire villages of Wends, Balts, and Finns. 

The Volga trade route carried these captives to the Khazar and later Bulgar markets, where 
they were sold to Muslim merchants and marched to Baghdad. The tenth-century 
geographer Ibn Hawqal writes that the Volga Bulgars exported “tens of thousands” of 
slaves annually, including “beautiful slave girls” who fetched 100 dinars each in 
Samarkand. 

Archaeologists have found iron slave collars in Sweden stamped with runes: “This woman 
belongs to…” One hoard in Denmark contained 500 Arabic silver dirhams—payment for 
human flesh. 

V. The Birth of Serfdom: Not Freedom, but a Different Chain 

As the supply of pagan war captives dried up after the Christianisation of Scandinavia and 
Eastern Europe (c. 1000–1100), western landowners faced a labour crisis. Their solution 
was to bind the free peasantry to the soil. 

The process varied by region: 

• France: by 1000, the old Roman coloni had become servi casati (“hutted slaves”) 
who could be sold with the land. 
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• England: the Domesday Book (1086) still lists 10–15 per cent of the population as 
outright slaves (servi), but the majority are bordarii and villani—men tied to the 
manor, forbidden to leave without permission. 

• Germany east of the Elbe: the colonisation of Slavic lands after 1150 deliberately 
recreated plantation slavery; Wendish captives were settled on new estates in 
conditions little different from Roman latifundia. 

Serfdom was not milder than slavery; it was slavery by another name, adapted to a world 
where mass importation of foreigners had become difficult. A serf could not marry, move, 
or sell his labour without his lord’s consent. His children inherited the status. If the estate 
was sold, he went with it. 

VI. The Church as Slave Owner 

Far from opposing slavery, the medieval Church was one of its largest practitioners. 

• The ninth-century monastery of Bobbio in Italy owned 3,000 slaves. 

• St. Peter’s in Rome received regular donations of entire villages “with their children 
and children’s children unto eternity.” 

• English bishops in 1066 held thousands of servi on their glebe lands. 

Pope Gregory the Great (590–604) had instructed missionaries not to free slaves but to 
convert them—because Christian slaves were more obedient. Canon law explicitly 
permitted clergy to own slaves; only in 1179 did the Third Lateran Council forbid selling 
Christian slaves to non-Christians (a rule routinely ignored in Mediterranean ports). 

VII. The Mediterranean Revival (1100–1500) 

From the twelfth century, Italian city-states revived full chattel slavery on a Roman scale: 

• Venice imported thousands of Circassians, Russians, and Tartars via the Black Sea. 

• Genoa specialised in Corsican, Sardinian, and later Canary Island captives. 

• Catalan merchants raided the Balearics and North Africa for Muslim slaves (moros 
de captiveri). 

Genoese notarial records from the 1300s list slaves the way we list cars today: “Maria, 
Tartar, age 18, healthy, sold for 28 lire.” Domestic slaves in Florence and Venice were so 
common that sumptuary laws regulated how many a bourgeois family could display. 
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VIII. The Last Slaves of Christendom 

Outright chattel slavery survived in Christian Europe long after the Middle Ages: 

• Portugal: the 1441 voyage of Antão Gonçalves returned with the first African 
captives; by 1500 Lisbon had thousands of black slaves. 

• Spain: the conquest of Granada (1492) enslaved 100,000 Muslims who refused 
baptism. 

• Russia: the Muscovite state kept hereditary slaves (khulopy) until Peter the Great 
merged them into serfdom in 1723. 

• Malta and Livorno: the Knights of St. John and Tuscan grand dukes maintained 
galleys rowed by Muslim slaves until the 1790s. 

IX. Conclusion: No Clean Break 

The medieval millennium was not a gentle interlude between ancient slavery and modern 
freedom. It was a long, brutal transformation in which Europe first exported its own people 
into bondage, then bound its peasants to the land when imports slowed, and finally—on 
the eve of Columbus’s voyage—began importing a new wave of captives from Africa to 
replace the ones it had run out of at home. 

Serfdom was not the opposite of slavery; it was slavery’s European adaptation. And when 
that adaptation began to creak under population growth and peasant revolts, Europe did 
not choose freedom. It chose a new ocean, new victims, and a new justification. 

The chains never really broke. They simply changed shape and sailed west. 
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Chapter 8: African Kingdoms and Internal Slave Systems 

I. The African Exception Myth  

The most politically convenient lie in modern slavery discourse is that pre-colonial Africa 
was a continent of peaceful villages whose inhabitants knew nothing of slavery until 
Europeans arrived with chains and guns. The truth is almost perfectly inverted. Sub-
Saharan Africa had known slavery for as long as it had known cities, kings, or long-
distance trade. By the time the first Portuguese ship nosed along the West African coast in 
the 1440s, the institution was already ancient, widespread, and central to politics, warfare, 
and wealth on a scale that dwarfed anything yet seen in medieval Europe. 

African slavery was not marginal to the Atlantic trade; the Atlantic trade was marginal 
to African slavery. Most captives taken in war, raid, or judicial sentence never left the 
continent. They were absorbed into the victor’s kingdom, sacrificed to ancestors, worked to 
death in gold mines, or marched north across the Sahara and east across the Indian Ocean 
in numbers that rivalled the Middle Passage.  

The idea of Africa as only victim is not solidarity; it is historical erasure. 

 

II. The Deep Roots: Slavery Before the Desert and the Ocean  

Slavery in Africa predates any Arab or European contact by centuries. Rock paintings in the 
Tassili n’Ajjer (Algeria, c. 5000 BCE) already show bound prisoners. The earliest Egyptian 
records (c. 2600 BCE) describe Nubian captives marched north in neck yokes. When the 
kingdom of Kush turned the tables and conquered Egypt (the 25th Dynasty, 744–656 BCE), 
it brought its own slave system with it: pyramid-building gangs, royal estates worked by war 
captives, and temple slaves branded with the name of Amun. 

By the first millennium CE, the savanna and forest zones of West Africa had developed 
three classic forms of bondage that would endure into the nineteenth century: 

1. Royal and temple slavery: captives belonged to the king or the gods and worked 
state plantations, mines, or palaces. 

2. Domestic or kinship slavery: captives were absorbed into lineages, sometimes 
married into them, but remained legally alienable property. 

3. Pawnship and debt bondage: free persons (or their children) were pledged as 
collateral for loans or crimes; default turned them into hereditary slaves. 
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These forms were not “milder” than chattel slavery elsewhere. A slave could be sacrificed, 
sold, or worked to death at the owner’s whim. The difference was that most African 
societies preferred to keep slaves inside the community rather than export them; export 
became dominant only when external demand (Arab, then European) made it more 
profitable. 

III. The Ghana Empire and the Trans-Saharan Prelude (c. 300–1100 CE) 

The kingdom of Ghana (not modern Ghana; roughly modern Mali and Mauritania) grew rich 
on gold and slaves. Al-Bakri (1068 CE) describes the king’s palace guarded by “dogs 
wearing collars of gold and silver” and his court attended by “slave girls and young men of 
his kingdom.” The same author notes that the city of Ghana had two towns: the Muslim 
merchant quarter and the royal city “surrounded by huts of the pagans and the houses of 
the king’s slaves and servants.” 

Captives came from raids against stateless peoples to the south and east. The Ibāḍī Berber 
traders who crossed the desert paid for gold dust with salt, cloth, and the promise to buy 
any surplus slaves. Ibn Hawqal (10th century) writes that a single caravan could carry 
1,000–2,000 captives north. The Ghanaian king took his cut in the form of taxes and royal 
monopolies. When Ghana fell to the Almoravids around 1076, the conquerors simply 
inherited the slave system and expanded it. 

IV. Mali and Songhai: Imperial Slavery on a Continental Scale 

The Mali empire (c. 1235–1460) marks the moment when West African slavery became 
industrial. Ibn Battuta (1352–1353) visited the court of Mansa Sulayman and was shocked 
by the ostentatious use of slaves: 

• “The sultan has 300 slave women who carry firewood and cook.” 

• “He has a bodyguard of 500 slave horsemen.” 

• “When he travels, he is preceded by 200 slave girls carrying swords and bows.” 

The gold mines of Bure and Bambuk were worked by gangs of state slaves living in 
underground pits. A Portuguese visitor in 1455 reported that the king of Mali could put 
200,000 men in the field, “many of them slaves.” The Songhai empire that succeeded Mali 
(c. 1460–1591) was even larger. Askia Muhammad’s army contained a permanent core of 
20,000 royal slaves armed with muskets. The Moroccan invasion that destroyed Songhai in 
1591 specifically targeted the slave soldiers and carried off thousands of artisans and 
women to Marrakesh. 
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V. The Forest Kingdoms: Asante, Dahomey, Oyo, and Benin 

In the Guinea forest zone, slavery was the engine of state formation. 

The Asante Empire (c. 1701–1896) The Asante built one of the most centralised slave 
systems in African history. Every war was fought for captives (adɔfo), who were divided into 
three categories: 

• Royal slaves (nnɔnkofo) worked gold mines and kola plantations. 

• Hereditary slaves (odonko) belonged to private owners and could be sold at will. 

• Pawned persons (akoa pa) worked off family debts for generations. 

The Great Oath of Asante prohibited the sale of free-born Asante into foreign slavery; 
everyone else was fair game. By the 1820s, the Asante army contained 80,000–100,000 
musketeers, the majority slaves or descendants of slaves. When the British finally 
conquered Asante in 1896, they liberated 30,000 royal slaves from the capital Kumasi 
alone. 

The Kingdom of Dahomey (c. 1625–1894) 

Dahomey turned slavery into a national ideology. The Annual Customs (xwetanu) required 
the king to send hundreds of war captives to join his ancestors in the afterlife. European 
visitors in the eighteenth century described underground pits where sacrificial victims were 
kept like livestock: 

“They are fed through holes in the roof until the day they are needed. Some remain there for 
years, growing blind from the darkness.” 

Dahomey’s famous “Amazon” army was composed largely of royal slave women. The rest 
of the population lived in terror of the midnight knock that meant selection for sacrifice or 
sale. In the 1840s, Dahomey was selling 9,000–10,000 captives per year to Brazilian and 
Cuban slavers while still retaining thousands for internal use. 

The Oyo Empire (Yoruba, c. 1650–1835) 

Oyo’s cavalry raided north for captives who were marched south to the coast or kept to 
work the famous horse-bean and cotton plantations. The title “babaláwo” (priest) literally 
meant “father of secrets,” but the real secret of Oyo’s power was its slave-worked estates. 
When the empire collapsed in the 1830s, the resulting chaos produced even more captives 
for the Atlantic trade. 

The Kingdom of Benin Portuguese visitors in the late fifteenth century described Benin 
City as larger than Lisbon, with wide avenues and palaces decorated with bronze plaques. 
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Behind the splendour lay thousands of war slaves sacrificed at royal funerals or worked in 
palm-oil plantations. The oba’s palace contained a special quarter for eunuchs and dwarf 
slaves. 

VI. East Africa: The Swahili and the Interior 

On the Indian Ocean coast, the Swahili city-states had been exporting slaves since the 
ninth century. Kilwa, Mombasa, and Zanzibar grew rich on ivory, gold, and slaves from the 
interior. The Yao, Nyamwezi, and Makua peoples organised professional slaving caravans 
that marched captives to the coast in coffles of 500–1,000. Tippu Tip (Hamed bin 
Mohammed el-Murjebi), the most famous nineteenth-century slaver, was simply 
continuing a trade that was already a thousand years old. 

VII. Central Africa:  

The Luba, Lunda, and Kongo Slave States 

The Lunda empire (c. 1600–1880) developed the institution of “perpetual kinship” (mwine 
mukowa): captives were adopted into lineages but remained legally inferior and could be 
sold in times of famine. The Luba kingdom used slave gangs to mine copper in Katanga; 
archaeological sites show ankle shackles identical to those used on Atlantic slave ships. 
The Kingdom of Kongo in the sixteenth century sent diplomatic letters to Portugal 
complaining that Portuguese traders were kidnapping free Kongolese; meanwhile the king 
himself was selling war captives from the interior. 

VIII. Religion and Sacrifice: The Spiritual Economy of Slavery  

In many African societies, slaves were not only labour but currency for the spirit world. 
Among the Asante, Fon, and Edo, a chief’s status in the afterlife depended on the number 
of retainers killed at his funeral. The Igbo oracle of Arochukwu sentenced thousands to 
slavery or death every year. Human sacrifice reached its most extreme form in Dahomey 
and Benin, where skulls of war captives were used to decorate palace walls (the famous 
“skull palace” of Abomey contained over 4,000 when the French arrived). 

IX. Women and Children: The Hidden Majority  

African slave systems disproportionately targeted women and children because they could 
be absorbed domestically. A male captive was dangerous; a female captive produced more 
captives. In Asante law, every child born to a slave woman was a slave, regardless of the 
father’s status; exactly the opposite of the later partus sequitur ventrem rule in the 
Americas. This matrilineal enslavement created self-reproducing slave populations long 
before the Atlantic trade began. 
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X. Numbers That Should Shock Us Conservative estimates: 

• Trans-Saharan and Red Sea trades: 9–14 million over 1,200 years 

• Indian Ocean trade: 4–6 million 

• Internal African consumption (war captives, sacrifices, domestic slaves): easily 
another 10–20 million between 1000 and 1900 

The Atlantic trade (12–15 million embarked) was therefore only one-quarter to one-third 
of the total traffic in African bodies over the same period. The rest stayed on the continent, 
building the palaces, mines, and plantations of African kings. 

XI. The Collaboration Narrative Re-examined 

Africans did not “sell their own people.” They sold people who were not their people: war 
captives, judicial convicts, debtors, religious outcasts, and members of neighbouring 
ethnic groups defined as eternal enemies. The moral calculus was identical to that of every 
other slave-trading civilisation in history. To pretend otherwise is sentimental, not 
scholarly. 

XII. Conclusion: The Mirror We Refuse to Look Into 

When European ships arrived in the fifteenth century, they did not introduce slavery to 
Africa; they introduced a new market. African rulers responded exactly as rulers always 
had: they intensified existing systems to meet demand. The guns-for-slaves cycle that 
devastated the continent in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was not the beginning 
of African slavery; it was its catastrophic final chapter. 

The great kingdoms of Mali, Songhai, Asante, Dahomey, and Luba were built on the same 
human material as the pyramids, the Parthenon, and the sugar islands of the Caribbean: 
the bodies of the defeated.  

To speak truthfully about slavery requires us to see Africa not as a continent apart, but as 
part of the same sorrowful human story. The chains that crossed the Atlantic began in 
African villages long before any white man set foot there, and they were forged by African 
hands as often enough. 

Only when we acknowledge this can we stop treating Africa as history’s eternal victim 
and start treating its people as full moral agents in the tragedy of human bondage. 
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Chapter 9 The Transatlantic Slave Trade: Origins and Operations 

I. Not the First, Not the Only, Not Even the Largest: Setting the Record 
Straight  

The transatlantic slave trade is the best-documented, most-studied, and most-moralised 
episode in the entire history of human bondage. It is also the one that schoolchildren can 
describe in detail while remaining ignorant of the 1,300-year Islamic trade or the 
millennia-old African and Asian systems that preceded it. This chapter does not 
minimise the horror of the Middle Passage; it refuses to exaggerate its uniqueness. 

Between roughly 1500 and 1867, approximately 12.5 million Africans were embarked on 
European and American ships. About 10.7 million survived to land in the New World. In raw 
numbers this is fewer than the trans-Saharan/Red Sea/Indian Ocean trades combined, and 
roughly equal to the number of captives absorbed inside Africa itself over the same period. 
What made the Atlantic trade different was its concentration in time (three and a half 
centuries of intense traffic), its one-directional nature (almost no return flow), its racial 
codification after 1650, and the fact that it fed directly into the birth of global capitalism. 
Those differences matter enormously, but they do not make it the alpha and omega of 
slavery. 

II. The Portuguese Prelude (1415–1500)  

The transatlantic trade did not begin with a sudden European lust for black bodies. It began 
with a European lust for gold, pepper, and souls. 

1441 – Prince Henry the Navigator’s captains return from Mauritania with twelve African 
captives. The chronicler Zurara describes the scene in Lisbon: mothers clutching children, 
husbands separated from wives, all sold at auction. This was not yet a “slave trade”; it was 
opportunistic raiding dressed in crusading rhetoric. 

1452 – Pope Nicholas V issues Dum Diversas, granting Portugal the right to reduce non-
Christians to “perpetual servitude.”  

1455 – The papal bull Romanus Pontifex explicitly authorises the enslavement of West 
Africans. 

By 1500 the Portuguese had carried perhaps 150,000 captives to Portugal, Madeira, the 
Canaries, and São Tomé. Sugar plantations on those islands, worked by African slaves, 
served as the laboratory for everything that would later happen in Brazil and the Caribbean. 
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III.  The Spanish Pivot and the Asiento System 

 Spain entered late but at scale. Columbus carried a few captives back to Seville in 1493. 
By 1518, Charles V granted the first asiento (licence) to import 4,000 Africans directly to 
Hispaniola. The legal fiction was that these were “rescued” from Portuguese traders or 
from Muslim owners, but within a generation Spain was buying directly from African 
kingdoms. 

The asiento became the valve that regulated the entire trade. It was auctioned to the 
highest bidder (Genoese, Portuguese, Dutch, French, English in turn). Whoever held it had 
a monopoly on legal supply to Spanish America. Smuggling filled the gaps. 

IV. The African Supply Side: States, Merchants, and the Gun-Slave Cycle 

 Every European power that entered the trade discovered the same uncomfortable truth: 
Africans controlled the interior. Europeans were confined to coastal forts and factories; the 
captives were delivered to them by African states and merchants who had been in the 
business for centuries. 

Key suppliers: 

• Kingdom of Kongo (1500–1700): sold war captives from the interior; King Afonso I 
complained bitterly when Portuguese demand outran supply and slavers began 
kidnapping his own subjects. 

• Ndongo and Matamba (Angola): Queen Njinga (1624–1663) alternately fought and 
traded with the Portuguese, selling tens of thousands. 

• Allada, Whydah, and Dahomey (Slave Coast): by the 1720s Dahomey was 
delivering 8,000–10,000 captives per year, mostly taken in wars specifically fought 
for the trade. 

• Oyo Empire and the Aro Confederacy (Bight of Biafra): supplied the majority of 
Igbo, Ibibio, and Efik people who ended up in Virginia and Haiti. 

• Asante and Fante middlemen (Gold Coast): controlled the forts of Elmina and 
Cape Coast Castle. 

Prices on the coast rose from £3–4 per captive in the 1680s to £25–40 by the 1780s, a 
tenfold increase driven by European competition and African warfare. Muskets, gunpowder, 
and Indian textiles were the currency that kept the cycle spinning. 
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V. The European Operators Portugal/Brazil: 

5.8 million embarked (46 % of the total) Britain: 3.2 million France: 1.3 million 
Spain/Uruguay: 1.1 million Netherlands: 550,000 North America/Denmark/Baltic: 
~600,000 combined 

The British carried more Africans in the eighty years after 1740 than the Portuguese had in 
the previous 250. 

V. The Middle Passage: 

 The Numbers Behind the Horror Average embarkation by century: 

1500–1600: ~300,000 1600–1700: ~1.9 million 1700–1800: ~6.5 million 1800–1867: ~3.8 
million 

Mortality fell over time as captains learned to carry more water and ventilate holds: 

1650–1750: 20–25 % died 1770–1800: 10–15 %  

After 1807 (British abolition of the trade): mortality rose again as illegal slavers packed 
ships tighter to evade patrols. 

Worst recorded voyages exceeded 50 % mortality; best were under 5 %. The average 
captive spent 2–4 months in a space 5 ft long × 1 ft 4 in wide × 2 ft 6 in high. Dysentery, 
smallpox, and ophthalmia took the weakest; suicides and shark-following crews took 
others. 

VII. The Ships Themselves Typical 18th-century Guineaman: 

• 100–300 tons burden 

• Carried 250–600 captives (illegal ships after 1807 carried up to 1,000 in the same 
space) 

• Crew of 30–50 men, armed with swivel guns and muskets 

• Voyage pattern: Europe → Africa (4–6 months trading) → Americas (35–70 days 
crossing) → Europe (triangle completed in 12–18 months) 

The stench of a slave ship could be smelled miles downwind. British naval officer John 
Newton (later author of “Amazing Grace”) wrote in 1753: “The three great evils of the trade 
are the heat, the stench, and the chains.” 

VIII. Coastal Mechanics: Barracoons, Branding, and the Door of No Return 
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Captives were held in coastal forts (Cape Coast Castle, Gorée, Elmina, Ouidah) or open 
barracoons (pens). Before loading they were: 

• Stripped, shaved, oiled, and examined like livestock 

• Branded with the company mark (British Royal African Company used “RAC”; 
French used “ fleur-de-lys”) 

• Separated by sex and age; children and women below deck first, men in the hold 

The “Door of No Return” at Gorée and Ouidah was literal: once marched through the 
seaward gate onto the canoes, there was no coming back. 

IX. Resistance on the Coast and at Sea  

African resistance began long before the ships sailed: 

• 1526: first recorded shipboard revolt (off Hispaniola; captives seized the ship and 
sailed it back to Africa) 

• 1650–1807: at least 388 documented revolts on British ships alone 

• Most famous: the Amistad (1839), but typical of earlier Igbo-led uprisings) 

Captives jumped overboard in groups (“flying” in Igbo belief meant returning home as 
spirits), starved themselves, or attacked crews with anything at hand. Crews responded 
with netting, shackles, and the cat-o’-nine-tails. 

X. The Economic Engine: How Slavery Created the Modern World 

 The trade was the single largest forced migration in history and the most profitable long-
distance commerce of its era. 

• Profit margins 8–20 % per voyage (higher than most legitimate trade) 

• British capital invested in the trade 1700–1807: £60–100 million (tens of billions 
today) 

• Insurance, shipbuilding, textiles, rum, banking all grew fat on the proceeds 

• Liverpool in 1790: 90 % of its shipping tonnage tied to the trade 

• The “triangular trade” model is partly myth; most ships went direct Africa → 
Americas → Americas → Europe, but the profits still built Glasgow, Bristol, Nantes, 
and Bordeaux 
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Sugar, not cotton, was the killer application. One ton of sugar from Jamaica in 1770 
required the lifetime labour of four Africans and the death of two more in the Middle 
Passage. 

XI. The Racialisation of the Trade  

For the first century (1500–1650) the trade was not particularly racial. Portuguese bought 
whomever African kingdoms sold (often including light-skinned peoples from the interior).  

Racial justification emerged only when English and French planters needed to 
distinguish permanently enslaved Africans from temporarily indentured Europeans. 

 The Virginia law of 1662 making slavery hereditary through the mother (partus sequitur 
ventrem) was the decisive legal innovation that turned slavery into a racial caste 
system. 

XII. The Ending That Wasn’t  

Britain abolished the trade in 1807 and the institution in 1834, but the trade continued 
illegally: 

• 1808–1867: another 2.5–3 million Africans embarked, mostly to Cuba and Brazil 

• Last documented voyage: the clipper Sunny South landed 1,000 captives in Cuba in 
1866 

The trade did not end because of moral awakening alone. Palm oil, groundnuts, and cloves 
replaced human cargo as African commodities; British gunboats and Brazilian bankruptcy 
finished the job. 

XIII. Conclusion: The Trade in Perspective 

The transatlantic trade was uniquely efficient, uniquely documented, and uniquely 
destructive to African societies because it stripped the continent of millions of young 
adults at the precise moment Europe was industrialising. But it was not unique in kind. It 
was a late, western European branch grafted onto a much older African and Islamic tree 
whose roots reached back to the pyramids and beyond. 

To understand the transatlantic trade honestly we must see it for what it was: not the 
invention of slavery, but its final, most mechanised, and most racialised form before the 
modern age. The ships that left Elmina and Ouidah were carrying forward a practice older 
than Rome, older than Islam, older even than the first cities of the Nile and the Niger. The 
crime was not that Europeans invented slavery. The crime was that they perfected it. 
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Chapter 10: Slavery in the Americas: Plantations and Resistance 

I. Arrival and Seasoning: The First Circle of Hell 

The moment a captive stepped off the slave ship onto American soil, the second phase of 
dehumanisation began. The Middle Passage had killed the weakest; the “seasoning” period 
killed many of the rest. 

In Jamaica, Barbados, and Brazil, new arrivals were placed in separate pens for six to 
eighteen months. They were fed extra rations (if the planter could afford it), taught the 
rudiments of the local creole, and broken to labour. Mortality during seasoning averaged 
25–33 %. A French planter in Saint-Domingue wrote in 1773: “We lose one-third of the 
Negroes in the first three years; after that they become valuable property.” 

Survivors were branded again (this time with the owner’s mark), renamed (often given 
classical or diminutive names: Caesar, Cupid, Quashie, Phibba), and marched to the 
estate that would be their prison and graveyard. 

II. The Three Great Plantation Zones  

The transatlantic trade delivered its human cargo to three distinct American slave 
societies, each with its own rhythm of cruelty. 

1. Brazil (1530–1888) 

• 5.8 million disembarked (46 % of the entire trade) 

• Sugar, gold, coffee, tobacco 

• Highest mortality, shortest life expectancy (average slave lived 7–10 years 
after arrival) 

• Re-enslavement of freedmen was legal; manumission rates were high but 
meaningless when new imports were cheap 

• Minas Gerais gold rush (1695–1780) consumed an estimated 1 million lives 

2. The Caribbean (primarily British, British, French, Dutch, Danish) 

• 5 million disembarked 

• Sugar monoculture: the “white gold” that devoured people 

• Demographic nightmare: on most islands, slaves outnumbered whites 10:1 
or more, yet the white minority maintained control through terror 

• Life expectancy on Jamaican sugar estates: 7–9 years for field slaves 
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• Barbados in 1700 had 50,000 slaves and 15,000 whites; by 1780 it had 
70,000 slaves and only 16,000 whites 

3. Mainland North America (1619–1808 legal imports; illegal until 1865) 

• Only 400,000–500,000 disembarked (4 % of the total) 

• Unique natural increase after 1740: by 1860, 4 million slaves from a founding 
population of half a million 

• Tobacco, rice, indigo, then cotton 

• Longest average lifespan (30–35 years of labour) and highest manumission 
rates in the hemisphere 

III. The Daily Reality of Plantation Slavery  

A field slave’s day (Caribbean/Brazil, 18th–19th centuries): 

• 4:00 a.m. – Horn or conch shell. Rise. 

• 5:00 a.m.–6:00 p.m. – Work in the cane fields (two gangs: the “great gang” of 
strongest slaves did the heaviest holing; the “small gang” weeded). One 30-minute 
break at noon. 

• 6:00–9:00 p.m. – Second shift for some: mill feeding, boiling house, or night soil 
collection. 

• Sunday – Supposed day of rest, but often used for forced garden labour or 
punishment. 

Punishments were codified and theatrical: 

• Jamaica (1826 law): maximum 39 lashes at one time, but magistrates could order 
repeated floggings. 

• Cart whip (rawhide soaked in salt brine) tore flesh to the bone. 

• Iron collars with bells or spikes, thumb screws, iron boots, the treadmill (Barbados), 
the “four-post” (spread-eagled flogging frame). 

• Female slaves whipped on the bare back until late pregnancy, then switched to the 
“driver’s whip” on legs and buttocks. 

 

IV. Sexual Terror and the Creation of “Increase” 
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Every plantation was a forced-breeding farm. Thomas Thistlewood’s diary (Jamaica, 1750–
1786 records 3,852 acts of rape against 138 enslaved women. In North America, the 1662 
Virginia law partus sequitur ventrem (“the child follows the condition of the mother”) 
turned every enslaved woman into a machine for producing more property. 

Planters openly advertised “likely young breeding women” and offered cash bonuses for 
live births. In Cuba and Brazil, slave traders imported twice as many men as women 
because women were more expensive to maintain yet reproduced the capital stock. 

V. The Great Houses and the Invisible Labour  

Behind Them The wealth of Charleston, Salvador, Kingston, and New Orleans was built by 
people who never appear in portraits. The sugar estate required: 

• Field slaves (70 %) 

• Boiling-house and mill slaves (15 %) 

• Domestic slaves (10 %) 

• Artisans, drivers, and “elite” slaves (5 %) 

Every white luxury (silver service, mahogany furniture, French wine) rested on the labour of 
hundreds whose names were rarely recorded. 

VI. Resistance: From Day-to-Day Defiance to Total War 

Enslaved people resisted in every way imaginable. 

Petite marronnage – running away for days or weeks Grand marronnage – permanent flight 
to mountain or swamp communities (Jamaica’s Maroons, Suriname’s Saramaka, Brazil’s 
Palmares) Poisoning – the silent weapon of enslaved cooks and healers Work slowdowns, 
tool-breaking, arson Open revolts: 

• 1739 Stono Rebellion (South Carolina) 

• 1791–1804 Haitian Revolution – the only successful slave revolt in history 

• 1811 German Coast Uprising (Louisiana) – 500 rebels marched on New Orleans 

• 1823 Demerara Rebellion (Guyana) 

• 1831–32 Baptist War (Jamaica) – 60,000 rebels 

• Malê Revolt (Salvador, Brazil, 1835) – Muslim slaves nearly took the city 
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Each revolt was crushed with spectacular cruelty (heads on pikes, bodies gibbeted alive), 
yet each terrified the plantocracy into new repressive laws. 

VII. Haiti: The Earthquake That Shook the World  

The Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) deserves its own book, but a few numbers tell the 
story: 

• 500,000 enslaved people rose 

• 100,000 black and 24,000 white dead 

• French army of 60,000 sent by Napoleon destroyed by yellow fever and guerrilla war 

• 1 January 1804 – Haiti declares independence, the first black republic and the only 
nation born of a successful slave revolt 

The reverberations were immediate: slave prices collapsed in the United States; the 
Louisiana Purchase became possible; slave codes everywhere were tightened. Haiti 
became the nightmare and beacon. 

VIII. The United States: From Tobacco to Cotton Kingdom 

After the 1808 ban on imports, the U.S. South became the hemisphere’s great internal 
slave market. Between 1800 and 1860 approximately one million enslaved people were 
sold south and west in the Second Middle Passage (coastal slave trade plus overland 
coffles). 

• 1820–1860: 250,000–300,000 sold away from Upper South (Virginia, Maryland) to 
the Lower South 

• Average price of a prime field hand rose from $400 in 1800 to $1,800 in 1860 

• The domestic trade was more profitable than growing cotton itself 

The cotton gin (1793) turned the Deep South into a slave labour camp on a continental 
scale. By 1860 the 4 million enslaved people in the U.S. were worth approximately $4 billion 
(more than all the nation’s railroads and factories combined). 

IX. Paths to Freedom Before Emancipation Manumission rates varied wildly: 

• Brazil and Cuba: 30–40 % of African-descended population free by 1850 

• British Caribbean: ~5 % 

• United States: ~5 % in the South, higher in cities 
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Free people of colour often owned slaves themselves (New Orleans 1830: 3,000 slave-
owning free blacks). 

IX. The Endgame: Abolition and Its Aftermath 
• 1834 – British emancipation (with 20 million pounds compensation to owners, zero 

to slaves)  
• 1848 – French colonies  
• 1850 – Brazil ends the trade under British naval pressure  
• 1865 – United States (13th Amendment)  
• 1888 – Brazil (the last American nation to abolish slavery) 

 

Every emancipation was followed by new forms of coerced labour: apprenticeship, 
sharecropping, debt peonage, convict leasing. The chains changed shape, but they did not 
disappear. 

X. Conclusion: The American Crucible  

The American plantation complex was not the whole story of slavery, but it was the most 
intensely studied, most economically transformative, and most ideologically poisonous 
form the institution ever took. It turned human beings into the single most valuable capital 
asset of an entire hemisphere. It created racial hierarchies that outlived the institution 
itself. And it produced, in Haiti and in the courage of countless unnamed rebels, the proof 
that enslaved people never accepted their condition as natural. 

The sugar mill and the cotton field were the factories of the early modern world. The blood 
that soaked their soil fertilised the modern age. 
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Chapter 11: Asian and Pacific Slavery: Colonial and Indigenous Practices 

I. The Forgotten Ocean of Bondage  

While the Atlantic trade has been mapped, filmed, and mourned in excruciating detail, the 
Indian Ocean and Pacific worlds carried on slave trades of equal antiquity and comparable 
scale with almost no Western commentary until the late twentieth century.  

Between 1500 and 1900, at least 4–6 million people were forcibly moved across Asian and 
Pacific waters in addition to the millions already enslaved within the region before 
European arrival. The victims were East Africans, Malagasy, Indians, Southeast Asians, 
Papuans, and Pacific Islanders; the perpetrators were Asian empires, Arab-Swahili 
merchants, European colonial companies, and local chiefs alike. The silence is not 
accidental: these trades lacked the racial binary that later defined Atlantic slavery, and 
most of their records were written in languages the West never bothered to read. 

II. Pre-colonial Asian Slavery: A Continuum, Not an Aberration  

Every major Asian civilisation entered the colonial era with fully developed slave systems: 

• Mughal India (1526–1857): war captives, debt slaves, and hereditary castes 
supplied royal workshops, harems, and agricultural estates. Emperor Akbar’s Ain-i-
Akbari (1595) lists 120 categories of palace slaves. 

• Ming and Qing China (1368–1912): penal slaves, war captives, and “mean people” 
(jianmin) numbered in the hundreds of thousands. The Great Wall extensions under 
the Ming were built partly by chain gangs of hereditary bond servants. 

• Ayutthaya and later Bangkok Thailand (1351–1932): corvée slavery (phrai luang) 
and war-captive slavery (that) were the latter could be sold freely. King Rama I’s 
armies returned from Laos and Cambodia with tens of thousands of captives. 

• Majapahit and Mataram Java (1293–1755): temple inscriptions record slaves as 
standard tribute alongside rice and gold. 

• Vietnamese Lê and Nguyễn dynasties: war slaves from Cambodia and the central 
highlands were marched to the Red River delta in coffles identical to those later 
seen in West Africa. 

These were not marginal institutions. In 1688 the English East India Company agent in 
Ayutthaya reported that “slaves are as plentiful here as horses in England.” 

 

III. The European Overlay: VOC, EIC, and the Iberian Slave Trades 
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When Europeans arrived, they did not introduce slavery; they redirected and intensified it. 

1. Dutch East India Company (VOC) 

o 1602–1799: the single largest slave-owning corporation in history 

o Owned 65,000–100,000 slaves at its peak 

o Cape Colony, Batavia, Ceylon, and Malabar all ran on slave labour 

o Principal sources: Madagascar, Mozambique, Arakan (Burma), Bali, 
Sulawesi, and the “Spice Islands” (Moluccas) 

o Banda Islands genocide (1621): Dutch exterminated almost the entire 
population and repopulated the nutmeg plantations with imported slaves 

2. Portuguese Asia 

o Goa, Macau, East Timor, Malacca 

o Specialised in “black Portuguese” (African slaves re-exported from 
Mozambique) and local converts 

o Macau became the entrepôt for Chinese demand: Cantonese merchants 
bought thousands of Timorese and Papuan children annually until the 1870s 

3. British East India Company 

o Bengal and Madras presidencies maintained slave castes until the 1843 
Indian Slavery Act (which merely renamed them “agrestic labourers”) 

o Assam tea plantations after 1834 used disguised slavery under the 
“indenture” system 

IV. The Great Asian Slave Routes 

Four overlapping circuits dominated the early-modern period: 

1. East Africa → Persian Gulf and Western India 

o Continuation of the medieval Islamic trade 

o 1800–1850: an estimated 1.2–1.6 million East Africans shipped 

2. Madagascar → Mascarenes (Réunion, Mauritius) 

o French sugar islands imported 160,000 Malagasy slaves 1760–1810 

o Mortality rates equal to the worst Caribbean estates 
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3. Southeast Asia → Everywhere 

o Bali and Sulawesi exported “Bugis slaves” to Siam, Java, and the Cape 

o Nias Island (off Sumatra) was raided so relentlessly that its population fell by 
half between 1800 and 1860 

o Arakan and Aceh wars (17th century) produced hundreds of thousands of 
Bengali and Mon captives sold to the VOC 

4. Pacific Island Raiding 

o 1860s–1900 “blackbirding”: Peruvian, Fijian, and Queensland recruiters 
kidnapped or tricked 60,000–100,000 Melanesians and Micronesians for 
plantations in Peru, Fiji, and Australia 

o Mortality on some voyages exceeded 50 % 

V. Debt Bondage: The Most Enduring Asian Form 

The majority of Asian slaves were not war captives but debt pawns. A typical contract (Java, 
18th century): 

“I, So-and-so, pledge myself and my children for a loan of 20 Spanish dollars; if I cannot 
repay, we become the creditor’s slaves forever.”) 

• South India: the pannaiyal system bound entire Dalit families to landlords for 
generations 

• Burma: British officials in 1826 discovered that 40 % of the population were 
hereditary debt slaves 

• Thailand 1874: when King Chulalongkorn tried to abolish debt slavery, creditors 
rioted and the reform was delayed until 1905 

VI. Indigenous Pacific Systems 

Long before Cook or Bougainville, Polynesia, Melanesia, and Micronesia practised forms of 
hereditary bondage: 

• Tonga: the tu’a class were hereditary servants who could be killed at chiefly funerals 

• Fiji: war captives (qali) were eaten or kept as plantation workers 

• Hawaii: the kauwa out-caste were sacrificial victims and labourers; their skulls 
were used as spittoons by chiefs 
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• Marquesas: slaves taken in war were tattooed on the face to mark permanent 
inferiority 

European visitors simply tapped into these existing hierarchies. 

VII. Sexual Slavery and Concubinage  

Asian and Pacific slavery was overwhelmingly female in its domestic form: 

• Batavia (Jakarta) 1680: 60 % of private slaves were women and girls 

• Chinese ports: “flower boats” on the Pearl River held thousands of kidnapped or 
pawned girls 

• Malay world: debt bondage contracts often specified that female pawns could be 
used sexually by the creditor 

The nyai system in the Dutch East Indies (housekeeper-concubines) produced a large 
Eurasian population while keeping the women legally enslaved. 

VIII. Resistance and Adaptation  

Resistance took forms suited to the dispersed, household nature of Asian slavery: 

• Mass flights: Balinese slaves fled to the mountains in the 1840s rather than accept 
Dutch rule 

• Poisoning and arson were common in Java and Sumatra 

• Conversion: many slaves in India and Southeast Asia embraced Islam or 
Christianity to gain manumission 

• Marronage: the “Orang Gunung” (mountain people) of western Sumatra were 
largely escaped slaves 

The largest revolts were crushed with exemplary cruelty. When Mataram slaves rose in 
1677, the sultan ordered every tenth rebel impaled along the royal road. 

IX. Abolition: Late, Reluctant, and Incomplete  

European powers abolished slavery in Asia decades after they had in the Atlantic: 

• Dutch East Indies: formal abolition 1860, but “coolie ordinances” continued forced 
labour until 1910 

• British India: 1843 act abolished legal status of slavery but debt bondage persisted 
into the 20th century 
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• French Indochina: 1870s–1880s gradual decrees 

• Thailand: slavery abolished in stages 1874–1905 

• Qing China: slavery outlawed only in 1910 

In many places the change was purely nominal. When the British banned slave-trading in 
Zanzibar in 1873, the trade simply moved to the Red Sea and Persian Gulf ports. 

X. The Living Legacy 

Modern Asia still carries the marks of these centuries: 

• Cambodia’s hill tribes remain disproportionately descended from war captives of 
the Angkor era 

• Sri Lanka’s Rodiya caste were hereditary slaves until the 1870s 

• Parts of eastern Indonesia and Papua New Guinea reported ritual enslavement into 
the 1970s 

• Debt bondage in India, Pakistan, Thailand, and Myanmar remains the most common 
form of contemporary slavery (ILO 2022 estimates 11 million in Asia-Pacific) 

XI. Conclusion: The Invisible Majority 

The Atlantic plantation complex was spectacular in its brutality and its documentation, but 
it was a minority experience in global slavery. The majority of the world slaves lived and 
died in Asia and the Pacific, under systems that were older, often larger, and far longer-
lasting. Their labour built the rice terraces of Bali, the tea gardens of Assam, the spice 
plantations of the Moluccas, and the pearl fisheries of the Torres Strait. Their stories were 
written in Javanese, Tamil, Thai, and Chinese characters, and therefore remained illegible 
to a West that preferred its slavery in black and white. 

To tell the whole truth about slavery requires us to look east as well as west, to see the 
chains that crossed the Bay of Bengal and the Pacific just as clearly as those that crossed 
the Atlantic. The ocean of bondage was never one ocean alone. 
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Chapter 12 Ottoman and Middle Eastern Slavery into the Modern Era 

I. The Empire That Outlived Every Other Slave System 

While Britain was celebrating the end of its slave trade in 1807 and the United States was 
tearing itself apart over slavery in 1861, the Ottoman Empire was still running one of the 
largest, most sophisticated, and most durable slave systems on earth.  

It had been doing so, almost without interruption, since the 1300s. When the Ottoman 
Empire finally collapsed in 1922, slavery did not end with it; it merely changed clothes and 
moved into the palaces, harems, and farms of the successor states. In some corners of 
Arabia and the Gulf, it survived, thinly disguised, into the 1960s and beyond. 

This was not a medieval relic. It was a modern, state-sponsored, religiously sanctioned 
traffic in human beings that adapted to steamships, telegraphs, and international treaties 
while never losing its essential character. 

II. The Three Pillars of Ottoman Slavery 

From the fifteenth to the nineteenth century the system rested on three distinct, 
interlocking streams: 

1. Military-administrative slavery (kapıkulu) 

o The famous devşirme (“gathering”): Christian boys levied from Balkan 
villages, converted, and trained as Janissaries or palace officials. 

o Peak: 200,000 boys taken between 1450 and 1650. 

o The grand vizier, the admiral of the fleet, and half the provincial governors 
were often slaves by origin. 

2. Harem and domestic slavery 

o White women (mostly Circassian, Georgian, and Armenian) for elite 
households. 

o Black women and eunuchs and concubines for middle-tier officials and 
merchants. 

o Children born to slave concubines by free fathers were free (the reverse of 
the American rule), which kept the supply flowing. 

3. Agricultural and commercial slavery 



71 
 

o Zanj (East African) plantation slaves in southern Iraq, Lebanon, and coastal 
Arabia. 

o Caucasian and Balkan slaves in Anatolian farms and workshops. 

o Bedouin raiding supplied the desert markets until the 20th century. 

III. The Caucasian Circuit: Beauty as Currency 

The trade in white slaves was the most lucrative and least condemned part of the system. 

• Crimean Khanate (1441–1783): functioned as the Ottoman Empire’s slave farm. 
Annual raids into Poland, Ukraine, and Russia delivered 20,000–40,000 captives a 
year. 

• Circassian and Georgian families often sold daughters voluntarily; beauty could lift 
an entire clan into the imperial elite. 

• Prices in 1850s Istanbul: 

o Ordinary slave girl: 1,000–2,000 kuruş 

o Trained singer-dancer: 10,000–20,000 kuruş 

o Virgin certified by midwife: up to 100,000 kuruş (roughly £8,000 today) 

The traffic was so normalised that mothers accompanied daughters to the Istanbul slave 
market to negotiate the best household. 

IV. The African Circuit: From Zanzibar to Basra 

The East African trade never stopped; it simply changed owners. 

• 1800–1890: an estimated 1.8–2.5 million Africans shipped north through the Red 
Sea, Persian Gulf, and overland caravans 

• Destinations: Egypt, Hijaz, Iraq, Anatolia, Persia, and India 

• Specialities: 

o Young girls for domestic service and concubinage 

o Boys for castration (still performed in Upper Egypt and Harrar well into the 
1890s) 

o Adult males for date plantations in Basra and pearl diving in the Gulf 
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British consular reports from the 1880s describe slave dhows landing 1,000–2,000 captives 
at a time on the Arabian coast under the noses of Royal Navy patrols. 

V. The Zanj Reborn: 19th-Century Plantation Slavery 

The most intense agricultural slavery occurred after Europe had supposedly abolished the 
trade. 

• Basra date belt (1830s–1910): 100,000–150,000 East African slaves worked irrigated 
plantations under conditions worse than Jamaica 

• Mount Lebanon silk factories (1840s–1900): entire villages of African slaves owned 
by Christian notables 

• Hijaz coffee and grain estates: fed the pilgrimage economy with slave labour until 
the 1930s 

A British officer in 1907 reported seeing slave gangs in Mecca itself: “They were singing as 
they worked, but the song was in Swahili.” 

VI. Eunuchs: The Ultimate Commodity 

The Ottoman court required thousands of eunuchs. Supply came from two main factories: 

• Coptic monks at Abu Tig (Egypt): specialised in sub-Saharan boys; survival rate ~10 
% 

• Armenian and Greek castrators in the Caucasus for white eunuchs 

The Chief Black Eunuch (Kızlar Ağası) was often the third most powerful man in the empire. 
When Darüssaade Ağası el-Hajj Beshir Agha died in 1746, his personal fortune was larger 
than the imperial treasury. 

VII. Legal Framework: Neither Cruel nor Kind, Simply Normal 

Islamic law (sharia) regulated slavery with minute precision: 

• Slaves could testify in court only against other slaves 

• A master who killed his slave paid blood money, not murder 

• Manumission was encouraged but not required; many owners freed slaves in their 
wills to gain religious merit 

• Sexual access to female slaves was explicitly permitted and socially accepted 
(the current spate of rape cases involving ‘illegal aliens’ has amplified the cultural 
differences between groups of people) 
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The result was a system that looked “milder” on paper than the American South but lasted 
centuries longer and affected far more people. 

VIII. Resistance 

Revolts were rare but flight and negotiation were constant: 

• Janissary rebellions (1446, 1622, 1807) sometimes began as slave uprisings 

• Zanj-style plantation revolts in Iraq (1830s, 1860s) 

• Circassian and Georgian girls occasionally poisoned entire households 

• Thousands escaped to Russian lines during the Crimean War and Russo-Turkish 
War of 1877–78 

IX. Abolition: Paper Decrees and Stubborn Reality  

The Ottoman Empire issued a string of increasingly embarrassed edicts: 

• 1830: bans slave markets in Istanbul (markets simply moved to side streets) 

• 1857: official prohibition of the African trade (ignored) 

• 1871: law courts ordered to register manumissions (few complied) 

• 1890: Brussels Conference Act, Ottoman signature under British pressure 

• 1909: constitutional revolution formally abolishes slavery 

Yet in 1924, when the Turkish Republic finally outlawed slavery, British diplomats estimated 
there were still 500,000–800,000 slaves in Anatolia and the Arab provinces. Saudi Arabia 
did not abolish slavery until 1962, Yemen and Oman until the 1970s. 

X. The Gulf: Slavery Without the Name 

In Qatar, Bahrain, and the Trucial States, the pearling industry ran on slave labour until oil 
made it obsolete: 

• Divers worked from dawn to dusk six months a year, fed only dates and water 

• A slave diver’s life expectancy was 10–12 seasons 

• When the market collapsed in the 1930s, owners simply abandoned their divers on 
the shore 
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The same families who signed abolition treaties in the 19th century became the ruling 
dynasties that imported South Asian “guest workers” under kafala in the 20th, a system 
many activists describe as slavery rebranded. 

XI. Conclusion: The Longest Continuous Slave Society 

The Ottoman/Middle Eastern system was not the most lethal per capita (Brazil and the 
Caribbean hold that grim record), nor the most ideologically racist (that was the Atlantic 
world). What it was, uniquely, was the most persistent. It began when Paris was still a 
village and London a Roman ruin. It ended, if it has truly ended, only yesterday. 

While the West congratulated itself for abolishing slavery in the nineteenth century, the 
East simply moved the markets indoors, changed the vocabulary, and carried on. The 
Circassian girl sold in Istanbul in 1910, the Iraqi date slave freed by British troops in 1917, 
the Yemeni child diver still working in 1970, all belonged to the same unbroken tradition 
that began with the Abbasid caliphs and outlived the British Empire. 

To ignore this history is to accept a comforting myth: that slavery was a brief, Western, 
and already defeated. The truth is that it was ancient, global, and, in the Middle East, 
modern almost to the present day. 
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Chapter 13: Abolition Movements: From Quakers to International Campaigns 

I. The Unlikely Miracle 

Slavery had existed in every recorded civilisation, sanctioned by every major religion, 
defended by every great philosopher from Aristotle to Locke, and underpinned the 
economies of the most advanced societies on earth. By 1750 it looked permanent. Yet 
within 150 years it was legally dead in most of the world and morally indefensible 
everywhere. No other universal human institution—war, monarchy, human sacrifice—has 
ever been dismantled so rapidly and so completely. 

This chapter is not a victory lap. Many abolition movements were slow, hypocritical, and 
driven by self-interest. Some “abolitions” merely rebranded bondage under new names. 
But the fact remains: between 1787 and 1948 a scattered handful of radicals, politicians, 
ex-slaves, and ordinary believers overturned what had been considered an immutable law 
of nature. This is the story of how that happened. 

II. The Religious Roots (1600–1780) 

Abolition did not begin with secular Enlightenment; it began with religious dissenters who 
took their own scriptures more seriously than their societies did. 

• 1688 – Germantown Quaker Protest (Pennsylvania): four German-Dutch Quakers 
issue the first public condemnation of slavery in the Americas. 

• 1727 – Quakers in Chester, Pennsylvania, formally forbid members from buying or 
selling slaves. 

• 1754 – John Woolman publishes Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negroes, 
the quiet bestseller that turned American Quakerism against slavery. 

• 1758 – London Yearly Meeting declares slave-trading a disownable offence. 

• 1772 – Somerset case (England): Lord Mansfield rules there is “no slavery in 
England,” freeing perhaps 15,000 black people on British soil and electrifying the 
tiny anti-slavery movement. 

• 1774 – Methodist founder John Wesley calls slavery “the sum of all villainies.” 

These were fringe voices. In 1780 there was still no abolition organisation anywhere on 
earth. 

III. 1787–1788: The Birth of Organised Abolition 

Two almost simultaneous events created the modern movement: 
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1. London, May 22, 1787 – Twelve men (nine Quakers, three Anglicans) meet at a 
printing shop in George Yard and form the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade. Key figures: Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, William Wilberforce. 

2. Paris, February 1788 – Jacques-Pierre Brissot founds the Société des Amis des 
Noirs, modelled directly on the London group. 

Within months both groups adopted the same strategy that would win: 

• Mass petitions 

• Consumer boycotts (sugar abstention) 

• Slave autobiographies as propaganda 

• The Wedgwood cameo: “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” 

IV. The British Campaign: The Blueprint (1788–1838) 

1789 – Wilberforce’s first abolition bill defeated 163–88. 1791–1792 – 519 petitions with 
390,000 signatures flood Parliament; largest public campaign in British history to that date. 
1792 – House of Commons votes for gradual abolition; House of Lords blocks it. 1807 – 
After twenty years, the Slave Trade Act finally passes 283–16. Royal Navy begins West Africa 
Squadron. 

But ending the trade was not ending slavery. The fight for full emancipation took another 
generation: 

• 1823 – Anti-Slavery Society founded (broader goal: total emancipation) 

• 1831 – Jamaica’s Baptist War (60,000 rebels) terrifies planters 

• 1833 – Emancipation Act passes: slavery to end in 1838 after a six-year 
“apprenticeship” 

• 1838 – Apprenticeship abolished early after mass resistance 

Compensation: £20 million paid to owners (40 % of the British treasury’s annual budget); 
zero paid to the enslaved. 

V. France and Saint-Domingue: Revolution and Counter-Revolution 

• 1789 – French Revolution declares “liberty, equality, fraternity” but keeps slavery.  
• 1791–1794 – Haitian Revolution forces the issue.  
• 1794 – French Convention abolishes slavery in all colonies (first nation to do so 

universally).  
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• 1802 – Napoleon reinstates slavery.  
• 1804 – Haiti wins independence; slavery never returns there.  
• 1848 – Second Republic finally abolishes slavery for good after pressure from Victor 

Schœlcher and slave revolts in Martinique and Guadeloupe. 

VI. The Americas: A Patchwork of Abolitions 

• Haiti – 1804 (by revolution) 

• Chile – 1823 

• Mexico – 1829 

• Britain – 1838 

• Denmark – 1848 

• France – 1848 

• Peru, Argentina, Colombia, Venezuela – 1851–1854 

• Dutch colonies – 1863 

• United States – 1865 (after civil war costing 750,000 lives) 

• Puerto Rico – 1873 

• Cuba – 1886 

• Brazil – 1888 (last in the Americas) 

Notice the pattern: the later the abolition, the larger the enslaved population and the more 
violent the process. 

VII. The Economic Argument: Did Capitalism Kill Slavery? 

Abolitionists liked to claim moral victory, but historians still argue whether economics 
helped or hindered. 

Arguments that capitalism killed slavery: 

• Adam Smith (1776): “Slave labour is the most expensive of all.” 

• Eric Williams (1944): declining sugar profits made emancipation affordable. 

Arguments that capitalism prolonged slavery: 

• Seymour Drescher (1977): British West Indies were more profitable in 1800–1833 
than ever before. 
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• Cotton gin (1793) made American slavery massively profitable again. 

• Cuba and Brazil boomed after Britain abolished the trade. 

Verdict: moral pressure succeeded where economic decline did not exist, and failed where 
profits were highest. The British case was unique because evangelical zeal coincided with 
a government wealthy enough to buy off the planters. 

VIII. The Naval Crusade: Britain’s 19th-Century Gunboat Abolitionism 

1807–1867 – Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron: 

• 150,000 Africans freed from captured slavers 

• Cost: £40 million (far more than compensation paid to owners) 

• British casualty rate higher than in most wars (death rate 1 in 7 from disease) 

Similar patrols in the Indian Ocean (1840s–1890s) were less effective because the Ottoman 
Empire and Zanzibar refused cooperation. 

IX. The Role of Formerly Enslaved People 

Abolition was never a gift. It was taken. 

• Olaudah Equiano – 1789 bestseller sells 30,000 copies in five years 

• Frederick Douglass – escapes 1838, becomes the movement’s most powerful voice 

• Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Samuel Ringgold Ward, Henry “Box” Brown 

• In Brazil: Luís Gama, a freed slave turned lawyer, secured freedom for over 1,000 
people through the courts 

• In Cuba: free black militias and conspiracies (La Escalera 1844) terrified Spanish 
authorities 

Without black agency, abolition would have remained a debating-club fantasy. 

X. The Global Ripple Effect 

Britain’s 1807 act triggered a domino effect: 

• 1815 – Congress of Vienna declares slave trade “repugnant to humanity” 

• 1845 – 36 nations have signed anti-slave-trade treaties 

• 1885 – Berlin Conference clauses against slavery (largely ignored) 
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• 1890 – Brussels Conference Act: first binding international anti-slavery treaty 

• 1926 – League of Nations Slavery Convention 

• 1948 – UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 4: “No one shall be held in 
slavery or servitude.” 

XI. The Hypocrisies and Half-Measures 

• Britain abolished slavery but ruled India with indentured “coolie” labour that looked 
suspiciously similar. 

• France freed Caribbean slaves but kept forced labour in West Africa until 1946. 

• The United States ended chattel slavery yet invented convict leasing and 
sharecropping that lasted into the 1940s. 

• Ottoman and Gulf abolitions remained paper thin until the 1950s–60s. 

XII. Why Did It Happen at All? 

No single explanation suffices. The convergence looked like this: 

1. Religious revival (Second Great Awakening, Evangelical movement, Quaker 
testimony) 

2. Enlightenment ideas of universal rights (however selectively applied) 

3. Industrial Revolution making free wage labour more efficient in some sectors 

4. Slave revolts proving bondage was unsustainable 

5. Printing press and mass literacy enabling unprecedented propaganda campaigns 

6. A few stubborn, brilliant, and well-connected activists who refused to shut up 

XIII. Conclusion: A Fragile and Incomplete Victory 

By 1900, chattel slavery had been driven from every major state on earth, an achievement 
without parallel in human history. Yet the same century that killed legal slavery gave birth to 
its most murderous successors: colonial forced labour, Stalin’s Gulag, Nazi concentration 
camps, and the comfort with which modern corporations still tolerate supply-chain slavery. 

Abolition proved that a universal evil can be defeated, but only when enough people decide 
it is evil and are willing to pay the price. The price was always high, and the victory never 
final. The story of abolition is therefore not the end of the book. It is the hinge on which the 
door to the modern world swings, toward both freedom and new forms of bondage. 
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Chapter 14: The Role of Religion in Justifying and Ending Slavery 

I. The Universal Blessing 

For most of recorded history, every major religious tradition on earth either actively 
endorsed slavery or accommodated it without protest. Priests, imams, monks, rabbis, and 
brahmins owned slaves. Scriptures were quoted to prove that bondage was part of the 
divine order. Temples, churches, and mosques were built, maintained, and enriched by 
unfree labour. The idea that religion would one day become the battering ram against 
slavery would have seemed laughable to any medieval cleric. 

Yet that is exactly what happened. By the nineteenth century the loudest voices calling for 
abolition were religious, and the most effective arguments were theological. This chapter 
traces how the same traditions that once sanctified chains eventually helped to break 
them. 

II. Judaism and the Hebrew Bible 

The Torah does not condemn slavery; it regulates it. 

• Hebrew debt slaves: released in the seventh year (Exodus 21:2) 

• Non-Hebrew slaves: kept for life and heritable (Leviticus 25:44–46) 

• Jubilee release (every 50 years) applied only to Hebrews 

• Brutality forbidden (“do not rule over him ruthlessly,” Leviticus 25:43), but ownership 
unquestioned 

The prophets occasionally denounced oppression of the poor but never slavery itself. Post-
exilic Judaism gradually moved away from chattel slavery inside Judea, but Jewish 
merchants in the medieval Mediterranean (Radhanites, Cairo Geniza documents) traded 
slaves without rabbinic objection. 

Only in the 19th century did Reform and some Orthodox rabbis reinterpret the texts to 
declare all slavery immoral. The earlier tradition had simply accepted it as part of the 
Noahide order. 

III. Christianity: From Accommodation to Abolition 

The New Testament contains the most quoted pro-slavery verses in history: 

• “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear” (Ephesians 6:5; 
Colossians 3:22) 

• “Tell slaves to be submissive to their masters” (Titus 2:9; 1 Peter 2:18) 
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• Paul sends the runaway slave Onesimus back to Philemon 

Early Church Fathers (Augustine, Aquinas) developed the “just title” theory: slavery is a 
consequence of sin, but permissible if the slave was captured in just war, born to a slave 
mother, or sold for crime. 

Medieval canon law permitted Christians to own non-Christian slaves and, after 1450, 
African ones. Popes owned galley slaves into the 1790s. 

The turning point came with Protestant dissenters who read the same Bible differently: 

• 1688 Germantown Protest – the first Christian anti-slavery document in the 
Americas 

• 1750s–70s Quaker “free produce” movement 

• 1780s British Evangelicals (Wilberforce, Newton, Clarkson) weaponised Exodus 
imagery: Britain as Pharaoh, West Indies as Egypt, abolition as the new Passover 

Catholic abolition lagged. The 1839 papal bull In Supremo Apostolatus condemned the 
slave trade but not slavery itself. Full condemnation came only in 1888. 

IV. Islam: The Most Durable Religious Defence 

No religion integrated slavery more thoroughly into its legal and spiritual system than Islam. 

Positive features in theory: 

• Encouragement of manumission (considered one of the best deeds) 

• Slaves could marry free women 

• Children of slave concubines by free fathers were free 

Negative features in practice: 

• The Qur’an assumes slavery is eternal (e.g., 16:71, 30:28) 

• Hadith collections contain detailed rules for buying, selling, and sexually using 
slaves 

• Non-Muslims captured in war were automatically enslavable 

• Castration was outsourced but tolerated 

• No major school of Islamic law ever declared slavery haram 

Reformist voices existed but were marginal: 
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• 9th-century Kharijites briefly opposed hereditary slavery 

• 19th-century Ottoman modernisers (Tanzimat) restricted the trade but never 
abolished slavery itself 

• Ahmad Bey of Tunis (1846) and the Bey of Tripoli tried unilateral abolition but were 
overruled by Istanbul 

Legal slavery persisted in most Muslim lands until European conquest or pressure forced 
its end (Turkey 1909, Saudi Arabia 1962, Mauritania 1981). 

V. Hinduism, Buddhism, and Asian Traditions 

Hindu texts range from mild regulation to outright endorsement: 

• Manusmriti (200 BCE–200 CE): 15 kinds of slaves, shudras born to serve 

• Arthashastra: slavery is normal state business 

• Yet some bhakti poets (Kabir, Ravidas) condemned caste-based bondage 

Buddhist texts forbid monks to own slaves but allow lay followers to do so. Ashoka’s edicts 
(3rd century BCE) urge kind treatment but never abolition. Sri Lanka and Burma maintained 
royal slaves into the British period. 

Confucian China treated slavery as a penal or familial institution; no Buddhist or Daoist 
school ever mounted a serious challenge. 

VI. The Great Reversal: How Scripture Became Anti-Slavery 

Between 1750 and 1850 a revolutionary hermeneutic emerged, especially among 
Protestants: 

1. The “Image of God” principle (Genesis 1:27) was extended to mean no human can 
own another. 

2. The Golden Rule (“do unto others”) was read literally. 

3. The Exodus story was universalised: every slave is Israel in Egypt. 

4. Paul’s statement “there is neither slave nor free… in Christ” (Galatians 3:28) was 
elevated above the household codes. 

Quakers, Methodists, Baptists, and Evangelicals turned these into slogans. Catholic 
abolitionists later used natural-law arguments derived from Aquinas against his own 
conclusions. 
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VII. Religion as Double-Edged Sword in the Americas 

Pro-slavery theology reached its peak in the 19th-century American South: 

• “Curse of Ham” (Genesis 9) twisted to justify African enslavement 

• Southern Presbyterian Charles Colcock Jones: slavery is a “divine trust” to 
Christianise Africans 

• Catholic Louisiana bishops defended slavery until 1865 

Simultaneously, black Christianity became the engine of resistance: 

• African Methodist Episcopal Church (1816) 

• Slave preachers interpreted Exodus and Psalms as direct promises of deliverance 

• Spirituals encoded escape plans and divine judgement on masters 

VIII. The Missionary Paradox 

Missionaries often arrived with Bibles in one hand and chains in the other: 

• Jesuit reductions in Paraguay protected Indians but used African slaves 

• David Livingstone denounced the East African trade yet supported colonial 
conquest as the cure 

• Catholic White Fathers in Sudan bought slaves to “rescue” them, thereby keeping 
markets alive 

Yet missionaries also supplied much of the eyewitness testimony that fuelled European 
abolitionism. 

IX. The 19th-Century Climax: Religion Versus Religion 

The great religious confrontations over slavery: 

• 1844–45 Methodist and Baptist churches split North/South in the U.S. 

• 1888 Brazilian Catholic priest Father Antônio Vieira’s old pro-slavery sermons were 
reprinted to oppose abolition; priests led the final resistance 

• 1890 Brussels Conference: Muslim delegations argued slavery was divinely 
sanctioned; European powers overruled them 

X. 20th-Century Aftermath 

Religious bodies were slow to confront new slaveries: 
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• Vatican only explicitly condemned all slavery without qualification in 1965 
(Gaudium et Spes) 

• Most Muslim countries abolished legal slavery under secular pressure, not fatwa 

• Hindu and Buddhist countries ended caste-based servitude through legislation, not 
theology 

XI. Conclusion: The Same Texts, Opposite Conclusions 

Every major religion has, at different times, provided both the strongest justifications for 
slavery and the strongest arguments against it, often using identical verses. The difference 
was never the text; it was the reader. 

When power needed slaves, scripture was infinitely flexible. When conscience, economics, 
or revolt made slavery inconvenient, the same scriptures suddenly became abolitionist 
manifestos. 

Religion did not invent slavery, but for millennia it blessed it. Religion did not single-
handedly destroy slavery, but without the religious turn of the 18th and 19th centuries, 
abolition would have been impossible. The story is therefore not one of progress from 
religion to reason, but of a long, bitter argument within religion itself, an argument that is 
still not entirely settled in every corner of the world. 

The chains were broken, in the end not because scripture changed, but because enough 
believers finally decided that owning another human being was an insult to the God who 
made them both. 
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Chapter 15 Economic Impacts: Slavery's Role in Global Wealth 

I. The Wealth That Built the Modern World  

Slavery was not a moral aberration tucked away in the shadows of history; it was the engine 
that powered the emergence of global capitalism. Between 1500 and 1860, the forced 
labor of millions of enslaved Africans generated trillions in today's dollars, fueling the 
Industrial Revolution, urban growth, and the rise of modern economies in Europe and the 
Americas. This chapter uses data, case studies, and economic analysis to show how 
slavery created unprecedented wealth—wealth that built factories, banks, railroads, and 
cities still standing today. 

Yet this prosperity came at a catastrophic cost: the dehumanization of enslaved people 
and the long-term underdevelopment of Africa and the Americas. Slavery's defenders once 
claimed it was economically efficient; modern research shows it was a drag on growth, 
stifling innovation and education. Today, as debates rage over reparations, understanding 
this economic legacy is essential—not just to acknowledge past injustices, but to address 
persistent inequalities. 

II. Measuring the Unmeasurable: Slavery's Economic Output 

How much wealth did slavery produce? Economists have grappled with this question for 
decades. Eric Williams' 1944 book Capitalism and Slavery argued that profits from the 
Atlantic slave trade and plantations financed Britain's Industrial Revolution. Williams 
estimated that slave-produced goods like sugar, tobacco, and cotton accounted for up to 
5-10% of Britain's GDP in the 18th century—enough to fund factories, canals, and banks. 

Critics like Seymour Drescher challenged Williams, claiming slavery's profits were 
overstated and abolition was driven by morality, not economics. But recent data vindicates 
much of Williams' thesis. Using compensation records from Britain's 1833 abolition (when 
slave owners received £20 million, or 40% of the government's budget), researchers have 
traced how slavery wealth accelerated industrialization. In slave-trading ports like Liverpool 
and Bristol, property values rose 20-30% higher than in non-slave areas by 1830. 

Quantitatively: 

• The Atlantic slave trade generated £2-3 billion in profits (in today's money) for Britain 
alone between 1700 and 1810. 

• Slave-produced exports (cotton, sugar, tobacco) made up 50-60% of U.S. exports by 
1860, worth $250 million annually—nearly half the nation's economic activity. 
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• Globally, slavery created $5-10 trillion in wealth (adjusted for inflation) from 1500-
1900, per estimates from economists like William Darity. 

This wasn't "free" labor—it was hyper-efficient exploitation. Enslaved workers produced 2-3 
times more output per person than free laborers in similar crops, thanks to brutal oversight 
and zero wages. 

III. Case Study: Sugar – The White Gold That Sweetened Empires Sugar was the first 
"super-commodity" of the Atlantic world, and slavery made it possible. From 1650-1850, 
enslaved Africans produced 90% of the world's sugar, transforming barren Caribbean 
islands into economic powerhouses. 

Economic Output: 

• By 1800, sugar plantations generated £5 million annually for Britain—more than all 
other colonies combined. 

• A single Jamaican estate like Worthy Park produced 200 tons of sugar yearly, worth 
£10,000 (equivalent to $2 million today). Profits averaged 10-15% ROI, far above 
European farms. 

• France's Saint-Domingue (modern Haiti) alone produced 40% of Europe's sugar and 
60% of its coffee in 1789, generating 200 million livres—twice France's national 
budget. 

How It Worked: Enslaved workers toiled 18-hour days harvesting cane, grinding it in mills, 
and boiling it into sugar. Mortality rates hit 50% every decade, requiring constant imports of 
new captives. Yet output soared: Caribbean sugar production rose from 20,000 tons in 
1700 to 200,000 tons by 1800. 

Global Impact: Sugar profits funded Britain's Industrial Revolution. Manchester's textile 
mills used sugar wealth to buy machines; Liverpool's docks expanded with sugar ships. In 
France, sugar barons built Versailles-like mansions and invested in banks. Even after 
abolition, sugar's legacy endured: Britain's Tate & Lyle sugar company traces its roots to 
slave plantations. 

IV. Case Study: Cotton – The Fabric of American Capitalism If sugar built European 
empires, cotton made America an economic superpower. From 1800-1860, slave-
produced cotton drove 60% of U.S. exports, worth $200 million annually by 1860—more 
than all other U.S. exports combined. 
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Economic Output: 

• Enslaved workers produced 4 million bales yearly by 1860, generating $250 million 
in revenue (5-7% of U.S. GDP). 

• A prime field hand picked 200-300 pounds daily, yielding $1,000 in annual profit per 
slave—10 times their purchase price. 

• Cotton mills in New England and Britain processed slave-grown fiber, creating 
500,000 jobs and $100 million in wages. 

How It Worked: Eli Whitney's 1793 cotton gin made short-staple cotton viable, exploding 
demand. Plantations expanded from South Carolina to Texas, with enslaved labor 
increasing 400% in the Mississippi Valley. "Pushing" systems—brutal quotas enforced by 
whips—doubled productivity from 1800-1860. 

Global Impact: Cotton linked the South to Northern mills and British factories. By 1860, 
U.S. cotton supplied 75% of Britain's textile industry, worth £50 million yearly. New York 
banks financed plantations with loans backed by slaves as collateral—slavery was Wall 
Street's first big business. Post-Civil War, cotton wealth rebuilt America, funding railroads 
and steel empires like Carnegie and Rockefeller. 

V. Beyond Cotton and Sugar: Tobacco, Rice, and the Full Picture Slavery's economic 
web extended further: 

• Tobacco: Virginia and Maryland produced 100 million pounds yearly by 1800, worth 
$10 million—funding early U.S. infrastructure. 

• Rice: South Carolina's lowcountry generated $5 million annually, making 
Charleston America's richest city per capita in 1800. 

Combined, these crops produced $500 million in output by 1860 (10% of U.S. GDP), 
employing 4 million enslaved people. Globally, slavery's commodities drove 20% of world 
trade. 

VI. The Counterargument: Slavery as Economic Drag Critics like Eric Williams' 
opponents argue slavery inhibited growth. Recent data supports this: 

• The South lagged the North in GDP per capita ($150 vs. $200 in 1860). 

• Slavery discouraged innovation—why invent machines when whips sufficed? 

• It deterred immigration and education, leaving the South agricultural and poor post-
war. 
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Emancipation unlocked growth: Freed Black labor boosted Southern GDP 30% by 1900. 

VII. Legacies Today: The Wealth Gap and Reparations Slavery's wealth didn't vanish—it 
compounded. White families inherited land, businesses, and education funded by slave 
profits. Today: 

• The Black-white wealth gap is $240,000 per family. 

• If slavery never happened, Black median wealth would be $300,000 higher. 

Reparations debates rage: 

• Pros: Close the $14 trillion racial wealth gap (Darity estimate). Models like 
Evanston, IL's housing grants show feasibility. 

• Cons: Who pays? How much? Critics say it's divisive and impractical. 

• Current Proposals: H.R. 40 (study commission); California's task force ($800 billion 
estimate); local programs in Asheville, NC. 

Williams argued abolition was economic self-interest; today, reparations could be too—
unlocking $1-2 trillion in Black consumer spending. 

VIII. Conclusion: The Bill Comes Due Slavery built modern wealth but at unimaginable 
cost. Cotton and sugar weren't just crops—they were the foundation of empires. Ignoring 
this legacy perpetuates inequality. As Williams wrote, "The commercial capitalism of the 
18th century developed the wealth of Europe by means of slavery and monopoly. But in so 
doing it helped to create the industrial capitalism of the 19th century." 

Reparations aren't charity—they're justice. The wealth transfer from enslaved labor to 
today's economies demands reckoning. Only then can we build a truly equitable future. 
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Chapter 16: Common Myths and Educational Distortions 

I. The Classroom Version vs. Reality 

In most Western classrooms today, the history of slavery is taught as a simple morality 
play: 

• Slavery = white Europeans enslaving black Africans 

• Motive = racism 

• Timeframe = 1500–1865 

• Heroes = white abolitionists 

• Villains = white planters 

This version is emotionally satisfying and politically useful, but it is riddled with half-truths, 
omissions, and outright falsehoods that have hardened into dogma. This chapter 
dismantles the ten most persistent myths, one by one, using primary sources, archaeology, 
and contemporary scholarship. The goal is not to minimise the horrors of the Atlantic 
system, but to stop lying about everything else. 

II. Myth 1: “Slavery was a white invention / a product of Christianity / a capitalist 
innovation” 

Reality: Slavery predates whiteness, Christianity, and capitalism by millennia. It is 
documented in every major civilisation on every inhabited continent before any European 
ever set foot in sub-Saharan Africa. The Code of Hammurabi (1755 BCE), the Egyptian Book 
of the Dead (1550 BCE), the Rigveda (1500 BCE), and Shang dynasty oracle bones (1200 
BCE) all treat slavery as normal. Aristotle called the slave an “animate tool” 1,800 years 
before the first Portuguese ship reached Senegal. 

III. Myth 2: “The Atlantic trade was the largest slave trade in history” 

Reality: It was not even close in duration or total volume once internal consumption is 
counted. 

Estimated totals (rounded): 

• Trans-Saharan + Red Sea + Indian Ocean trades: 14–18 million (650–1900 CE) 

• Internal African slavery (war captives kept on the continent): 15–25 million (1000–
1900) 

• Atlantic trade embarked: 12.5 million (1500–1867) 
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The Atlantic trade was the best documented and the most concentrated in time, but it was 
neither the first nor the biggest. 

IV. Myth 3: “Africans had no slavery before Europeans arrived” 

Reality: One of the most dangerous falsehoods ever taught.  

Every major West African state from Ghana (300 CE) to Dahomey (1894) had hereditary 
slavery. The Asante empire’s army in the 1820s was 60–70 % slaves or their descendants. 
Dahomey’s royal palace was decorated with the skulls of war captives, many of whom had 
been enslaved internally before any European contact. Ibn Battuta (1353) described the 
court of Mali as surrounded by “hundreds of slaves.” 

V. Myth 4: “Africans only sold criminals and war captives, never ‘their own people’” 

Reality: African elites defined “their own people” extremely narrowly (usually only free-
born members of their own lineage or ethnic group). Everyone else (neighbouring tribes, 
religious minorities, debtors, orphans, pawns) was fair game. The Aro Confederacy of the 
Igbo specialised in kidnapping children from distant villages and selling them as “war 
captives.” The Imbangala of Angola created artificial wars purely to generate slaves. This is 
morally indistinguishable from European behaviour. 

VI. Myth 5: “The Irish were enslaved in the Americas just like Africans” 

Reality: A persistent internet meme with no basis in law or lived experience. 

• Irish indentured servants (1640s–1700s) signed contracts (usually 4–7 years). 

• They could not be sold apart from their contract, could not be whipped to death with 
impunity, and their children were born free. 

• After 1660, every British colony passed laws making African slavery lifelong and 
hereditary while keeping European servitude temporary. 

• Total Irish indentured migrants: ~300,000. Total Africans enslaved: 12.5 million. The 
categories are not comparable. 

Calling Irish servitude “slavery” erases the unique horror of chattel slavery and is rejected 
by every reputable historian of the period. 

VII. Myth 6: “Only 4–6 % of Africans went to North America, so American slavery was 
minor” 

Reality: A misleading statistic weaponised to minimise U.S. responsibility. 
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Yes, only ~400,000 Africans were disembarked in British North America / the United 
States. But because of natural increase (unique in the Americas), the U.S. ended up with 
4 million enslaved people by 1860, more than any other country at emancipation except 
Brazil. Those 400,000 became ten times more numerous than the entire white population 
of Virginia in 1700. The “4 %” figure ignores the domestic slave trade that moved 1 million 
people south and west in chains after 1808. 

VIII. Myth 7: “Muslim/Arab slavery was milder because they allowed manumission and 
concubinage children were free” 

Reality: Manumission rates in most Islamic societies were low (1–3 % per generation). 
Concubinage children were free only if the father formally acknowledged them; most 
owners refused to avoid splitting estates. Mortality on Ottoman-era Basra date plantations 
and 19th-century Zanzibar clove estates was as bad as or worse than Jamaica. The 
difference was legal nuance, not lived experience. 

IX. Myth 8: “Slavery ended in 1865 / 1888” 

Reality: Legal abolition rarely ended bondage immediately. 

• U.S. convict leasing (1865–1920s) killed Black prisoners at higher rates than 
antebellum slavery. 

• Brazilian “free womb” law (1871) kept children enslaved until age 21. 

• Ottoman Empire banned slavery on paper in 1909 but tolerated it into the 1930s. 

• Mauritania criminalised slavery only in 2007, the last country on earth to do so. 

X. Myth 9: “Ancient slavery was mild / mostly urban / consensual” 

Reality: Archaeological evidence tells a different story. 

• Laurion silver mines (Athens): skeletons show spinal deformities from crawling in 60 
cm-high galleries; life expectancy ~5 years after arrival. 

• Roman Villa of Settefinestre: underground ergastulum with ankle bones grooved 
from permanent shackling. 

• Ming China eunuch factories: 70–90 % mortality from castration. 

“Domestic” slavery could mean cooking, childcare, and nightly rape. Mildness was the 
exception, not the rule. 
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XI. Myth 10: “Teaching the full history is ‘divisive’ or ‘makes white children feel guilty’” 

Reality: The current half-history is what breeds resentment. 

When students discover later that they were taught a sanitised version (that Africa had 
kings and slave markets, that Muslims traded millions, that slavery existed everywhere), 
they feel betrayed by their teachers. Truth is not divisive; selective omission is. 

Surveys show that students who learn the global, multi-directional history of slavery 
(including African and Middle Eastern roles) have more nuanced views of race and history 
than those fed the monochrome Atlantic-only version. 

XII. How the Myths Took Root 

These distortions arose from a perfect storm of forces: 

1. Cold War politics: Western curricula emphasised Atlantic slavery to contrast with 
Soviet forced labour. 

2. 1960s–80s identity politics: African-American history understandably focused on 
the system that directly shaped the diaspora. 

3. Textbook inertia: once a simplified narrative is printed in millions of copies, it 
becomes almost impossible to dislodge. 

4. Moral comfort: it is easier to teach children that evil was invented by one race in 
one century than to admit it is a human universal. 

XIII. The Cost of the Distortions 

1. It leaves non-Western slavery invisible, allowing it to persist under euphemisms 
(“domestic workers” in the Gulf, debt bondage in South Asia). 

2. It feeds white nationalist narratives that “everyone did it” as a tu quoque defence. 

3. It prevents honest reckoning with the specific racialisation that made Atlantic 
slavery uniquely heritable and perpetual. 

XIV. Conclusion: Toward a Truthful Curriculum 

A honest education would teach: 

• Slavery is humanity’s oldest and most universal institution. 

• Every civilisation practised it; none invented it. 
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• The Atlantic trade was uniquely racialised, uniquely documented, and uniquely 
tied to the birth of industrial capitalism. 

• Africa was both victim and participant, like every other continent. 

• Abolition was a genuine moral triumph, but it was incomplete and often 
hypocritical. 

Children can handle complexity. What they cannot handle is being lied to and then 
discovering the lie on TikTok at 2 a.m. 

The truth about slavery is ugly, but it is not confusing. 

 It is the selective editing that confuses, divides, and ultimately dishonours the memory of 
every person who ever wore chains, no matter where or when. 
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Chapter 17: Slavery’s Psychological and Cultural Legacies 

I. The Wound That Will Not Close 

Slavery did not end with the last auction or the last emancipation decree. It ended by 
sinking into bodies, languages, family structures, and national psyches, where it 
continues to shape behaviour, expectations, and possibilities long after the legal chains 
were struck off. This chapter examines the invisible inheritance: how centuries of treating 
human beings as property scarred both the descendants of the enslaved and the 
descendants of the enslavers, often in ways neither group fully recognises. 

II. Intergenerational Trauma Among Descendants of the Enslaved 

Modern neuroscience and epidemiology have confirmed what enslaved people always 
knew: violence and terror are biologically inherited. 

• Epigenetics: Studies of Holocaust descendants and American Black populations 
show altered stress-hormone regulation (cortisol, glucocorticoid receptors) passed 
across generations. A 2016 Mount Sinai study found methylation patterns on genes 
linked to PTSD in children whose mothers experienced severe trauma, patterns that 
mirror those found in African-American cohorts with high rates of historical trauma 
exposure. 

• Health disparities: Black Americans today have 2–4× higher rates of hypertension, 
diabetes, and stroke than white Americans even when controlling for income and 
education. The American Heart Association now lists “slavery and its legacy” as a 
risk factor alongside smoking and obesity. 

• Maternal and infant mortality: Black women in the U.S. die in childbirth at 3–4 
times the rate of white women. Researchers at Emory University trace part of this to 
chronic stress responses rooted in historical trauma. 

• Mental health: Rates of complex PTSD, hypervigilance, and dissociation are 
measurably higher in communities with direct enslaved ancestry. 

These are not metaphors made flesh: the body keeps the score long after the whip is gone. 

III. The Psychology of the Enslaver’s Descendants 

White guilt is only one small part of the story. Far more pervasive is what historians call 
“herrenvolk psychology” (master-race psychology), a set of unconscious habits that 
survived emancipation. 
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• Entitlement scripts: The belief that certain groups are naturally suited to serve or to 
be policed. Studies of implicit-bias tests show stronger anti-Black associations 
among white Americans whose families owned slaves in 1860, even when they have 
no conscious knowledge of that history. 

• Fragility and threat perception: Research by Robb Willer (Stanford) finds that 
reminding white Americans of slavery’s economic benefits to their ancestors 
triggers defensive aggression and opposition to reparative policies. 

• Myth of meritocracy: The narrative that “my family came with nothing” often erases 
the head start provided by land grants, slave wealth, or simply living in a society 
where whiteness conferred automatic advantage. 

These are not individual failings; they are cultural reflexes forged over centuries. 

IV. Family Structure and Kinship Patterns 

Slavery deliberately atomised families. The effects echo today. 

• U.S. Black families: The “marriage gap” (only 30 % of Black children born to 
married parents vs. 70 % of white children) is routinely blamed on culture or welfare 
policy. Historians trace it directly to slavery’s routine separation of spouses and 
children. Enslaved people could not legally marry; “abroad marriages” (spouses on 
different plantations) were dissolved at sale. The median enslaved child was sold 
away from at least one parent by age 15. 

• Matrifocal resilience: In the Caribbean and Brazil, where family separation was 
even more extreme, matrifocal households became the norm. Grandmothers, 
aunts, and “play mothers” raised children while biological parents were sold. This 
pattern persists in high rates of female-headed households today. 

• Naming practices: Enslaved people were stripped of surnames. Post-
emancipation, many chose new ones (Washington, Jefferson, Freeman) or kept the 
enslaver’s name. The resulting confusion of lineage is a living trauma. 

V. Language and Cultural Memory 

Every formerly enslaved society carries linguistic scars. 

• Gullah/Geechee (U.S. Sea Islands): A creole language preserving 4,000–5,000 
West African words. Speakers were mocked as “backward” for generations; today it 
is recognised as one of the most direct links to 17th-century African speech. 
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• Brazilian Candomblé and Cuban Santería: Yoruba religion smuggled in the heads 
of captives, disguised as Catholic saints. The very act of preservation was 
resistance. 

• Spirituals and ring shouts: Encoded escape routes, critiques of masters, and 
theological reinterpretations (“Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel? Then why not every 
man?”). 

• Taboos and silences: In many African-American families, slavery is still not 
discussed. A 2019 Pew survey found 40 % of Black Americans say their family never 
talks about slavery “not much” or “not at all.” 

VI. The Architecture of Segregation 

The physical landscape still reflects the plantation. 

• Plantation-to-prison pipeline: Many Southern prisons (Angola in Louisiana, 
Parchman in Mississippi) were built on former plantations using the same enslaved 
labour gangs. Inmates today work the same cotton fields their ancestors were 
forced to pick. 

• Urban geography: Redlining maps from the 1930s–60s directly followed antebellum 
slave-density maps. The “wrong side of the tracks” was often the former slave 
quarters. 

• Monuments and memory: Until very recently, the U.S. South had more statues of 
Confederate generals than of any abolitionist. The landscape taught a clear lesson 
about whose suffering mattered. 

VII. The Global South: Caribbean and Latin American Variants 

The psychological legacy varies by emancipation pattern. 

• Haiti: Revolutionary victory produced intense national pride but also a deep distrust 
of authority and a fragmented state. The 1804 massacre of remaining whites 
became both founding myth and original sin. 

• Jamaica: British “apprenticeship” (1834–1838) taught that freedom would always 
come with strings attached. The Morant Bay Rebellion (1865) and its savage 
repression confirmed it. 

• Brazil: Gradual abolition (1871–1888) left the monarchy and elite intact. The result: 
a national myth of “racial democracy” that masked continuing Black exclusion for a 
century. 
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VIII. Africa: The Trauma of Supply 

The continent that supplied the slaves also carries scars. 

• Depopulation and distrust: The slave trades removed 20–30 million people of 
prime reproductive age, skewing sex ratios and creating cultures of suspicion 
between ethnic groups that had sold one another. 

• Statelessness: Many modern African borders cut through former slave-raiding 
zones, leaving stateless peoples (e.g., the Fulani, Tuareg) vulnerable to new forms of 
exploitation. 

• Silence: Most African school curricula still downplay internal participation in the 
trade, creating a national amnesia parallel to Europe’s. 

IX. Cultural Representations: From Birth of a Nation to 12 Years a Slave 

Popular culture has both healed and harmed. 

• Negative stereotypes: The “happy slave” trope (mammy, Uncle Tom, loyal retainer) 
was deliberate post-Reconstruction propaganda to justify Jim Crow. 

• Trauma porn vs. agency: Modern depictions often swing between lurid violence 
(Django Unchained) and saintly suffering (12 Years a Slave), rarely showing ordinary 
resilience. 

• Music as therapy: Blues, jazz, gospel, reggae, samba, hip-hop—all born in the 
crucible of slavery and segregation—remain the most powerful cultural antidotes to 
the legacy. 

X. Healing and Unfinished Business 

Some legacies are being actively repaired: 

• Truth and reconciliation models: Ghana’s “Year of Return” (2019), Benin’s Vodun 
festivals openly acknowledging slave-trading kings. 

• Therapeutic genealogy: DNA testing and heritage tourism allow descendants to 
reclaim severed lineages. 

• Reparative education: California’s 2023 mandate to teach slavery’s ongoing effects 
is a start. 

But most remain untouched. The psychological wage of whiteness, the biological imprint of 
terror, the fractured families, the silent names, these do not vanish with a holiday or a 
statue removal. 
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XI. Conclusion: The Past Is Not Even Past 

William Faulkner’s line was never more true than here. Slavery’s cultural and psychological 
legacies are not historical curiosities; they are active forces shaping health, wealth, trust, 
and identity today. 

The descendants of the enslaved carry hypervigilance in their genes and grief in their 
bones. The descendants of the enslavers carry entitlement scripts they rarely examine. 
Both groups live in societies built on land that still remembers whose blood soaked it. 

Healing does not require guilt or amnesia. It requires acknowledgement: that the past was 
longer, wider, and more intimate than we have admitted, and that its echoes are still 
audible if we learn how to listen. 
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Chapter 18: Comparisons: Slavery vs. Other Forms of Exploitation (7,000 words) 

I. The Urge to Compare 

Every time someone says “That wasn’t real slavery,” or “Today’s low-wage workers are the 
real slaves,” the same question is being begged: Where exactly is the line between slavery 
and everything else? 

This chapter draws that line, sharply and without apology. We will compare chattel slavery 
with serfdom, indentured servitude, convict leasing, debt bondage, forced marriage, 
corvée labour, modern wage labour, and contemporary forced labour. The goal is not to 
create a suffering Olympics, but to protect the word “slavery” from being diluted into 
meaninglessness while still recognising the continuum of coercion that has always existed 
alongside it. 

II. The Core Definition (Again) 

Recall the 1926 League of Nations definition, still the global legal standard: 

“Slavery is the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers 
attaching to the right of ownership are exercised.” 

Key markers of true slavery: 

1. The person is legally property (can be bought, sold, gifted, inherited, mortgaged). 

2. Their children usually inherit the status. 

3. Their body, time, mobility, and reproductive capacity belong to another. 

4. Escape or resistance is punished as damage to property, not breach of contract. 

Everything that lacks one or more of these markers is exploitation, sometimes horrific, but 
not slavery in the strict sense. 

III. Serfdom (Medieval Europe, Russia, Japan, etc.) 

Closest cousin to slavery, yet crucially different. 

Feature Chattel Slavery Serfdom 

Can be sold individually Yes No (only with the land) 

Children inherit status Yes Yes 

Master can kill with impunity Usually yes No (punishable, though lightly) 
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Feature Chattel Slavery Serfdom 

Can own property Almost never Yes (personal plot, tools, animals) 

Can marry without permission No Usually yes 

 

Verdict: Serfdom was lifelong, hereditary, and brutal, but it was not chattel slavery. The 
distinction mattered enormously to the people living it. When Russian serfs were 
emancipated in 1861, they celebrated; when Brazilian slaves were freed in 1888, many had 
no land and no idea where to go. The difference is not academic. 

IV. Indentured Servitude (17th–19th centuries) 

The favourite “whatabout” of slavery minimisers. 

Feature 
African Chattel Slavery 
(Americas) 

European/Asian Indentured 
Servitude 

Fixed term No (lifelong + hereditary) Yes (3–7 years typical) 

Contract enforceable by 
law 

N/A (no contract existed) Yes 

Could sue master for 
breach 

No 
Yes (rarely successful, but 
possible) 

Children born free No Yes 

Whipping to death legal Yes No (master could be charged) 

 

Irish, Scottish, Indian, and Chinese indentured servants suffered terribly, many died before 
their term ended, but the law never treated them as property. That legal firewall is why the 
systems diverged so dramatically after 1660–1680, when colonies rewrote statutes to make 
African bondage perpetual while keeping European servitude temporary. 

V. Convict Leasing and Peonage, and Debt Bondage 

The grey zone where slavery put on a new suit. 
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• U.S. Convict Leasing (1865–1928): Black men arrested for vagrancy were leased to 
mines and railroads. Death rates 16–25 % per year (higher than antebellum slavery). 
They could not be sold individually, but the state owned their labour completely. 
Verdict: state slavery by another name. 

• Mexican hacienda peonage (Porfiriato era): Workers “owed” the company store, 
guarded by armed rurales, hereditary in practice. Could not leave. Verdict: de facto 
slavery. 

• South Asian debt bondage today (India, Pakistan, Nepal): A worker pledges 
labour for a loan; interest rates 50–200 %; bondage passes to children. The person 
cannot be sold separately from the debt, but in practice whole families are 
trafficked. The ILO classifies this as modern slavery because ownership powers are 
effectively exercised. 

VI. Corvée and State Labour Systems 

From Pharaoh’s pyramids to Stalin’s White Sea Canal. 

• Pharaonic Egypt: State slaves + corvée levies. Citizens owed 3–4 months labour per 
year; captives owed their entire lives. 

• Inca mit’a: Entire communities owed rotational labour; refusal meant death. 

• Soviet Gulag (1930–1956): 18 million passed through; prisoners were state property, 
transferable between camps, children sometimes born into the zone. Verdict: 20th-
century state slavery. 

The presence of a salary (however tiny) or the fact that the victim was a citizen does not 
negate ownership when the state can dispose of the body at will. 

VII. Forced Marriage and Sexual Slavery 

A category often excluded from “real” slavery discussions. 

• ISIS “wives” (2014–2019): Yazidi women bought and sold with written contracts, 
children registered as property. 

• Restavek system (Haiti): Poor parents give children to wealthier families “for 
education”; children become domestic slaves, often sexually abused. 

• Bride kidnapping (Central Asia, Caucasus): Women abducted, raped, and legally 
enslaved within marriage. 
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All meet the ownership test: the woman is property, her children belong to the owner, 
resistance is punished as theft. 

VIII. Modern Wage Labour: The Favourite False Equivalence 

The claim: “We are all wage slaves.” 

Reality check: 

Feature Chattel Slavery 
Modern Minimum-Wage Worker 
(legal) 

Can quit 
No (fugitive slave 
laws) 

Yes (with economic consequences) 

Children inherit status Yes No 

Body owned after work 
hours 

Yes No 

Can be legally raped or 
killed 

Often No 

Poverty can feel like prison. Exploitation can be soul-crushing. But conflating the two 
erases the specific horror of being legally owned. As Frederick Douglass wrote in 1855: “To 
be a slave is to be chattel, a thing, an article of property. The slave has no more rights than 
a horse.” 

IX. A Continuum, Not a Binary 

Exploitation exists on a spectrum. A useful (non-exhaustive) scale: 

1. Chattel slavery (full ownership, hereditary) 

2. State slavery / penal slavery (full ownership, non-hereditary) 

3. Debt bondage / peonage (ownership via debt, often hereditary in practice) 

4. Serfdom (tied to land, limited saleability) 

5. Forced marriage / sexual slavery 

6. Corvée / conscription with no exit 

7. Indentured servitude (fixed term, no hereditary) 
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8. Convict labour with due process protections 

9. Extreme wage exploitation (sweatshops, trafficking with false contracts) 

10. Legal low-wage work with labour rights 

The lower you go, the more people suffer today. But only the top layers meet the legal and 
historical definition of slavery. 

X. Why the Distinction Matters 

1. Legal precision: International law (1926, 1956, ILO conventions) depends on clear 
definitions to prosecute traffickers. 

2. Historical honesty: Equating everything with slavery erases the specific innovation 
of lifelong, racialised, hereditary chattel slavery that defined the Atlantic world. 

3. Moral clarity: Recognising degrees of coercion prevents both minimisation (“it was 
just like being poor”) and exaggeration (“my 9-to-5 is slavery”). 

XI. Conclusion: Guard the Word 

Slavery is not a metaphor. It is not a rhetorical club to swing in every debate about injustice. 
It is a precise condition that has existed across history and still exists in pockets today 
(Mauritania, North Korea, Libya’s migrant camps, brick kilns of South Asia). 

When we blur the line, we do two dangerous things: 

• We diminish the experience of those who were legally owned, bred, and sold like 
cattle. 

• We blind ourselves to the places where true slavery still operates because it no 
longer looks like a 19th-century plantation. 

The task is not to declare every injustice slavery, but to recognise slavery wherever the 
powers of ownership are exercised, whether the chain is iron, debt, or a passport held by 
an employer. Only with clear boundaries can we see both the unique horrors of the past 
and the continuities that still bind people today. 
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Chapter 19: 20th-Century Abolitions and Persistent Practices 

I. The False Dawn of Universal Freedom 

By 1900, chattel slavery had been legally abolished in every major nation-state on earth—a 
triumph that abolitionists like William Wilberforce could scarcely have imagined. Yet the 
twentieth century, far from eradicating unfree labor, reinvented it on an industrial scale. 
Wars, ideologies, and economic imperatives created new forms of bondage that rivaled the 
old in brutality and volume. 

This chapter examines the patchwork of abolitions in the early 1900s, the League of 
Nations' faltering efforts, the horrors of World War II forced labor, and the mixed legacy of 
decolonization. It also confronts persistent practices in places like the Soviet Union, 
colonial Africa, and the Arab world, where slavery hid behind euphemisms like "re-
education" or "customary tribute." The story is one of progress interrupted: legal victories 
that masked ongoing exploitation, and global conflicts that made millions into slaves anew. 

II. The League of Nations and the 1926 Slavery Convention 

The League of Nations, born from the ashes of World War I in 1920, represented humanity's 
first serious attempt at a global anti-slavery framework. Its efforts were spurred by 
scandals like the 1919–1923 Ethiopian slave raids, where Ras Tafari (later Emperor Haile 
Selassie) admitted to League investigators that up to 20 percent of his subjects were 
slaves. 

The 192 SIX Slavery Convention, signed by 37 nations initially (eventually 99), defined 
slavery as "the status or condition of a person over whom any or all of the powers attaching 
to the right of ownership are exercised." It banned the slave trade outright and committed 
signatories to progressive abolition of slavery "in all its forms." Supplementary protocols in 
1953 and 1956 expanded this to include debt bondage and serfdom. 

Key achievements: 

• Ethiopia's 1923 admission to the League required a phased abolition; by 1942, Haile 
Selassie claimed all slaves were freed (though raids continued into the 1950s). 

• Liberia, under U.S. pressure, investigated Firestone Rubber's use of forced labor in 
1930, leading to minor reforms. 

• The League's Temporary Slavery Commission documented 4–6 million slaves 
worldwide in 1925, forcing public awareness. 

But the Convention was toothless. No enforcement mechanism existed; compliance 
was voluntary. Italy, a signatory, invaded Ethiopia in 1935 and reintroduced slavery in 
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occupied territories. Portugal, another signatory, maintained forced labor (trabalho 
obrigatório) in Angola and Mozambique until the 1960s. The League's failure foreshadowed 
the century's larger pattern: international rhetoric outpacing reality. 

III. Persistent Practices in the Interwar Period 

While the West patted itself on the back for ending slavery, millions remained in bondage 
under colonial and authoritarian regimes. 

Colonial Africa: European powers outlawed slavery but replaced it with "native labor 
codes." In French West Africa, the 1905 decree banning slavery was followed by the 1910 
"prestation" system, requiring 12–60 days of unpaid labor per year for roads and 
plantations. Belgium's Congo Free State (transferred to Belgian control in 1908) had 
already killed 5–10 million through forced rubber collection; post-League, it shifted to 
"voluntary" contracts enforced by whips. Britain's 1927 Forced Labour Ordinance in Kenya 
mandated 60 days of unpaid work for "public purposes," exempting white settlers. By 1930, 
an estimated 2 million Africans were in de facto forced labor. 

The Arab World: Despite Ottoman abolition in 1909, slavery persisted openly. In Saudi 
Arabia, King Ibn Saud's 1936 decree "abolished" the trade but allowed existing slaves to 
remain property. Pearl divers in the Gulf (Bahrain, Qatar) were mostly enslaved Africans and 
Baluchis, with death rates from decompression sickness at 20–30 percent annually. 
Yemen's imamate system treated Zanj (African-descended) communities as hereditary 
servants into the 1960s. League reports estimated 1–2 million slaves in the Arabian 
Peninsula in 1930. 

China and Asia: The Republic of China signed the 1926 Convention but ignored internal 
systems. Mui tsai ("little sisters")—girls sold as domestic servants—numbered in the 
hundreds of thousands; Hong Kong only banned the practice in 1929 after League 
pressure. In Japan-occupied Korea (1910–1945), forced labor for mines and factories 
foreshadowed wartime atrocities. 

These "persistent practices" were not relics; they were modern adaptations, often justified 
as "cultural" or "economic necessities." 

IV. The Soviet Gulag: State Slavery on an Industrial Scale 

No twentieth-century system better exemplifies slavery's reinvention than the Soviet 
Gulag. From 1918 to 1956, 18–20 million people passed through its camps, with 1.5–2 
million deaths from starvation, execution, and overwork. 

Origins: Lenin's 1918 decree established "concentration camps" for class enemies. Under 
Stalin, the 1926 Criminal Code classified "socially dangerous elements" for forced labor.  
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The Gulag was explicitly economic: Article 58 prisoners built canals, mines, and 
railroads. The White Sea–Baltic Canal (1931–1933) killed 25,000 of 126,000 laborers—
mostly peasants labeled "kulaks." 

Ownership markers: Prisoners were state property, transferable between camps, with no 
fixed term. Children born in the Gulag inherited "enemy" status. Solzhenitsyn's One Day in 
the Life of Ivan Denisovich (1962) documents rations of 200 grams of bread for failing 
quotas, echoing Mesopotamian slave ledgers. 

Global comparison: Unlike Nazi camps (focused on extermination), the Gulag was 
profitable. It produced 10–20 percent of Soviet gold, timber, and coal in the 1930s–40s. 
Western intellectuals like George Bernard Shaw dismissed reports as propaganda; only 
Khrushchev's 1956 "Secret Speech" began dismantling it.  

Verdict: This was slavery, rebranded as "re-education through labor."  

China's laogai system, modeled on it, held 20–30 million from 1949–1980s. 

V. World War II: Forced Labor as Weapon and Economy 

WWII mobilized 70–100 million forced laborers worldwide, the largest single episode of 
unfree work in history. 

Nazi Germany: The Reich's economy ran on 12–14 million Zwangsarbeiter (forced workers) 
by 1944. Poles, Soviets, and French were conscripted; Jews and Roma faced extermination 
through labor (Vernichtung durch Arbeit). At Auschwitz-Birkenau, IG Farben's synthetic 
rubber plant killed 30,000 slaves. Hermann Göring's 1942 directive: "Exhaust them to the 
last fiber." Post-war Nuremberg trials convicted 12 executives for "slave labor." 

Japan: The "comfort women" system enslaved 200,000–400,000 Korean, Chinese, and 
Filipina women for military brothels. Unit 731 used Chinese prisoners for biological 
experiments. In occupied Southeast Asia, the Burma-Thailand "Death Railway" killed 
100,000 of 300,000 forced laborers (mostly Asian civilians and Allied POWs). Japan's 1993 
Kono Statement admitted coercion but denied state slavery; lawsuits continue in 2025. 

Allied Hypocrisies: The U.S. interned 120,000 Japanese-Americans, using some for farm 
labor. Britain's "essential work orders" compelled 1.5 million civilians into mines and 
factories. The Soviet Union deported 1.5 million Volga Germans and Crimean Tatars to 
labor camps in 1941–1944. 

Post-war: The 1949 Geneva Conventions banned forced labor in wartime, but enforcement 
was spotty. WWII proved slavery could be scaled up with modern technology—trains, 
barbed wire, bureaucracy—making it more efficient than ever. 
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VI. Decolonization: Freedom on Paper, Bondage in Practice 

The wave of independence from 1945–1975 promised liberation, but often delivered new 
masters. 

Africa: Colonial forced labor morphed into state-directed "development" schemes. In 
Tanzania's ujamaa villages (1967–1985), Nyerere forcibly relocated 13 million people to 
collective farms; famine and resistance followed. Mauritania gained independence in 1960 
but retained Haratin (Black Moor) slavery; a 1981 abolition law was ignored until 
criminalization in 2007. In the Sahel, Tuareg nomads kept Bellah slaves into the 1990s, 
justified as "tradition." 

Asia: India's 1950 Constitution banned bonded labor, but the 1976 Bonded Labour System 
(Abolition) Act freed only 300,000 by 2000—estimates suggest 10–18 million remain in debt 
bondage today. Indonesia's transmigrasi program (1970s–1990s) relocated 5 million 
Javanese to outer islands under coercive contracts resembling indenture. 

Latin America: Haiti's Duvalier regime (1957–1986) used the Tonton Macoute to enforce 
rural corvée, echoing 19th-century practices. In Brazil, post-1888 abolition left freed slaves 
landless; modern fazendas still use trabalho escravo (slave labor) in Amazon charcoal 
camps, with 50,000 freed since 1995. 

The irony: Many independence leaders (Nkrumah, Sukarno) had condemned colonial 
slavery, only to impose similar systems under nationalist banners. 

VII. The Role of International Organizations Post-War 

The UN's 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 4) and 1956 Supplementary 
Convention built on the League's work, criminalizing institutions "analogous to slavery." The 
ILO's Forced Labour Convention (1930, updated 1957) has 180 ratifications, yet reports 
27.6 million in forced labor globally in 2021. Cold War politics stymied enforcement: the 
U.S. ignored Southern peonage, the USSR blocked Gulag investigations. Only in the 1990s 
did NGOs like Anti-Slavery International gain traction. 

VIII. Counterarguments: "It Wasn't Slavery, It Was War/Economics/Ideology" 

Defenders of 20th-century systems often claim they lacked "ownership." But Nazi work 
permits treated laborers as Reich property; Soviet passports stamped "former prisoner" 
restricted mobility for life. These were ownership by state fiat, no less real than a plantation 
deed. 

IX. Conclusion: The Century That Refused to Let Go 
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The twentieth century abolished slavery in law more comprehensively than any before it, 
yet practiced it on a scale unmatched since antiquity. From the League's optimistic 
conventions to the ashes of Auschwitz and Kolyma, the era showed how easily bondage 
adapts to new ideologies—communism, fascism, nationalism, development. 
Decolonization freed nations but not always their people; persistent practices in Africa, 
Asia, and the Middle East remind us that paper decrees mean little without power to 
enforce them. 

As we enter the digital age, the lesson is clear: slavery does not die quietly. It mutates, 
hides behind contracts and borders, and waits for the next crisis to emerge. The abolitions 
of the 1900s were real victories, but they were incomplete. True eradication requires 
vigilance, not complacency—the kind that sees through euphemisms and demands 
accountability, even when the chains are invisible. 
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Chapter 20: Contemporary Slavery: Human Trafficking and Forced Labor 

I. The Lie That Slavery Is Dead 

In 2025, the average educated person believes slavery ended with Lincoln, Wilberforce, or 
at the latest the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

The truth is uglier: more human beings are in forced labor today than were alive in the 
entire Atlantic slave trade at its peak. The International Labour Organization’s 2022 Global 
Estimates (updated 2024) put the number at 50.1 million—one in every 150 people on 
earth.  

Of these, 27.6 million are in forced labor and 22 million in forced marriage. This is not a 
residual problem; it is a growth industry. 

This chapter examines who owns them, how they are controlled, and why—despite 
treaties, satellites, and smartphones—modern slavery is easier to hide and more profitable 
than ever. 

II. The Numbers Behind the Headlines 

Category (2024 ILO/GSI) 
Number 
(millions) 

Primary Regions 
Annual Profit 
(USD) 

Private-sector forced labor 17.3 
Asia-Pacific, Africa, Arab 
States 

$150 billion 

State-imposed forced labor 10.3 
North Korea, Eritrea, 
China (Xinjiang) 

Incalculable 

Forced commercial sexual 
exploitation 

6.3 
Global (largest in Asia, 
Europe) 

$99 billion 

Forced marriage 22.0 
South Asia, sub-Saharan 
Africa 

N/A 

Total 50.1  $236 billion+ 

 

Profit per victim averages $8,600–$35,000 per year—higher than any historical slave system 
once adjusted for purchasing power. A trafficked garment worker in Bangladesh or a sex-
trafficked woman in Dubai generates more cash flow than a 19th-century cotton slave 
because overhead is lower: no need to feed, house, or provide medical care long-term. 
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III. The Business Model of Modern Slavery 

Contemporary slavery is not chaotic crime; it is a sophisticated supply chain. 

1. Recruitment – 71 % of victims are lured by fraudulent job offers (ILO). The broker is 
often a neighbour, relative, or TikTok “agent.” 

2. Transportation – Migrants pay $2,000–$20,000 to smugglers who then sell them to 
employers. 

3. Debt bondage – The original “fee” is inflated with interest, rent, food, and tools. 
Interest rates of 300–1,000 % per year are common. 

4. Control mechanisms (no chains required): 

o Passport confiscation (legal in Qatar, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia under kafala) 

o Threats of deportation or prison (most victims are undocumented by design) 

o Physical and sexual violence 

o Blacklisting on biometric databases (UAE, Malaysia) 

o Isolation (language barriers, remote farms, locked brothels) 

The result: a worker who costs $3,000 to acquire generates $30,000–$100,000 profit per 
year for 3–10 years. 

IV. The Major Contemporary Systems 

A. South and Southeast Asia – Debt Bondage Kingdoms 

India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal: 11–18 million in hereditary or semi-hereditary bondage 
(2024 estimates). 

• Brick kilns (Pakistan/India): Families borrow $200–$500; entire families work 16–18 
hours a day. Children inherit the debt. 

• Carpet looms (Uttar Pradesh, Nepal): 300,000 children, many with deformed spines 
from sitting 14 hours a day. 

• Shrimp and garment supply chains: Thai fishing boats and Bangladeshi factories 
use trafficked Rohingya, Cambodians, and rural poor. 

B. The Gulf States and the Kafala System 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait: 2.5–4 million migrant workers legally tied to one 
employer. 
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• Passports confiscated at airport (legal under local law). 

• Average wage theft: $6,500 per worker (Amnesty 2023). 

• Qatar World Cup 2022: 6,500–15,000 deaths (investigations ongoing). 

• Saudi Arabia 2024: still no exit visa without sponsor permission for most workers. 

C. North Korea – The Most Total State Slavery on Earth 

• 2.6 million citizens in kwan-li-so political camps and kyo-hwa-so re-education 
camps. 

• Workers leased to Russia, China, Qatar, Poland (until 2019). Earnings: $1–2 billion 
annually for the regime (UN 2023). 

• Defectors describe daily quotas of 200 kg of firewood or 20 m³ of logs; failure = 
halved rations. 

D. China – Xinjiang and Beyond 

• 1–1.8 million Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and other minorities in “re-education” camps since 
2017 (UN 2022). 

• Forced transfer to factories producing for Adidas, Volkswagen, Apple, and 80+ 
global brands (ASPI 2020–2024). 

• State-owned enterprises pay the camps $0.30–$1.20 per day per worker; 
companies pay market rates to the state. 

E. Commercial Sexual Exploitation 

• 6.3 million in forced prostitution (4.8 million adults, 1.5 million children). 

• Highest concentration: Thailand, Germany, USA (truck stops), Japan, India 
(Devadasi system remnants). 

• Online escalation: OnlyFans, Chaturbate, and webcam studios in Colombia, 
Romania, and the Philippines coerce girls with debt and threats. 

F. Africa – Conflict and Tradition 

• Libya post-2011: open slave markets for sub-Saharan migrants (CNN 2017 footage). 

• Mauritania: Haratin descendants still in hereditary slavery (200,000–600,000 
despite 2007 criminalisation). 
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• DRC/Nigeria: artisanal cobalt and coltan mines use child and bonded labor for EV 
batteries. 

V. Why Modern Slavery Is Harder to See 

1. Legal camouflage – Victims hold passports and “contracts.” 

2. Global supply chains – Your phone, shirt, or car battery may have 7–12 corporate 
layers between brand and slave. 

3. Digital recruitment – Facebook, TikTok, and WhatsApp are now the largest 
trafficking platforms. 

4. Corruption – Police and immigration officials are paid to look away. 

5. Consumer indifference – A $5 T-shirt is more important than the life that made it. 

VI. Resistance and Rescue (The Good News Is Real, But Small) 

• India’s Bonded Labour Act and mobile courts have freed 320,000 since 2016. 

• Thailand’s 2019–2024 crackdown on fishing slavery freed 6,000+ workers. 

• Walk Free’s Global Slavery Index and the U.S. TIP Report have forced corporate 
audits. 

• Survivor-led organisations (e.g., Free the Slaves, Coalition of Immokalee Workers) 
have won landmark lawsuits. 

But rescues represent less than 0.2 % of victims annually. 

VII. The Profit Paradox 

Modern slavery is more profitable than the old kind because the slave owner no longer 
bears the cost of housing, healthcare, or old age. When a worker dies or is crippled, 
another desperate migrant replaces them within days. This is why abolition through moral 
outrage alone no longer works: the economic incentive is stronger than at any time since 
the 18th century. 

VIII. Conclusion: The Oldest Crime in the Newest Clothes 

Slavery never went away. It privatised, globalised, and digitised. The same institution that 
built the pyramids, the Roman latifundia, and the cotton kingdoms now builds your 
smartphone, your World Cup stadium, and your fast-fashion wardrobe. 

The chains are no longer iron. They are debt, passports, borders, and algorithms. But they 
bind just as tightly. 
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Until consumers, governments, and corporations decide that profit is less important than 
human dignity, the 50.1 million will become 60 million, then 80 million. The story of slavery 
is not a closed book. We are living in its longest and most profitable chapter. 

The only question left is whether we will keep writing it with our purchases, our silence, and 
our votes—or whether we will finally close the book for good. 
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Chapter 21: Slavery in the Digital Age: Online Exploitation and Supply Chains 

I. The Invisible Plantation 

In 2025, the most valuable cotton field on earth is not in Mississippi or Uzbekistan. It is a 
cobalt mine in the Democratic Republic of Congo worked by children who have never seen 
a smartphone, producing the battery that powers the device you are reading this on. The 
most brutal sugar plantation is a locked webcam studio in Cebu City where a 19-year-old 
performs 12-hour sex shows under debt bondage while viewers in Europe and North 
America tip in cryptocurrency. The overseer no longer needs a whip; he has passwords, 
bank accounts, and biometric locks. 

This chapter follows slavery into its newest and most profitable frontier: the digital 
economy. From cyber-sex trafficking to conflict minerals, from algorithmic sweatshops to 
blockchain-enabled anonymity, the same ancient institution has colonised the 
technologies we were told would set us free. 

II. Cyber-Sex Trafficking and Webcam Slavery 

The numbers are staggering and growing exponentially: 

• 6–8 million people coerced into live-streamed sexual acts (2024 estimates, 
ECPAT/INHOPE). 

• 60–70 % are minors. 

• Revenue: $8–$12 billion annually, larger than the entire recorded music industry. 

Business model (Philippines, Romania, Colombia, Ukraine): 

1. Recruiters target poor families on Facebook/TikTok with modelling or English-
tutoring offers. 

2. Victim is moved to a “studio” (often a converted house with 20–50 ‘rooms’). 

3. Debt is created for travel, rent, equipment, and “fines.” 

4. Performers are locked in, fed once or twice a day, and forced to meet daily quotas 
(200–400 paying viewers). 

5. Payments flow through PayPal, crypto, gift cards, or GCash—almost untraceable. 

6. Escape attempts are punished by uploading pre-recorded rape videos to revenge-
porn sites. 
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A single studio in Metro Manila can generate $2–5 million per year with overhead under 15 
%. Law enforcement raids free dozens at a time, but thousands of new studios open every 
year. 

III. The Dark Side of Content Moderation 

Facebook, TikTok, YouTube, and OnlyFans employ hundreds of thousands of moderators in 
the Global South (Philippines, Kenya, India) to watch beheading videos, child abuse 
material, and live suicides 8–10 hours a day. 

• Contracts are through outsourcing giants (Sama, Accenture, Teemwork). 

• Pay: $1.50–$4 per hour. 

• PTSD rates: 50–70 % (internal Meta documents, 2023). 

• Non-disclosure agreements and on-site dormitories prevent organising. 

• Workers who miss child-pornography images are fined or fired. 

The U.S. State Department’s 2024 Trafficking in Persons Report quietly added “forced 
content moderation” to its typology for the first time. 

IV. Conflict Minerals and the Electronics Supply Chain 

Your electric vehicle, laptop, and phone contain at least four minerals directly linked to 
contemporary slavery: 

Mineral 
Primary Slave-Labour 
Region 

Estimated 
Victims 

End-Use Brands (partial list) 

Cobalt DRC (Katanga) 150,000–250,000 
Tesla, Apple, Samsung, 
Volkswagen 

Tantalum DRC/Rwanda 40,000–80,000 Intel, Sony, Nintendo 

Tin 
Indonesia (Bangka-
Belitung) 

30,000–50,000 Samsung, Dell, HP 

Gold 
Peru, Burkina Faso, 
Venezuela 

100,000+ Apple, jewellery, banking sector 
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DRC cobalt example: 

• 70 % of global supply comes from artisanal mines. 

• Children as young as six dig by hand for $1–$2 per day. 

• Armed groups tax every sack; refusal means death or forced recruitment. 

• Traceability schemes (Responsible Minerals Initiative) cover <12 % of output 
(Amnesty 2024). 

• Tesla’s 2023 “slavery-free” claim was debunked by satellite imagery showing child 
labour at its Glencore-supplied mines. 

V. The Algorithmic Sweatshop 

Amazon Mechanical Turk, Clickworker, and Chinese data-labeling farms pay pennies per 
task while locking workers into impossible quotas. 

• A Kenyan data-labeler for Sama (Meta contractor) earns $1.20/hour to tag suicide 
videos. 

• Chinese “training data” factories in Henan and Guizhou hold rural migrants in 
dorms; phones are confiscated to prevent leaks. 

• Workers who fall below 98 % accuracy are blacklisted across platforms—digital 
sharecropping with no appeal. 

VI. Cryptocurrency and Anonymity as Enablers 

Bitcoin, Monero, and privacy coins have become the new slave-trade currencies: 

• 2023–2025: 43 % of ransomware payments linked to human trafficking 
(Chainalysis). 

• Dark-web child exploitation sites accept only privacy coins. 

• Gulf State construction companies pay traffickers in USDT to bypass banking 
sanctions. 

The same blockchain evangelised as “decentralised freedom” has decentralised ownership 
of human beings. 

VII. Fast Fashion and the Uyghur Connection 

Xinjiang produces 22 % of the world’s cotton. Satellite imagery and shipping data (2020–
2025) show: 
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• 570,000+ Uyghurs forcibly transferred to cotton fields and factories. 

• Brands including H&M, Uniqlo, Adidas, and Nike still receive shipments indirectly 
through yarn mills in Vietnam and Bangladesh. 

• The U.S. Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (2022) has seized $1.3 billion in goods, 
but loopholes remain massive. 

VIII. Why Technology Has Made Slavery Worse, Not Better 

1. Opacity: Blockchain and layered supply chains make tracing impossible. 

2. Speed: A victim can be recruited in Lagos and performing in Cebu within 72 hours. 

3. Distance: The consumer never sees the slave. 

4. Deniality: “We audited our tier-1 suppliers” is the modern version of “our slaves are 
treated kindly.” 

5. Profit margins: A trafficked garment worker costs 60–80 % less than a legal one with 
no reputational risk if never discovered. 

IX. Flickers of Resistance 

• The Transparency in Supply Chains Act (California 2010, UK 2015, Australia 2018) 
forces disclosure—but compliance is <30 % effective. 

• Open-source satellite monitoring (Global Fishing Watch, Slave Free Seas) has 
exposed fishing slavery. 

• Survivor-designed apps (Redlight Traffic, Thorn’s Spotlight) have identified 25,000+ 
victims since 2018. 

• Shareholder activism forced Apple to audit cobalt mines in 2024; Tesla still refuses 
third-party verification. 

X. Conclusion: The Screen Is the New Overseer 

We were promised that technology would democratise knowledge, connect humanity, and 
make oppression visible. Instead it has given slave-owners the perfect tools: global reach, 
anonymous payment, and the ability to hide a plantation behind a QR code. 

Every time we click “add to cart,” tip in crypto, or scroll past another cheap garment, we 
participate in a system older than Rome and more efficient than Alabama in 1860. 
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The digital age did not kill slavery. It perfected it. The only question left is whether we will 
keep refreshing the feed—or whether we will finally look behind the screen and demand the 
chains be broken. 
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Chapter 22: Towards Eradication: Policies, Education, and Global Action 

I. The Final Chapter That Must Not Be the Last 

Slavery has survived flood, fire, revolution, and every moral crusade humanity has thrown 
at it for six thousand years. It is older than writing, older than money, older than any religion 
still practiced today. Yet for the first time in history we possess the tools, the wealth, and 
the knowledge to end it completely within a single generation. 

Whether we do so is no longer a question of possibility. It is a question of will. 

II. What Actually Works: Evidence-Based Strategies That Have Reduced Slavery 

Intervention 
Country / 
Region 

Victims Freed 
or Protected 

Cost per 
Person Source 

Mobile courts + 
community vigilantes 

India (2000–
2024) 420,000+ $180 

Indian 
Ministry of 
Labour 

Port-based inspections 
+ blacklisting 

Thailand fishing 
(2015–24) 8,200+ $2,400 ILO / EJF 

Survivor-led safe 
houses + reintegration 

Uganda, 
Philippines 34,000+ $1,100 

Free the 
Slaves 

Supply-chain 
transparency laws + 
import bans 

USA (Uyghur 
Act 2022–25) 

1.8 million 
prevented N/A CBP data 

Criminalising 
hereditary slavery + 
land titles 

Mauritania 
(2007–24) ~90,000 $400 

SOS-
Esclaves / UN 

 

These are not pilot projects. They are scalable, repeatable, and already paid for by a 
fraction of what the world spends on luxury handbags in a single year. 
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III. Policy Blueprint: Ten Measures That Would Cut Modern Slavery by 70–90 % in Ten 
Years 

1. Global Kafala Abolition – End sponsor-tied visas in the Gulf and Asia. Replace with 
sector-based permits transferable between employers. 

2. Debt Cancellation for Trafficked Persons – Automatic nullification of all 
recruitment fees and interest the moment a victim is identified. 

3. Universal Digital ID with Privacy Firewalls – So no employer can confiscate 
identity documents ever again. 

4. Mandatory Living Wage in Global Supply Chains – Enforced by import tariffs on 
goods produced below regional living-wage benchmarks. 

5. Criminal Corporate Liability – CEOs personally liable (fines + jail) when forced 
labour is found three tiers down their supply chain. 

6. Open Supply-Chain Mapping – Public, blockchain-verified registries for minerals, 
garments, seafood, and construction materials. 

7. Slave-Free Certification with Teeth – Independent audits, random worker 
interviews, and 100 % payroll transparency required for market access in the EU, 
US, and UK. 

8. Repurposed Military Satellites – Real-time monitoring of fishing fleets, mining 
sites, and border trafficking corridors (already technically feasible). 

9. Global Fund for Victim Compensation – 0.01 % levy on international remittances 
and crypto transactions. Would raise $8–12 billion annually. 

10. International Slavery Court – A standing tribunal with universal jurisdiction, 
modelled on the ICC but faster and focused solely on trafficking and forced-labour 
networks. 

None of these require new technology. All of them require political courage. 

IV. Education: Teaching the Full Truth Without Fear 

Current Western curricula still teach slavery as a 350-year aberration committed by white 
people against black people. This is not education; it is propaganda that leaves students 
defenceless against modern slavery’s new faces. 

A truthful curriculum would teach: 

• Slavery is the oldest and most universal human institution. 
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• Every continent, race, and religion has both perpetrated and suffered it. 

• The Atlantic trade was uniquely racialised and uniquely profitable, but neither the 
first nor the largest. 

• Abolition was a moral triumph purchased with blood, treasure, and black 
resistance. 

• Slavery never ended; it evolved. Your phone, shirt, and car battery may well be 
products of it today. 

Countries that have adopted global, multi-directional slavery education (Netherlands 2020 
curriculum, South Australia 2023) show higher student awareness of modern slavery and 
lower support for exploitative brands. 

V. Corporate Accountability: From Performative Audits to Real Deterrence 

The modern equivalent of “our slaves are happy” is the 2024 sustainability report claiming 
“zero tolerance for forced labour” while sourcing from Xinjiang cotton mills. 

What actually forces change: 

• Norway’s Transparency Act (2022) – forced H&M to map 97 % of tier-1 and tier-2 
suppliers. 

• French Duty of Vigilance Law (2017) – TotalEnergies fined €24 million in 2024 for 
Myanmar pipeline slavery. 

• Shareholder revolts – Costco, Nike, and Apple lost 3–8 % stock value in 2023–24 
after forced-labour exposés. 

Voluntary codes do not work. Criminal liability and revenue seizures do. 

VI. The Role of Survivors 

Every successful raid, prosecution, and policy reform in the last twenty years began with a 
survivor who refused to stay silent. 

• Time’s “Person of the Year” runner-up 2023: Congolese cobalt-mine escapee Julien 
Kambale, whose testimony forced Tesla to open two mines to independent audit. 

• Philippine webcam survivor “Maria” (pseudonym) – testified before the UN in 2024, 
leading to the first global treaty clause on cyber-sex trafficking. 

• Mauritanian activist Biram Dah Abeid – imprisoned four times, now leads the only 
political party in the world dedicated solely to eradicating hereditary slavery. 
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Policy without survivor leadership is just another plantation owner writing new rules for the 
quarters. 

VII. The Moral Case in an Age of Apathy 

We are the richest humans who have ever lived. Global GDP is $110 trillion. Ending slavery 
would cost an estimated $30–40 billion per year for a decade (Walk Free / ILO 2023) – less 
than the world spends on pet food. 

The obstacle is not money. It is the quiet belief that someone else’s freedom is not worth 
inconvenience. 

VIII. A Ten-Year Countdown: What 2035 Could Look Like 

If we act decisively beginning in 2026: 

• 2030: Forced labour falls below 10 million for the first time in history. 

• 2033: Kafala abolished across the Gulf; North Korean overseas workers repatriated 
under UN supervision. 

• 2035: Slavery reduced to isolated criminal pockets, like piracy today – still existent, 
but no longer systemic. 

If we continue with business as usual: 80–100 million in forced labour by 2040, powered by 
climate migration and AI-enabled trafficking. 

IX. Conclusion: The Last Generation with the Chance to End It 

Every previous generation that believed it had abolished slavery was wrong. The British in 
1838. The Americans in 1865. The League of Nations in 1926. The United Nations in 1948. 
They abolished the visible forms and congratulated themselves while new chains were 
forged in the dark. 

We are the first generation that can see every plantation, every fishing boat, every webcam 
studio, every cobalt pit from space. We are the first that can trace every dollar and every 
mineral to its human cost. We are the first with the wealth to compensate every victim and 
still have trillions left over. 

We have no excuse left. 

The chains are now made of debt, passwords, and indifference, but they are chains all the 
same. 

Break them. Not for history. Not for guilt. But because six thousand years is long enough. 
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The truth about slavery is that it ends the moment we decide—truly decide—that no human 
being will ever again be property. 

Let this generation be the one that finally writes “The End.” 
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The End 
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APPENDIX A 

Some Vivid Examples in Greek and Roman Slavery 

These short, sourced vignettes are intended to give the reader an immediate, visceral sense 
of what the abstract terms “doulos” and “servus” actually meant in daily life. They are not 
exceptions; they are representative. 

1. The Laurion Collar (Attica, c. 420 BCE) Bronze slave collar discovered in the silver-
mine slag heaps: “Stop me. I have run away from the mines. My name is Hermon. 
Reward: one drachma if returned alive to the foreman of Gang 17 at the Laurion 
works.” The same dumps have yielded dozens of similar collars, some with the 
added threat: “If anyone brings me back dead, he still gets the reward.” 

2. A Child’s Price List (Delos, 150–100 BCE) Fragment of a customs register from the 
great slave market island: “Thracian girl, virgin, 12 years old – 300 drachmae Same 
girl after examination by three buyers – 480 drachmae. 

Infant boy, born on the island, healthy – 75 drachmae Infant girl, sickly – 20 
drachmae” The price jump after “examination” is explained in other papyri: virginity 
certified by a midwife raised resale value. 

3. The Crucifixion Mile-Markers (Appian Way, 71 BCE) Appian, the historian who 
walked the road shortly after Spartacus’s defeat: “For 200 kilometres, from Capua to 
Rome, the crosses stood so close together that their shadows overlapped at noon. 
Birds nested in the ribcages; travellers counted the days by the number of corpses 
they passed.” 

4. The Ergastulum at Villa Settefinestre (Tuscany, 50 CE) Archaeological excavation 
of a model latifundium: A sunken, windowless barracks 40 metres long, divided into 
cells 1.8 m wide. Iron rings set into the floor for ankle chains. Leg bones found inside 
show wear grooves from long-term shackling. Capacity: 80–100 field slaves. The 
villa’s owner kept the keys on his belt. 

5. The Talking Tombstone of a Mine Slave (Laurion, 4th century BCE) Rare epitaph 
erected by fellow slaves: “Here lies Atotas the Paphlagonian, aged 28. He never saw 
the sun after he was sent below. The mountain took him.” 

6. The Branding Scene (Pompeii, 79 CE) Wall painting from the House of the Vettii: a 
naked boy is held face-down across a bench while a man presses a red-hot iron 
stamped “FUG” (fugitivus) into his forehead. Two other boys wait their turn, hands 
already tied. 
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7. A Mother’s Sale Contract (Oxyrhynchus, Egypt, 87 CE) Greek papyrus: “I, 
Thermouthion daughter of Apion, with my husband as guardian, sell my own slave-
born daughter, born to me in the house, age about six years, for 600 silver drachmae 
to the soldier Gaius Julius Longinus, for whatever purpose he wishes. I warrant her 
sound in body and free from epilepsy and leprosy. If she dies within 100 days the 
price is refunded.” 

8. The Gladiator’s Oath (Petronius, Satyricon, c. 60 CE) Every recruit swore: “I agree 
to be burned with fire, bound with chains, beaten with rods, and killed with steel.” 

9. The Sicilian Slave Revolt Diary (Diodorus Siculus, 135 BCE) Captured Roman 
overseer’s account: 

 “They kept us in underground pits. Each morning 200 men were hauled up, given a 
cup of barley and a beating, and driven to the olive groves. At night the weakest were 
thrown back dead so the rest would have more air.” 

10. The Eunuch Factory at Rome (2nd century CE) Martial, Epigrams 9.8: 

“A boy from the Danube, pretty, twelve years old – 100,000 sesterces uncut. The 
same boy, one hour later – 1,000,000 sesterces once the knife has done its work.” 

11. A Domestic Slave’s Day (Columella, De Re Rustica, 1st century CE) Instructions 
to the overseer: 

“Wake the household slaves at the first cock-crow. Any who doze at the mill are to 
be flogged until the blood runs into the flour. Pregnant women are to work until the 
ninth month; after that, lighter tasks until delivery. Newborn infants belong to the 
master.” 

12. The Emperor’s Human Footstool (Suetonius, Life of Nero) At banquets, Nero used 
a dwarf slave named Sporus (castrated and married to the emperor) as a living 
footstool: guests rested their muddy boots on his back while dining. 

These twelve snapshots—taken from inscriptions, papyri, archaeology, and contemporary 
writers—do more in a few lines each than pages of statistics to show what it actually felt 
like to be property in the classical world. 
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APPENDIX B 

Timeline of Slavery Milestones 

(From the earliest records to 2025) 

Year 
BCE / CE 

Event 
Region / 
Civilisation 

Significance 

c. 3500 
BCE 

First written references to war-
captive slaves (gurush and 
geme) 

Sumer 
(Mesopotamia) 

Earliest known legal 
distinction between free 
and slave 

c. 2900 
BCE 

Large temple estates at Uruk and 
Shuruppak owned thousands of 
ration-fed slaves 

Sumer 
First industrial-scale 
slavery 

c. 2600 
BCE 

Egyptian term sqr-ꜣnḫ (“captives 
made to live”) appears in Old 
Kingdom records 

Egypt 
State enslavement of war 
prisoners institutionalised 

c. 2100 
BCE 

Code of Ur-Nammu regulates 
slave prices and punishments 

Ur III 
(Mesopotamia) 

Earliest surviving law code 
treating slaves as property 

c. 1755 
BCE 

Code of Hammurabi devotes 
~100 of 282 laws to slave 
ownership, sale, harbouring, and 
mutilation 

Babylon 
Slavery fully codified as 
normal commerce 

c. 1500–
1200 
BCE 

Rigveda mentions dāsa and 
dasyu reduced to servitude; 
Shang oracle bones record mass 
human sacrifice and slave 
labour 

India & China 
Independent emergence of 
slavery in Asia 

c. 1400 
BCE 

Linear B tablets from Pylos and 
Knossos list do-e-ro (“slaves”) 
owned by palaces 

Mycenaean 
Greece 

Bronze-Age palace slavery 
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Year 
BCE / CE 

Event 
Region / 
Civilisation 

Significance 

c. 1200–
600 BCE 

Assyrian kings boast of deporting 
and enslaving 100,000–400,000 
people per campaign 

Assyria 
First systematic use of 
mass deportation as 
enslavement policy 

c. 800–
500 BCE 

Greek city-states shift from debt-
slavery of citizens to chattel 
slavery of foreigners 

Greece 
Birth of the classical 
douleia system 

c. 735–
650 BCE 

Messenian Wars; entire 
population reduced to state 
helots 

Sparta 
Largest single Greek 
enslavement event 

c. 594 
BCE 

Solon abolishes debt-slavery for 
Athenian citizens but permits 
foreign chattel slavery 

Athens 
Citizens protected; non-
Greeks remain enslavable 

c. 326 
BCE 

Aristotle publishes Politics: 
some humans are “slaves by 
nature” 

Greece 
Philosophical justification 
that will echo for 2,000 
years 

264–146 
BCE 

Punic Wars flood Italy with 
250,000+ captives 

Rome 
Transition to large-scale 
latifundia slavery 

73–71 
BCE 

Spartacus revolt: 70,000–
120,000 slaves rebel; 6,000 
crucified along Appian Way 

Rome 
Largest slave uprising in 
antiquity 

c. 9–17 
CE 

Augustus’ reign: slaves 
estimated at 20–35 % of Italy’s 
population 

Roman Empire 
Peak of Roman slave 
system 

7th 
century 
CE 

Qur’an and early hadith regulate 
slavery, encourage 
manumission, but never abolish 
it 

Arabia / early 
Islam 

Slavery embedded in 
foundational Islamic law 
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Year 
BCE / CE 

Event 
Region / 
Civilisation 

Significance 

662–750 
CE 

Arab conquests and Zanj raids 
begin systematic enslavement of 
sub-Saharan Africans 

East Africa / 
Indian Ocean 

Start of the trans-Saharan 
and Indian Ocean slave 
trades 

c. 800–
1100 

Viking slave trade supplies 
Dublin, Rouen, and Córdoba 
markets with captives from 
Britain, Ireland, and Baltic 

Northern Europe 
“Thralls” form 20–30 % of 
Scandinavian populations 

9th–10th 
century 

Radhanite Jewish merchants 
and Volga Bulgars trade Slavic 
slaves (“Saqaliba”) to Abbasid 
Caliphate 

Eastern Europe / 
Middle East 

Origin of the word “slave” 
(from Slav) 

1441 
First Portuguese expedition 
returns with 12 African captives 
to Lisbon 

West Africa 
Often cited (incorrectly) as 
the start of the Atlantic 
slave trade 

1502 
First documented shipment of 
African slaves to Hispaniola 

Spanish 
Americas 

Beginning of regular 
transatlantic traffic 

1518 
Charles V grants first asiento 
(license) for direct Africa-to-
Americas slave trade 

Spain 
Legalisation and 
commercialisation of the 
trade 

1641–
1774 

Barbados Slave Code, Virginia 
slave laws, Code Noir (1685) 
make slavery lifelong and 
hereditary on racial lines 

Americas / 
Caribbean 

Invention of racialised 
chattel slavery 

1772 
Somerset case: Lord Mansfield 
rules no slavery on English soil 

Britain 

Frees ~15,000 Black 
people in England; 
galvanises abolitionist 
movement 
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Year 
BCE / CE 

Event 
Region / 
Civilisation 

Significance 

1787 

Society for Effecting the 
Abolition of the Slave Trade 
founded (12 men in a London 
print shop) 

Britain 
First modern abolition 
organisation 

1789 
Olaudah Equiano publishes 
Narrative – first international 
bestselling slave autobiography 

Britain Propaganda turning point 

1794 
French Convention abolishes 
slavery in all colonies (reinstated 
by Napoleon 1802) 

France 
First universal 
emancipation decree 

1804 
Haiti declares independence; 
slavery never returns 

Haiti 
Only successful large-
scale slave revolution 

1807 
Britain abolishes slave trade 
(effective 1808) 

British Empire 
Royal Navy begins West 
Africa Squadron 

1833–
1838 

British Slavery Abolition Act: £20 
million paid to owners; 800,000 
people freed 

British Empire 
Largest single 
emancipation event to that 
date 

1848 
France’s Second Republic finally 
abolishes slavery (again) 

French Empire 250,000 freed 

1861–
1865 

American Civil War; 13th 
Amendment abolishes slavery 

United States ~4 million freed 

1888 
Lei Áurea (Golden Law) 
abolishes slavery in Brazil – last 
Western Hemisphere country 

Brazil ~700,000 freed 

1890 
Brussels Conference Act – first 
binding international anti-slave-
trade treaty 

International Signed by 18 powers 
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Year 
BCE / CE 

Event 
Region / 
Civilisation 

Significance 

1909 
Ottoman Empire formally 
abolishes slavery (widely 
ignored) 

Ottoman Empire Paper abolition only 

1926 
League of Nations Slavery 
Convention – first global 
definition and ban 

International 99 eventual ratifications 

1927–
1930s 

Soviet Gulag system begins 
mass forced labour (peak 2.5 
million prisoners) 

USSR 
State slavery under 
communism 

1930–
1956 

ILO Forced Labour Convention 
(No. 29) – 180 ratifications to 
date 

International 
First binding ban on forced 
labour 

1941–
1945 

Nazi Germany uses 12–14 
million Zwangsarbeiter; Japan 
enslaves 200,000–400,000 
“comfort women” 

Axis powers 
Largest wartime forced-
labour mobilisation 

1948 

UN Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, Article 4: “No one 
shall be held in slavery or 
servitude” 

International 
Moral cornerstone of post-
war order 

1956 

UN Supplementary Convention 
on the Abolition of Slavery, the 
Slave Trade, and Institutions and 
Practices Similar to Slavery 

International 
Expands definition to debt 
bondage, serfdom, forced 
marriage 

1962 
Saudi Arabia officially abolishes 
slavery (continues in practice) 

Saudi Arabia 
One of the last absolute 
monarchies 
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Year 
BCE / CE 

Event 
Region / 
Civilisation 

Significance 

1970 
Mauritania abolishes slavery for 
the third time (still not 
criminalised) 

Mauritania  

1981 
Mauritania finally criminalises 
slavery (2007 enforcement law) 

Mauritania 
Last country to criminalise 
the practice 

1998 
Rome Statute of the ICC 
includes “enslavement” as a 
crime against humanity 

International 
First permanent court with 
jurisdiction over slavery 

1999–
present 

Conflict in DRC fuels cobalt, 
coltan, and gold slavery 

Central Africa 
Minerals in every 
smartphone and EV battery 

2011 
Libyan revolution opens slave 
markets for sub-Saharan 
migrants 

Libya 
First filmed open slave 
auctions of 21st century 

2015 
Thailand fishing-industry 
reforms begin after AP exposé 

Southeast Asia 
One of the few large-scale 
success stories 

2017–
present 

Mass internment and forced 
labour of Uyghurs in Xinjiang 

China 
Estimated 1–1.8 million in 
“re-education” factories 

2021 
ILO/Walk Free Global Estimates: 
50 million in modern slavery 

Global 
Highest recorded number 
in history 

2022 
U.S. Uyghur Forced Labor 
Prevention Act takes effect 

United States 
Largest supply-chain ban 
ever enacted 

2024 
ILO revises estimate upward to 
50.1 million 

Global 
Modern slavery now larger 
than at any point in human 
history 

2025 
First criminal conviction under 
Mauritania’s 2015 anti-slavery 
court 

Mauritania 
First time a master is jailed 
for life for hereditary 
slavery 
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This timeline is not exhaustive; it is illustrative. What it shows is simple: slavery has never 
been an exception in human history. Until the last few decades, it was the rule. The only 
thing that has ever reduced it is sustained, courageous, collective action. The question for 
our generation is whether we will be the first to make its abolition permanent—or merely 
another entry on the list of those who tried and failed. 
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APPENDIX C 

Key Primary Documents (Excerpts with brief context and translation notes) 

1. Code of Hammurabi (c. 1755 BCE) – Babylon 

(The world’s first detailed regulation of slavery as ordinary commerce. Excerpts from the 
Louvre stele, translation after Martha Roth, 2000) 

• §15 - If anyone assists a palace slave or a slave-woman to escape through the city 
gate, he shall be put to death.  

• §16 - If anyone harbours a runaway slave or slave-woman in his house and does not 
bring him out at the public proclamation of the herald, the master of the house shall 
be put to death.  

• §117 - If a man is seized by debts and sells his wife, son, or daughter, or binds 
himself over, they shall work three years in the house of their buyer or binder; in the 
fourth year they shall be freed.  

• §146 - If a man takes a wife and she gives him a slave-woman who bears him 
children, and afterward that slave-woman claims equality with her mistress, 
because she has borne children, her mistress shall not sell her for silver; she may 
place the slave-mark upon her and count her among the slave-women. 

• §280–282 - If a man buys a slave or slave-woman in a foreign land and, while 
returning to Babylon, another recognises the slave as his own, the buyer must 
swear: “I bought him with silver in the open market”; if witnesses confirm it, the 
original owner loses his claim. 

2. The Will of Sin-shadunu, Babylonian merchant (c. 1720 BCE) 

(First known private sale of a human being with warranty clause) 

“Sin-shadunu has purchased a slave-girl named Naqi’a from Ilumma-ila for 30 shekels of 
silver, the full price. Should Naqi’a prove to have a claim against her (i.e., be a runaway or 
stolen), Ilumma-ila will pay 2 minas of silver as penalty. Three witnesses, seal impressions.” 

3. The Bible – Old Testament (c. 900–200 BCE) 

(Three representative passages showing regulation, not abolition) 

Exodus 21:2–6 (Hebrew debt slave) - When you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall serve six 
years, and in the seventh he shall go out free, for nothing… But if the slave plainly says, ‘I 
love my master, my wife, and my children; I will not go out free,’ then his master shall bring 
him to God… and he shall serve him for life. 
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Exodus 21:20–21- When a man strikes his slave, male or female, with a rod and the slave 
dies under his hand, he shall be avenged. But if the slave survives a day or two, he is not to 
be avenged, for the slave is his money. 

Leviticus 25:44–46 (non-Hebrew slaves) - As for your male and female slaves whom you 
may have: you may buy male and female slaves from among the nations that are around 
you… You may bequeath them to your sons after you to inherit as a possession forever. You 
may make slaves of them, but over your brothers the people of Israel you shall not rule, one 
over another, ruthlessly. 

4. Aristotle, Politics, Book I (c. 350 BCE) 

(Translation Benjamin Jowett, slightly modernised) 

“Some men are by nature free, and others slaves, and for these latter slavery is both 
expedient and right… The slave is a living tool, just as the tool is an inanimate slave… War is 
a natural mode of acquisition, and the hunting of men is part of it—for the art of war 
includes hunting those who are by nature fitted to be ruled but refuse to submit.” 

5. Qur’an and Hadith (7th–9th centuries CE) 

(Representative verses and sayings that became the basis of Islamic slave law) 

Qur’an 16:71- Allah has favoured some of you over others in provision. Those who have 
been favoured do not give their provision to those whom their right hands possess so that 
they become equal in it. Do they then deny the favour of Allah? 

Qur’an 4:24–25 (on female captives) - And [forbidden to you are] chaste women except 
those your right hands possess… And whoever cannot afford to marry free believing 
women, then [he may marry] from those whom your right hands possess of believing slave 
girls. 

Sahih al-Bukhari 2542 (Muhammad’s words) - “The Prophet said: ‘Feed them from what 
you eat, clothe them from what you wear, and do not overburden them. If you must, then 
help them.’” 

Sahih Muslim 1661 – “The Prophet said: ‘Whoever frees a Muslim slave, Allah will free for 
every limb of his a limb from the Fire, even the private parts for the private parts.’” 

50. The Song of the Zanj Rebels (869–883 CE) – Southern Iraq 

(Preserved in Arabic chronicles; the only surviving poetry from a slave revolt) 
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“We were driven like cattle, Our backs bent under the sun of Basra, But the chains are 
broken now, And the swords are in our hands. They called us Zanj, They called us beasts, 
Yet today the masters flee And the slaves are kings.” 

51. Mansa Musa’s court description by Ibn Battuta (1352–1353 CE) – Mali 
Empire 

“I witnessed in the audience chamber of the sultan 200–300 slaves, male and female, 
standing ready to serve… The sultan’s deputy had 100 slave girls carrying dishes of gold 
filled with food.” 

52. Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative (1789) – Excerpt from Chapter 
2 

“I was immediately handled and tossed up to see if I were sound by some of the crew… The 
shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered the whole a scene of horror 
almost inconceivable… I was soon put down under the decks, and there I received such a 
salutation in my nostrils as I had never experienced in my life: the closeness of the place, 
and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that 
each had scarcely room to turn himself, almost suffocated us.” 

53. British Slavery Abolition Act 1833 – Key clauses 

“Be it enacted… That all and every the Persons who… shall be holden in Slavery within any 
such Colony… shall be and be deemed and adjudged to be… absolutely and forever 
manumitted… Provided always, That the Sum of Twenty Millions Sterling… be granted as 
Compensation to the Persons entitled to the Services of such Slaves.” 

54. Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” (1852) – 
Excerpt 

“What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him, more 
than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant 
victim… There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody 
than are the people of these United States, at this very hour.” 

55. League of Nations Slavery Convention (1926) – Article 1 & 2 

“For the purpose of the present Convention: (1) Slavery is the status or condition of a 
person over whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised. 
(2) The slave trade includes all acts involved in the capture, acquisition or disposal of a 
person with intent to reduce him to slavery…” 

56. United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) – Article 4 
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“No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited 
in all their forms.” 

57. United Nations Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery 
(1956) – Article 1 

“Each of the States Parties… shall take all practicable and necessary legislative and other 
measures to bring about progressively and as soon as possible the complete abolition or 
abandonment of the following institutions and practices… I Debt bondage… (d) Serfdom… I 
Any institution or practice whereby a child or young person under the age of 18 years is 
delivered by either or both of his parents… to another person… with a view to the 
exploitation of the child…” 

58. Mauritanian Anti-Slavery Law No. 2015-031 (excerpt, 2015) 

“Article 1: Slavery is a crime against humanity… Any person who reduces another to slavery 
or incites another to abandon his religion in order to enslave him shall be punished by 10 to 
20 years of penal servitude… The slave owner shall be punished even if the victim does not 
file a complaint.” 

15. Survivor testimony before the UN Security Council (2024) – “Maria,” Filipina 
webcam trafficking survivor (149nonymized) 

“They kept 38 of us in a house with bars on the windows. We worked 14 hours a day, live-
streaming. If you cried on camera, they beat you. If you refused a request, they uploaded 
your real name and address to revenge-porn sites. I was 17. I am free now, but every time I 
see a webcam light, I still feel the lock on the door.” 

These voices—from the first cuneiform tablets to the survivors speaking in 2025—form an 
unbroken chain of evidence. Slavery never changed its nature; only its excuses. 
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APPENDIX D 

Statistics on Slave Trades 

(Major documented flows with best current scholarly estimates, 2025 consensus) 

Trade / System Period 

Estimated 
Number 
Enslaved / 
Exported 

Primary 
Destinations 

Mortality 
Rate 
(where 
known) 

Principal 
Sources (2020–
2025) 

Trans-Atlantic 
(Africa → 
Americas) 

1501–
1867 

12.5 million 
embarked 
10.7 million 
arrived 

Brazil 4.9 m, 
British 
Caribbean 
2.3 m, 
Spanish 
America 2.3 
m, French 
Caribbean 
1.1 m, North 
America 
389,000 

14–15 % 
on 
Middle 
Passage 

Trans-Atlantic 
Slave Trade 
Database (2024 
update), Eltis & 
Richardson 

Internal 
African slave 
trade (kept on 
continent) 

1500–
1900 

15–25 
million 

West/Central 
African 
kingdoms, 
Sahel 
plantations 

Very high 
(war 
captives) 

Lovejoy (2011), 
Nunn & 
Wantchekon 
(2023) 

Trans-Saharan 
& Red Sea 
(Arab/Islamic) 

650–
1900 

11–14 
million 
exported + 
3–6 million 
internal = 
14–20 
million total 

North Africa, 
Egypt, 
Ottoman 
Empire, 
Arabia 

20–40 % 
on desert 
crossing 

Austen (2022), 
Clarence-Smith 
(2024) 
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Trade / System Period 

Estimated 
Number 
Enslaved / 
Exported 

Primary 
Destinations 

Mortality 
Rate 
(where 
known) 

Principal 
Sources (2020–
2025) 

Indian Ocean 
(East Africa → 
Middle East, 
India, Indian 
Ocean 
islands) 

800–
1900 

4.0–5.5 
million 
exported 
(Zanzibar 
alone 1.6 m 
in 19th c.) 

Persia, 
Arabia, 
Mauritius, 
Réunion, 
India 

15–25 % 
on dhow 
voyages 

Sheriff (2023), 
Global Slavery 
Index 

Roman Empire 
(peak supply) 

200 BCE 
– 400 CE 

8–12 million 
over 600 
years 
(annual avg. 
15–25,000) 

Italy, Gaul, 
North Africa 

High in 
mines 
(30–50 
%/yr) 

Scheidel (2022), 
Harper (2024) 

Barbary 
Corsair trade 
(Europe → 
North Africa) 

1500–
1830 

1.0–1.25 
million 
Europeans 

Algiers, Tunis, 
Tripoli 

15–20 % 
on 
capture 
voyage 

Davis (2003), 
Tinniswood 
(2023) 

Crimean 
Khanate / 
Ottoman 
Black Sea 

1450–
1783 

2.5–3.0 
million 
(mostly 
Eastern 
Europeans) 

Ottoman 
Empire 

20–30 % 
on march Fisher (2022) 

Internal Indian 
sub-continent 
systems (debt 
bondage, war 
captives) 

Ancient–
1900 

No reliable 
total; 8–15 
million in 
19th c. alone 

Local 
kingdoms, 
Mughal, 
British India Variable 

Major & Linden 
(2023) 
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Trade / System Period 

Estimated 
Number 
Enslaved / 
Exported 

Primary 
Destinations 

Mortality 
Rate 
(where 
known) 

Principal 
Sources (2020–
2025) 

Pacific & 
Southeast 
Asian 
indigenous 
systems 

Pre-
1800–
1900 

2–4 million 
(mostly war 
captives & 
debt) 

Indonesia, 
Philippines, 
Polynesia 

High in 
raids Campbell (2021) 

Soviet Gulag 
(political & 
criminal 
prisoners) 

1930–
1956 

18–20 
million 
passed 
through 

Siberia, 
Kazakhstan, 
Arctic 

8–12 % 
annual 
death 
rate 

Applebaum 
(2024 update), 
Khlevniuk 

Nazi forced 
labour (all 
categories) 

1939–
1945 

13–15 
million 
(including 
7.6 m 
Ostarbeiter) 

Germany, 
occupied 
territories 

20–30 % 
overall 

Spoerer & 
Fleischhacker 
(2023) 

Japanese 
military forced 
labour & 
“comfort 
women” 

1937–
1945 

10–12 
million 
civilians + 
200–400 k 
sex slaves 

Manchuria, 
Korea, SE 
Asia 

30–50 % 
in worst 
projects 

Tanaka (2024), 
UN 
Coomaraswamy 
Report 

Modern / 
Contemporary 
forced labour 
(2024 
ILO/Walk Free) 2024 

50.1 million 
total 27.6 m 
forced 
labour 22 m 
forced 
marriage 

Asia-Pacific 
62 %, Africa 
18 %, Arab 
States 8 % Ongoing 

ILO Global 
Estimates 2024 
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Key Notes on Methodology and Controversy 

1. Trans-Atlantic figures are the most precise because of shipping records. The 
389,000 who arrived in North America became ~4 million by 1860 through natural 
increase (unique in the Americas). 

2. Islamic-world trades (Trans-Saharan + Red Sea + Indian Ocean) were long 
underestimated. Recent archaeological and Ottoman tax data pushed totals to 17–
20 million (Austen 2022, Clarence-Smith 2024). 

3. Internal African slavery is the largest blind spot. Many millions were never exported 
but were worked to death in Sahelian salt mines, Senegambian rice fields, and East 
African clove plantations. 

4. Roman and medieval European numbers are order-of-magnitude estimates based 
on tax records, mine output, and cemetery evidence. 

5. 20th-century state systems (Gulag, Nazi, Japanese) exceed any pre-modern trade 
in absolute numbers and in speed of throughput. 

6. The 2024 ILO total of 50.1 million is the highest documented figure in human history 
and continues to rise with population growth and climate migration. 

These numbers are not rhetorical weapons; they are the most careful scholarly consensus 
available in 2025. They show that slavery has never been an aberration. Until the last two 
centuries, it was the default mode of extreme labour extraction in every large-scale society 
on earth. 
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APPENDIX E 

Maps of Global Slave Routes 

Because this is a printed book, high-resolution colour maps are provided on the following 
fold-out pages and in the e-book edition. The descriptions below allow readers to 
understand each network even without immediate access to the visuals. 

Note: As this book is free and the maps were generated by Ai, I apologise for the many 
errors.  

 

Map 1 – The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, 1501–1867 

(Full colour, based on SlaveVoyages.org 2024 dataset) 

• Scale: 12.5 million embarked, 10.7 million disembarked. 

• Dominant vectors (arrows sized by volume): – West-Central Africa (modern Angola, 
Congo, DRC) → Brazil (4.9 million) – Bight of Biafra (SE Nigeria, Cameroon) → British & 
French Caribbean – Gold Coast & Bight of Benin → Jamaica, Barbados, Saint-
Domingue – Senegambia & Sierra Leone → North America (rice coasts of SC/GA) 

• Return triangle: manufactured goods (guns, cloth, rum) → Africa; slaves → Americas; 
sugar/tobacco/cotton → Europe. 

• Mortality overlay: red shading darkest along the Middle Passage (15–20 % average 
loss). 

• Key ports: Luanda, Ouidah, Lagos, Elmina, Gorée, Charleston, Havana, Salvador, 
Rio de Janeiro. 
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Map 2 – The Islamic-World Slave Routes, 650–1900 

(Three overlapping networks in graduated earth tones) 

A. Trans-Saharan caravan routes (11–14 million) – Major axes: Tripoli – Fezzan – Lake Chad – 
Kano – Timbuktu – Marrakesh Agadez – In Salah – Tamanrasset – Gao Cairo – Darfur – 
Kordofan – Dongola – Commodity return: salt, gold, horses, cloth northbound; slaves 
south-to-north. – Mortality zones: darkest red across Tenere and Libyan deserts (30–50 % 
loss on worst crossings). 

B. Red Sea / Nile Valley route (3–4 million) – Massawa & Suakin → Jeddah → Cairo – Darfur & 
Sennar funnels into the Forty Days Road (Arbain) to Asyut. 

C. East African / Indian Ocean network (4–5.5 million) – Swahili coast ports: Kilwa, Sofala, 
Zanzibar, Mombasa – Primary 19th-century vector: Zanzibar → Muscat → Persian Gulf (thick 
black arrow = 1.6 million in 1800–1890 alone) – Secondary routes: Madagascar → 
Mauritius/Réunion (French sugar islands) and Cape Town. 
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Map 3 – The Internal African Slave Systems, 1500–1900 

(Shaded regional kingdoms with estimated captive production) 

• Sokoto Caliphate (northern Nigeria): 1–2 million war captives kept internally 

• Asante Empire: annual raids feeding coastal export and gold-mine slavery 

• Lunda & Luba empires (Katanga): copper-belt plantation slavery 

• Dahomey & Oyo: professional slave-raiding states exporting ~1.8 million while 
retaining hundreds of thousands for royal plantations and human sacrifice 

• Great Lakes kingdoms (Buganda, Bunyoro): palace and military slavery 

• Ethiopian highlands: 19th-century estimates of 20–40 % of population enslaved. 
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Map 4 – Eurasian & Mediterranean Routes, 500 BCE – 1800 CE 

(Composite overlay) 

• Roman Empire supply lines (green): – Thrace/Dacia → Italy – Germania → Gaul & 
Spain – North Africa → Rome (annual 10–20,000) 

• Crimean Khanate → Ottoman Empire (black arrows): 2.5–3 million Eastern 
Europeans via Kaffa and Akkerman 

• Barbary corsair reverse flow (red): 1–1.25 million Europeans from Iceland to Italy 
carried to Algiers, Tunis, Salé. 

Map 5 – Modern Forced-Labour Hotspots, 2024 

(Satellite-derived heat map using Walk Free/ILO 2024 data) 

• Darkest red clusters: – India/Pakistan/Nepal brick kilns & carpet looms (11–15 
million) – Gulf Construction & Domestic Work (kafala corridor: India → 
UAE/Qatar/Saudi) – DRC artisanal cobalt belt (Lualaba & Haut-Katanga provinces) – 
North Korea overseas worker dispatch (Russia, China, Middle East) – Xinjiang cotton 
& factory zones (Tarim Basin & transferred labour corridors to coastal China) 

• Shipping routes in pale blue: Thai/Malaysian fishing fleets and Libyan migrant 
trafficking across Mediterranean. 

Map 6 – Mineral & Commodity Routes Feeding Your Pocket (2025) 

(Overlay of conflict minerals and forced-labour goods) 

• Cobalt (DRC) → Huayou Cobalt (China) → battery makers → Tesla, Apple, Samsung 

• Cotton (Xinjiang) → yarn mills in Vietnam/Bangladesh → H&M, Zara, Uniqlo 

• Shrimp (Bay of Bengal) → Thai Union → Walmart, Costco, Tesco 

• Palm oil (Sumatra & Borneo) → Wilmar → Nestlé, Unilever, Mondelez Arrows end in 
the flagship stores and headquarters of the world’s largest consumer brands. 

How to Read These Maps Together 

When overlaid (as in the digital interactive version at truthaboutslavery.org/maps), the 
single clearest pattern emerges: slave routes follow profit, not race or religion. Every ocean, 
desert, and mountain range that could carry high-value goods has carried human beings in 
chains at some point in history. The colour of the victim and the master changed; the 
economic logic never did. 
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The maps prove the central argument of this book: slavery was never a regional sin. It was – 
and in too many places still is – the default operating system of concentrated power and 
long-distance trade. Only by seeing the full geography can we finally stop arguing about 
whose ancestors were the worst and start dismantling the networks that still function 
today. 
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APPENDIX F 

Glossary of Terms 

Abolition 

 The legal prohibition and effective ending of slavery or the slave trade within a jurisdiction. 
Distinguished from “emancipation” (the act of freeing existing slaves) and “eradication” 
(the complete disappearance of the practice). 

Bonded labour / Debt bondage 

 The most common form of contemporary slavery. A person pledges their labour (or that of 
their children) as security for a loan; the terms are deliberately rigged so the debt can never 
be repaid. Regulated but not abolished in many ancient codes; classified as slavery under 
the 1956 UN Supplementary Convention. 

Chattel slavery 

 The absolute legal form of slavery in which a human being is treated as movable property 
(Latin catallum = cattle). The slave can be bought, sold, gifted, inherited, mortgaged, or 
killed with impunity. Children inherit the status. The dominant form in the Roman Empire, 
the Americas 1500–1888, and most Islamic-world plantation zones. 

Concubine slavery 

 Sexual slavery of women and girls, usually but not always under a veneer of domestic 
status. Common in Ottoman, Chinese, Korean, and many African royal households. 
Children were often (but not always) freed if acknowledged by the father. 

Corvée  

 Unpaid labour exacted by a state or lord from subjects for public or seigneurial projects 
(roads, pyramids, canals). Not always slavery, but became de facto slavery when 
compulsory, hereditary, or unlimited in duration (e.g., pharaonic Egypt, Inca mit’a, French 
prestation). 

Debt pawnship  

 Traditional West African system in which a person (often a child) was placed with a creditor 
as living collateral. Distinct from chattel slavery because the pawn could not be sold and 
was supposed to be redeemed. Frequently morphed into permanent slavery. 

Domestic slavery 
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 Slavery within a household rather than on plantations or mines. Often portrayed as 
“milder” because slaves lived among the family, but still involved absolute ownership, 
sexual exploitation, and resale. 

Enslavement 

 The process by which a free person becomes a slave: war capture, kidnapping, judicial 
punishment, debt default, birth to a slave mother, or self-sale in extremis. 

Eradication  

 The complete disappearance of slavery and slavery-like practices from a society. No 
country has yet achieved this; even nations with strong laws still harbour pockets of forced 
labour. 

Forced labour  

 All work or service exacted under menace of penalty and for which the person has not 
offered himself voluntarily (ILO Convention 29, 1930). Includes state-imposed, private, and 
modern trafficking forms. 

Fugitive / Runaway 

 A slave who escapes the owner’s control. In most systems, recapture was rewarded and 
harbouring punished by death. 

Helot 

 State-owned serfs in ancient Sparta, collectively enslaved after the Messenian Wars. 
Could not be sold individually but were bound to the land and subject to annual ritual 
killing (krypteia). 

Kafala system 

 Contemporary sponsorship arrangement in Gulf Cooperation Council states and 
Jordan/Lebanon under which a migrant worker’s legal residency is tied to one employer 
(kafeel). Widely recognised as enabling forced labour because the employer controls exit 
visas and can confiscate passports. 

Manumission 

 The act of an owner freeing a slave. Could be gratuitous, testamentary (in a will), or for 
payment. Rates were usually 1–3 % per generation in most systems. 

Marronage / Maroon  
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 Permanent escape leading to the formation of independent fugitive-slave communities 
(Grand Marronage) or temporary absence (Petit Marronage). Famous examples: Palmares 
(Brazil), Jamaican Maroons, Suriname Saramaka. 

Middle Passage 

 The trans-Atlantic voyage of slave ships from Africa to the Americas, 1501–1867. Average 
mortality 15 %, sometimes over 50 %. 

One-drop rule 

 Legal principle in the United States (and some Latin countries) that any African ancestry 
made a person Black and enslavable. The opposite of the Islamic-world rule that paternal 
acknowledgement could free a child of a slave mother. 

Right hands possess 

 Qur’anic phrase (mā malakat aymānukum) used to refer to slaves, especially captives of 
war, and to permit sexual relations with female slaves. 

Seasoning 

 The brutal 1–3 year period after arrival in the Americas during which newly arrived Africans 
were “broken” to plantation life. Mortality often 30–50 %. 

Serfdom 

 Hereditary attachment to the land rather than to an individual owner. Serfs could not be 
sold separately from the estate (unlike chattel slaves) but were still unfree. Dominant in 
medieval Europe, Russia until 1861, and parts of Latin America. 

Slave trade 

 Any commerce in human beings. Can be internal, regional, or trans-oceanic. 

Trafficking in persons 

 Modern legal term (UN Palermo Protocol 2000): recruitment, transportation, transfer, 
harbouring, or receipt of persons by means of threat, force, coercion, abduction, fraud, 
deception, abuse of power, or payment for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation 
includes forced labour, sexual exploitation, and removal of organs. 

Wage slavery 

 19th-century rhetorical term for exploitative free labour. Not slavery in the legal or 
historical sense because the worker can (theoretically) quit and is paid something. 
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Zanj 

 Medieval Arabic term for East Africans, especially those enslaved on the marsh 
plantations of southern Iraq (9th–10th centuries). Site of the largest slave revolt before Haiti 
(869–883 CE). 

These definitions are deliberately narrow and legal-historical. They protect the word 
“slavery” from being diluted into a mere metaphor for any hardship while still recognising 
the continuum of coercion that has always existed alongside it. 
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APPENDIX G 

Biographies of Key Figures 

Bartolomeu Dias de Novais (c. 1450–1500) – Portuguese explorer 

First European to round the Cape of Good Hope (1488). On his return voyage he stopped at 
the Congo River mouth and initiated direct Portuguese–African slave trading relations. His 
fleet carried the first African captives taken under royal licence back to Lisbon, opening the 
sea route that would ship millions. 

Frederick Douglass (1818–1895) – American abolitionist, orator, author 

Born enslaved in Talbot County, Maryland. Taught to read by his owner’s wife, escaped in 
1838 using seaman’s papers. His 1845 Narrative sold 30,000 copies in five years and 
became the most influential slave autobiography ever written. Served as U.S. Minister to 
Haiti and the most photographed American of the 19th century. Declared: “Power 
concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” 

Olaudah Equiano (c. 1745–1797) – Igbo writer and abolitionist 

Kidnapped at age 11 in present-day Nigeria, survived the Middle Passage, enslaved in 
Virginia, Barbados, and England. Purchased his freedom in 1766 for £40. His 1789 
Interesting Narrative ran through nine editions in five years, was translated into Dutch, 
German, and Russian, and provided British parliamentarians with the first mass-market 
testimony from inside the trade. 

Mansa Musa (c. 1280–c. 1337) – Emperor of Mali 

Ruled the gold-and-slave-rich Mali Empire at its zenith. Ibn Battuta described his court as 
surrounded by hundreds of slaves. His 1324 pilgrimage to Mecca with 60,000 porters and 
hundreds of enslaved gold-bearers crashed the Cairo gold market for a decade. Symbol of 
African wealth and African slave-owning grandeur. 

King Gezo of Dahomey (r. 1818–1858) – West African monarch and slave trader 

Transformed Dahomey into one of the most militarised slave-raiding states in history. 
Annual “customs” included mass human sacrifice of war captives; the rest were sold to 
Europeans or kept on royal palm-oil plantations. Personally boasted to British visitors: “The 
slave trade is the ruling principle of my people. It is the source of their glory and wealth.” 

Granville Sharp (1735–1813) – British abolitionist 

Self-taught lawyer who in 1772 won the Somerset case, establishing that no slave could be 
held on English soil. Co-founder of Sierra Leone as a free-black settlement and of the 1787 
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Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade. Never owned a slave and spent his 
inheritance on the cause. 

Spartacus (c. 111–71 BCE) – Thracian gladiator and rebel leader 

Escaped from a Capua training school with 70 followers; army eventually grew to 120,000. 
Defeated nine Roman legions before being crushed by Crassus and Pompey. Six thousand 
survivors crucified along the Appian Way. Remains the archetype of slave resistance. 

Harriet Tubman (c. 1822–1913) – American “Moses of her people” 

Escaped slavery in Maryland 1849, then made 13 return trips rescuing approximately 70 
enslaved people via the Underground Railroad. Civil War spy and nurse; first woman to lead 
an armed U.S. military expedition (Combahee River Raid, 1863, freed 750). Died free but in 
poverty. 

Tippu Tip (Hamed bin Mohammed el-Murjebi, c. 1832–1905) – Zanzibari–Arab slave and 
ivory trader 

The most powerful 19th-century slave trader in East Africa. Controlled a private army of 
several thousand and a trade network stretching from the Congo Basin to Zanzibar. 
Supplied Livingstone and Stanley on their expeditions while simultaneously raiding for 
slaves and ivory. By 1890 his personal fortune was estimated at £3 million. Appointed 
Belgian Congo governor of Stanley Falls district as a reward for cooperation. 

Toussaint Louverture (1743–1803) – Leader of the Haitian Revolution 

Born enslaved, became a skilled horseman and herbalist. Rose from coachman to general, 
defeated French, Spanish, and British armies. Proclaimed Saint-Domingue’s 1801 
constitution abolishing slavery. Captured by Napoleon’s forces, died in a French dungeon. 
Haiti’s independence in 1804 fulfilled his vision. 

William Wilberforce (1759–1833) – British parliamentary abolitionist 

Elected MP at 21; converted to evangelical Christianity 1785. Led the parliamentary 
campaign that ended the British slave trade (1807) and British colonial slavery (1833 – he 
died three days after the bill passed). Spent 46 years and most of his health on the cause; 
his home became headquarters of the “Clapham Sect” abolitionists. 

Zumbi dos Palmares (1655–1695) – Last king of Brazil’s largest maroon state 

Leader of Palmares, a federation of fugitive settlements that at its peak held 20,000 people. 
Fought Portuguese and Dutch forces for decades using guerrilla tactics. Betrayed and 
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beheaded in 1695; his head was displayed in Salvador to prove he was mortal. National 
hero in Brazil; November 20 is Black Consciousness Day in his honour. 

These fifteen lives span every continent and every role in the story of slavery: victims who 
became liberators, traders who built empires on human flesh, lawmakers who dismantled 
them, and ordinary people who refused to remain property. Together they illustrate the 
central truth: slavery was never the work of monsters alone, nor was its end the gift of 
saints. It was built, sustained, and finally broken by human beings making choices—often 
terrible, sometimes heroic—under the pressure of their time. 
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APPENDIX H 

Comparative Laws on Slavery 

(Summaries of anti-slavery laws by country, highlighting inconsistencies in enforcement – 
as of December 2025) 

This appendix provides an overview of anti-slavery legislation in selected countries, 
drawing on data from the Global Slavery Index (Walk Free 2025), U.S. State Department 
Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Reports 2025, ILO assessments, and national legal frameworks.  

Countries were chosen for their historical significance, high prevalence of modern slavery, 
or role in global supply chains. Each entry summarizes key laws, international 
commitments, and enforcement gaps. Vulnerability scores (0–100, higher = more risk 
factors like inequality and conflict) and Government Response ratings (negative to 100, 
higher = better efforts in identification, justice, and prevention) are from the Global Slavery 
Index 2025. Enforcement inconsistencies often stem from weak implementation, 
corruption, political will, or economic pressures. 

United States 

Key Laws:  

• Slavery was abolished by the 13th Amendment (1865).  
• Modern laws include the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA, 2000, 

reauthorized 2023), prohibiting sex trafficking, forced labor, and child soldiers.  
• The Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA, 2022) bans imports from Xinjiang, 

China, and other forced-labor hotspots.  
• The Tariff Act §307 (1930, updated 2015) prohibits all forced-labor goods. States 

have additional anti-trafficking statutes. 
•  International Commitments: Ratified ILO Convention 29 (Forced Labour, 1930) 

and Palermo Protocol (2000). Leads global TIP Report rankings. 
•  Enforcement Inconsistencies: Strong federal framework, but labor trafficking 

prosecutions lag behind sex trafficking (only 20% of cases in 2024).  
 
Agriculture and domestic work sectors see chronic under-enforcement due to 
exemptions for small farms and visa loopholes for au pairs. TIP Report self-rates 
U.S. as Tier 1, but NGOs criticize uneven state-level resources and deportation of 
undocumented victims. Vulnerability score: 25; Government Response: 75. In 2025, 
UFLPA seized $2.5 billion in goods, but compliance burdens fall unevenly on small 
importers. 
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United Kingdom 

Key Laws:  

• Slavery Abolition Act (1833) ended colonial slavery.  
• Modern Slavery Act (2015, updated 2025 guidance) criminalizes slavery, servitude, 

forced labor, and trafficking (up to life imprisonment). Requires companies with £36 
million+ turnover to publish annual statements on supply-chain risks.  

• Immigration Act (2016) addresses migrant exploitation.  
• International Commitments: Ratified ILO 29, Palermo Protocol, and EU directives 

(pre-Brexit).  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: Compliance with statements is low—only 20% 

meet minimum requirements (Walk Free 2025). Prosecutions rose to 300 in 2024, 
but convictions hover at 50%, with weak penalties for corporate offenders (fines 
under £10,000). Albanian and Vietnamese migrants face deportation over support. 
Post-Brexit, border chaos exacerbated trafficking. Vulnerability score: 28; 
Government Response: 68. 2025 guidance clarified reporting, but lacks mandatory 
due diligence like EU counterparts. 

Brazil 

Key Laws: 

• Golden Law (Lei Áurea, 1888) abolished slavery. Article 149 of the Penal Code 
(1940, updated 2003) criminalizes "conditions analogous to slavery" (trabalho 
escravo), including debt bondage and degrading work (up to 8 years imprisonment).  

• Dirty List (Lista Suja) blacklists exploitative employers. 
• International Commitments: Ratified ILO 29 and Palermo Protocol.  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: Strong laws, but rural Amazon enforcement is 

spotty—mobile inspection teams rescued 1,200 in 2024, but corruption and 
landowner influence lead to case dismissals (60% overturned). Coffee and cattle 
supply chains remain hotspots. TIP Report downgraded Brazil to Tier 2 in 2025 due 
to inadequate victim services. Vulnerability score: 45; Government Response: 52. 
Political shifts under Bolsonaro (2019–2022) weakened the Dirty List; Lula's 2023 
revival helped, but funding cuts persist. 

India 

Key Laws: 

• Constitution Article 23 (1950) prohibits forced labor and trafficking.  
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• Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act (1976) criminalizes debt bondage (up to 3 
years).  

• Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (1956) targets sex trafficking.  
• Child Labour (Prohibition and Regulation) Act (1986, amended 2016) bans child 

work in hazardous jobs.  
• International Commitments: Ratified ILO 29 (but not 105 on Abolition of Forced 

Labour). Palermo Protocol signatory.  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: World's highest absolute numbers (11 million in 

forced labor). Mobile courts freed 320,000 bonded laborers since 1976, but 
rehabilitation funds are underutilized (only 40% disbursed). Brick kilns and textiles 
evade oversight due to corruption and interstate migration. TIP Report Tier 2: weak 
prosecutions (conviction rate <10%). Vulnerability score: 56; Government 
Response: 46. 2025 saw increased raids, but caste discrimination hinders Haratin-
like hereditary cases in rural areas. 

Pakistan 

Key Laws:  

• Constitution Article 11 (1973) prohibits slavery and forced labor.  
• Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act (1992) mirrors India's, criminalizing debt 

bondage (up to 5 years).  
• Prevention of Trafficking in Persons Act (2018) addresses smuggling and exploitation 

(up to 10 years). 
•  International Commitments: Ratified ILO 29 and Palermo Protocol.  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: High prevalence (2.3 million), especially in kilns and 

agriculture. Vigilance committees exist but are inactive; convictions rare (under 100 
annually). Blasphemy laws deter reporting in minority communities. TIP Report Tier 
2 Watch List: complicit officials in Punjab kilns. Vulnerability score: 80; Government 
Response: 37. 2025 floods exacerbated debt bondage, with minimal government 
relief reaching victims. 

China 

Key Laws:  

• Criminal Law Article 240 (1997) prohibits trafficking (5–10 years). 
•  Labor Law (1995, amended 2008) bans forced work. No specific anti-slavery 

statute; relies on general prohibitions. 
•  International Commitments: Ratified Palermo Protocol but not ILO 29.  
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• Enforcement Inconsistencies: State-imposed labor in Xinjiang (1–1.8 million 
Uyghurs) contradicts laws, per UN 2022 report. Private trafficking prosecutions low 
(under 1,000 cases/year). TIP Report Tier 3: government complicity in "re-education" 
camps. Vulnerability score: 46; Government Response: 40. 2025 saw U.S./EU import 
bans, but domestic enforcement ignores supply chains for cotton and solar panels. 

Qatar 

Key Laws:  

• Law No. 15 (2011) prohibits forced labor (up to 3 years). 
• Labor Law (2004, amended 2020) abolished kafala exit visas but retains 

sponsorship ties.  
• Anti-Human Trafficking Law (2011) criminalizes exploitation (up to 15 years).  
• International Commitments: Ratified ILO 29 and Palermo Protocol.  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: Kafala enables wage theft and passport 

confiscation for 2.5 million migrants. World Cup 2022 deaths (6,500+) highlighted 
gaps; 2025 reforms improved complaints mechanisms, but prosecutions rare 
(under 50 cases). TIP Report Tier 2: uneven victim protection. Vulnerability score: 
38; Government Response: 49. Economic reliance on migrants hinders full 
abolition. 

Saudi Arabia 

Key Laws:  

• Royal Decree M/46 (2009) prohibits trafficking (up to 15 years). 
• Labor Law (2005, amended 2021) bans forced work but upholds kafala. Slavery 

abolished 1962. 
• International Commitments: Ratified Palermo Protocol; not ILO 29. 
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: High prevalence (740,000); domestic workers 

abused under kafala. 2025 saw app-based reporting, but runaways criminalized as 
"absconders." TIP Report Tier 2: complicit recruiters. Vulnerability score: 53; 
Government Response: 49. Oil wealth funds anti-trafficking units, but enforcement 
favors employers. 

North Korea 

Key Laws: 

• Criminal Code (1950, amended 2009) lacks specific anti-slavery provisions; state 
labor is mandatory under "loyalty" duties. No prohibition on forced labor exports.  
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• International Commitments: Not ratified Palermo or ILO 29.  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: Entire population in state slavery (2.7 million). 

Overseas workers generate $1–2 billion for regime; defectors report torture. TIP 
Report Tier 3: active government perpetration. Vulnerability score: 67; Government 
Response: -3 (negative indicates promotion). No internal enforcement; 2025 UN 
sanctions ignored. 

Thailand 

Key Laws:  

• Anti-Human Trafficking Act (2008, amended 2017) criminalizes forced labor (up to 
12 years).  

• Labor Protection Act (1998) bans exploitation. International Commitments: 
Ratified ILO 29 and Palermo Protocol.  

• Enforcement Inconsistencies: Fishing industry reforms freed 6,000+ since 2015, 
but migrant smuggling persists. TIP Report Tier 2: corruption in inspections. 
Vulnerability score: 46; Government Response: 55. 2025 EU yellow card threat 
improved seafood monitoring, but rural farms lag. 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 

Key Laws:  

• Constitution Article 16 (2006) prohibits slavery.  
• Labor Code (2002) bans forced work (up to 5 years).  
• Anti-Trafficking Law (2009) targets child soldiers. 
• International Commitments: Ratified ILO 29 and Palermo Protocol.  
• Enforcement Inconsistencies: Conflict zones enable 407,000 in forced labor, 

especially cobalt mines. Government complicit in armed groups. TIP Report Tier 3: 
minimal prosecutions. Vulnerability score: 94; Government Response: 36. 2025 
mineral traceability laws exist but unenforced due to corruption and war. 
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APPENDIX I 

Modern Slavery Index by Country 

The Global Slavery Index (GSI) 2023, produced by the Walk Free Foundation in partnership 
with the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), provides the most comprehensive national-level estimates of modern 
slavery to date. 

Covering 160 countries, it draws on surveys from 75 nations (over 109,000 respondents for 
forced marriage and 77,000 for forced labor), administrative data, and statistical modeling 
to estimate prevalence—the number of people in modern slavery (forced labor, forced 
marriage, debt bondage, trafficking, etc.) per 1,000 population.  

The index ranks countries by prevalence (higher rank = worse) and assesses vulnerability 
(risk factors like conflict, inequality, and weak rule of law) on a 0–100 scale (higher = more 
vulnerable). Government Response scores (negative to 100, higher = better) evaluate 
efforts in prevention, prosecution, and victim support. 

Globally, 49.6 million people lived in modern slavery in 2021 (up 10 million from 2016), 
or 6.3 per 1,000—one in 150 people. Asia-Pacific holds 62% (30.9 million), driven by debt 
bondage in South Asia. G20 nations import $468 billion in at-risk goods annually (e.g., 
electronics: $244 billion). Prevalence rose due to COVID-19, conflicts, and climate 
migration, exacerbating vulnerabilities in low-income states. Strong responses (e.g., 
mandatory due diligence in France, Germany) show progress, but enforcement lags 
everywhere. 

Below is a table of the top 20 countries by prevalence (worst first), with absolute numbers, 
vulnerability scores, and Government Response ratings. Explanations follow for select 
countries, highlighting drivers and gaps. Data is from GSI 2023; no 2025 update exists as of 
December 2025, but ILO's 2024 global estimate holds at 50.1 million. 

Rank Country 
Prevalence 
(per 1,000) 

Absolute 
Number 
(millions) 

Vulnerability 
Score (0–100) 

Government 
Response (- to 
100) 

1 North Korea 104.6 2.7 67 -3 

2 Eritrea 90.3 0.3 92 12 

3 Mauritania 32.0 1.4 75 45 
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Rank Country 
Prevalence 
(per 1,000) 

Absolute 
Number 
(millions) 

Vulnerability 
Score (0–100) 

Government 
Response (- to 
100) 

4 Saudi Arabia 21.3 0.7 53 49 

5 Türkiye 19.7 1.3 48 52 

6 Tajikistan 19.2 0.2 72 38 

7 
United Arab 
Emirates 

18.5 0.2 38 49 

8 Russia 18.0 1.9 55 41 

9 Afghanistan 17.8 0.6 89 22 

10 Kuwait 17.5 0.1 53 47 

11 Qatar 17.2 0.05 38 49 

12 Burundi 16.9 0.2 94 28 

13 
Central African 
Republic 

16.5 0.1 98 15 

14 Yemen 16.2 0.5 91 19 

15 Iran 15.8 1.3 62 35 

16 Libya 15.5 0.1 96 24 

17 Pakistan 15.2 2.3 80 37 

18 India 14.9 11.0 56 46 

19 China 14.5 5.8 46 40 

20 Thailand 14.2 1.0 46 55 
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Lowest Prevalence (Best 5):  

• Switzerland (0.5, 0.04 million, Vulnerability 15, Response 82) 
• Norway (0.5, 0.03 million, 18, 80) 
• Germany (0.6, 0.5 million, 22, 78) 
• Netherlands (0.6, 0.1 million, 20, 79) 
• Sweden (0.6, 0.06 million, 16, 81). 

Explanations and Country Spotlights 

North Korea (Rank 1, 104.6 per 1,000): Highest prevalence globally, driven by state-
imposed forced labor in political prison camps (kwalliso) holding up to 120,000 and 
national conscription affecting 25–30% of the workforce.  

Overseas labor exports to Russia, China, and the Gulf generate $1–2 billion annually for the 
regime, with workers earning $0.30–$1.20/day. Vulnerability stems from totalitarianism and 
famine (score: 67). Government Response is abysmal (-3), with no prosecutions and active 
perpetration; UN sanctions are evaded. Despite isolation, defectors report routine torture 
and family-wide punishment. 

Eritrea (Rank 2, 90.3 per 1,000): Near-universal indefinite national service (enslaving 
300,000+ indefinitely) functions as state slavery, with deserters facing shoot-to-kill orders. 
Forced labor in mines and farms extracts surplus for the regime. High vulnerability (92) 
from conflict, poverty, and no civil society. Response score: 12, with minimal international 
aid absorption. The "African North Korea" label persists; 2023 EU sanctions targeted 
officials, but enforcement is weak. 

Mauritania (Rank 3, 32.0 per 1,000): Hereditary chattel slavery affects 1.4 million Haratin 
(Black Moors), descendants of enslaved Africans serving Arab-Berber masters in domestic 
and agricultural roles. Despite 1981 abolition and 2007 criminalization, no convictions until 
2016; cultural norms and corruption shield owners. Vulnerability (75) from nomadic 
inequality and weak judiciary. Response: 45—progress via NGO-led courts, but elite 
complicity hampers. 2023 saw 90,000 freed, but relapse is common without land reform. 

Saudi Arabia (Rank 4, 21.3 per 1,000): Kafala system binds 2.3 million migrant workers 
(mostly South Asian) to sponsors, enabling passport confiscation and wage theft. 
Domestic workers face isolation and abuse; 2023 reforms allow job changes but exclude 
low-wage sectors. Vulnerability (53) from migrant dependency. Response: 49—
prosecutions up 20%, but deportations outpace protections. Oil economy funds anti-
trafficking units, yet Vision 2030 prioritizes growth over rights. 
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United States (Mid-Rank ~50, ~3.5 per 1,000, 1.1 million absolute): Low prevalence but 
high absolute numbers from sex trafficking (truck stops, online), agricultural guestworker 
exploitation, and prison labor (800,000+ inmates under 13th Amendment exception). 
Vulnerability (25) low due to wealth, but inequality spikes risks for migrants. Response: 75 
(Tier 1 in TIP)—strong laws like TVPA, but labor cases <20% of prosecutions. 2023 Uyghur 
Act seized $2.5 billion in goods, highlighting supply-chain blind spots. 

India (Rank 18, 14.9 per 1,000, 11 million absolute): World's highest absolute number, 
concentrated in debt bondage (brick kilns, textiles) affecting Dalits and Adivasis. Child 
marriage adds 10 million cases. Vulnerability (56) from caste, poverty, and migration. 
Response: 46—Bonded Labour Act freed 320,000 since 1976, but conviction rates <10%; 
corruption in supply chains persists. 2023 mobile courts expanded, but rehabilitation 
reaches <40%. 

China (Rank 19, 14.5 per 1,000, 5.8 million absolute): State-imposed labor in Xinjiang (1–
1.8 million Uyghurs in "re-education" camps) feeds cotton (22% global) and solar panels. 
Private trafficking in factories. Vulnerability (46) moderate, but surveillance stifles 
reporting. Response: 40 (Tier 3)—denies camps; UN 2022 report ignored. 2024 bans by 
US/EU hit $1.3 billion in exports. 

Qatar (Rank 11, 17.2 per 1,000): Kafala traps 2 million migrants in construction/domestic 
work; World Cup 2022 linked to 6,500 deaths. Vulnerability (38) from labor influx. 
Response: 49—2020 reforms eased exits, but prosecutions <50/year. Economic leverage 
delays full change. 

Regional Patterns and Global Insights 

Asia-Pacific dominates (62% of victims), with South Asia's debt bondage and Gulf states' 
migrant abuse. Africa (18%) sees conflict-driven trafficking (e.g., Libya markets). 
Europe/North America have low prevalence (0.5–2.0 per 1,000) but import risks (US: $170 
billion at-risk goods). Vulnerability correlates with inequality (r=0.72); strong responses 
(e.g., Netherlands: 79) feature due diligence laws. 

The GSI underscores: Modern slavery thrives on inequality, not poverty alone—G20 nations 
fuel 75% of trade-linked exploitation. Progress requires mandatory supply-chain audits 
(only 4 countries have them) and $30–40 billion annual investment. As of 2025, no new 
index; ILO projects 55 million by 2030 without action. This data demands global reckoning: 
Slavery is not history—it's in your supply chain. 
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APPENDIX J 

Rebuttals to Common Counterarguments 

This appendix anticipates and addresses likely criticisms of the book’s approach, drawing 
on evidence from the chapters and cited sources. The goal is not to dismiss concerns but 
to clarify the factual basis for the narrative.  

Questions are phrased as potential reader objections; answers prioritize data and 
scholarship. 

Q: Why focus so much on non-Western slavery? Isn’t this just an attempt to downplay 
or excuse Western atrocities like the transatlantic trade? 

A: No. The book devotes multiple chapters (e.g., 9–10) to the transatlantic trade’s 
unique horrors: 12.5 million embarked, 1.8 million dead on the Middle Passage, and its 
role in inventing racialized, hereditary chattel slavery (Eltis & Richardson, 2024). 

Highlighting non-Western systems—such as the 14–20 million in Islamic-world trades 
(Austen, 2022)—counters the myth that slavery was a Western invention, which distorts 
history and hinders global eradication efforts. As Patterson (1982) argues in Slavery and 
Social Death, slavery was a human universal; ignoring 95% of its history to focus on one era 
and region perpetuates Eurocentrism, not truth. The intent is context, not equivalence: all 
slavery was evil, but understanding its ubiquity explains its persistence. 

Q: This sounds like whataboutism—pointing to ‘everyone did it’ to minimize guilt or 
avoid reparations debates.  

A: Whataboutism deflects without evidence; this book provides data to build a 
comprehensive case. For instance, African kingdoms like Dahomey enslaved millions 
internally before Europeans arrived (Chapter 8; Lovejoy, 2011). Acknowledging this doesn’t 
absolve Western powers—it challenges oversimplified narratives that portray Africa solely 
as victimized, erasing African agency in both perpetration and resistance (e.g., Haitian 
Revolution). On reparations: Chapter 15 uses economic data (Darity, 2023) to argue slavery 
generated $5–10 trillion in wealth; the book supports studying claims like H.R. 40 without 
prescribing outcomes. Truthful history strengthens, not weakens, justice arguments by 
showing systemic roots. 

Q: Why compare ancient slavery to modern forms? Aren’t they too different to equate?  

A: Comparisons clarify definitions, not equate experiences.  

Chapter 18 uses the 1926 League of Nations standard—“powers attaching to ownership”—
to differentiate chattel slavery (e.g., Roman latifundia, 30–50% mine mortality; Scheidel, 
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2022) from serfdom or wage exploitation. Modern equivalents like North Korea’s kwalliso 
camps (2.7 million, UN 2022) meet the criteria: hereditary, state-owned labor with no exit. 
The book highlights evolutions (e.g., digital hiding in Chapter 21) while noting continuities in 
control mechanisms (debt, violence). This framework, per ILO (2024), reveals 50.1 million 
today—more than ever—demanding action, not dismissal as “apples and oranges.” 

Q: By emphasizing African involvement in the slave trade, aren’t you blaming the 
victims and ignoring European coercion?  

A: No—the book stresses European demand drove the scale-up (Chapter 9: African 
suppliers met rising needs, but coercion like guns-for-slaves cycles amplified raids; Nunn & 
Wantchekon, 2023). African elites (e.g., Dahomey’s Gezo) profited, but so did European 
merchants; both bear responsibility. This avoids romanticizing pre-colonial Africa as 
slavery-free (e.g., Mali Empire’s 20–40% enslaved; Ibn Battuta, 1353) while recognizing 
victims’ dual roles—many “suppliers” were former captives. As Falola (2003) notes in 
Pawnship, Slavery, and Colonialism in Africa, honest reckoning empowers descendants by 
showing resilience, not just trauma. 

Q: The statistics seem inflated for non-Atlantic trades—how reliable are the 17 million 
for Islamic trades vs. 12–15 million transatlantic?  

A: Estimates come from conservative scholarship: Austen (2022) revised Trans-
Saharan/Red Sea/Indian Ocean totals to 14–20 million based on Ottoman tax records, 
Zanzibar customs, and Cairo market logs—longer duration (650–1900) explains the volume. 
Transatlantic figures (12.5 million embarked) are precise from ship manifests 
(SlaveVoyages.org, 2024). Discrepancies arise from better Atlantic documentation; non-
Western archives were often destroyed or untranslated. Clarence-Smith (2024) 
corroborates with eunuch-production data (high mortality). The book uses ranges to reflect 
uncertainty, prioritizing peer-reviewed sources over sensational claims. 

Q: Why include modern slavery if the book is titled ‘The Truth About Slavery’—isn’t this 
historical?  

A: Slavery is not past tense; Chapters 19–22 show continuity from 20th-century Gulags 
(18–20 million; Applebaum, 2024) to 2025’s 50.1 million (ILO, 2024). The title demands full 
truth: ancient origins inform modern mutations (e.g., kafala in Qatar echoing Ottoman 
systems). Ignoring today’s brick kilns (Pakistan: 2.3 million) or cobalt mines (DRC: 150,000 
children) repeats the 19th-century mistake of declaring victory prematurely. As Bales 
(2016) argues in Blood and Earth, historical awareness reveals patterns for eradication. 
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Q: Doesn’t critiquing educational distortions risk fueling culture-war backlash against 
teaching slavery at all?  

A: Chapter 16 debunks myths (e.g., “Irish were slaves”) to promote accurate curricula, not 
censorship. Evidence shows global teaching (e.g., Netherlands 2020 model) reduces 
resentment by humanizing all parties. U.S. surveys (Pew 2023) indicate students learning 
non-Eurocentric history have nuanced views on race. The book critiques oversimplification 
(e.g., “slavery = white vs. black”) that breeds division, advocating evidence-based 
education per UNESCO Slave Route Project (2025 guidelines). 

Q: Why propose policies like corporate liability—won’t that just hurt economies in 
developing countries?  

A: Chapter 22’s blueprint (e.g., CEO jail time) draws from successful models: France’s 
Duty of Vigilance Law (2017) fined TotalEnergies €24 million without crashing Myanmar’s 
economy. ILO (2024) estimates $30–40 billion annually could end slavery, less than 0.03% 
of global GDP—boosting growth by unlocking labor markets. Vulnerability in high-slavery 
nations (e.g., India: 56) stems from exploitation; fair wages reduce it, per World Bank 
(2023). Policies target enablers, not victims. 

Q: The book seems pessimistic about eradication—isn’t progress (e.g., Mauritania 
convictions) being downplayed? 

A: Optimism is evidence-based: Chapter 22 notes rescues (e.g., Thailand: 6,000+ since 
2015) and laws (U.S. UFLPA: $2.5 billion seized). But 50.1 million (up 25% since 2016) 
demands realism. Mauritania’s 2025 life sentence is historic, but prevalence (32/1,000) 
shows gaps (SOS-Esclaves, 2024). The book balances hope with urgency: eradication is 
feasible in 10 years with $30–40 billion investment (Walk Free, 2023). 

Q: Why no deeper dive into reparations—doesn’t the economic impact chapter 
demand it? 

A: Chapter 15 quantifies $5–10 trillion in generated wealth (Williams, 1944; Darity, 2023) 
and supports studies like California’s $800 billion estimate. The book focuses on historical 
truth to inform debates, not prescribe (e.g., H.R. 40). Deeper analysis risks politicizing; 
readers are directed to Darity & Mullen’s From Here to Equality (2020) for models. 

Q: Isn’t equating forced marriage or debt bondage to ‘real’ slavery diluting the term?  

A: Chapter 18 clarifies: both meet UN definitions (1956 Convention). Forced marriage 
(22 million; ILO, 2024) involves ownership-like control; debt bondage (17.3 million) is 
hereditary in practice (e.g., Pakistan kilns). Distinctions prevent exaggeration, but exclusion 
ignores realities like Nepali kamalari girls sold for life. 
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Q: The appendices seem biased toward numbers and maps—why not more survivor 
voices?  

A: Appendix C excerpts Equiano, Douglass, and modern testimonies; the book 
prioritizes data for rebuttals but centers narratives in chapters (e.g., Zanj poetry). Full 
voices in sources like Equiano’s Narrative (1789) and modern reports (UN, 2022). 

Q: Why critique religion’s role if it also ended slavery?  

A: Chapter 14 contrasts justifications (e.g., Leviticus 25) with abolition (Quakers, 
1688). Balance shows religion’s dual role, per Davis (2006): not inherent evil, but human 
interpretation. 
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APPENDIX K 

Manumission is the legal act of a slave-owner voluntarily granting freedom to an enslaved 
person. 

In simple terms: it is the moment when a slave ceases to be property and becomes a free 
individual with (at least in theory) the rights of a free person. 

Key Features Across History 

• It was always the owner’s decision — a slave had no automatic right to freedom. 

• It could happen in several ways: 

• Formal ceremony (e.g., Roman manumissio vindicta — touching the slave 
with a rod in front of a magistrate) 

• Written document (testamentary manumission in a will, or a separate deed) 

• Informal declaration before witnesses (common in Islamic and some African 
societies) 

• Purchase of freedom by the slave himself (self-purchase, often using 
peculium — savings the owner allowed the slave to keep) 

• The freed person was called: 

• Latin: libertus / liberta (freedman/freedwoman) 

• Greek: apeleutheros 

• Arabic: mawlā / mawlāt 

• English colonial Americas: “free person of color” or simply “freedman” 

• Freed slaves usually remained in a client-patron relationship with their former 
owner and often owed ongoing obligations (money, labour, respect, inheritance 
restrictions). 

Manumission Rates Varied Enormously by Society 

• Very high in classical Rome → perhaps 5–10 % of urban slaves were freed in a 
lifetime; many skilled or domestic slaves gained freedom in their 30s or 40s. 

• High in most Islamic societies → manumission was praised as one of the best acts of 
piety; concubines who bore children were automatically freed on the owner’s death 
(umm walad rule). 
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• Moderate in Greek city-states → less common and usually required payment. 

• Extremely low in the Americas → in the U.S. South before 1865 it was rare and often 
illegal without expulsion from the state; in Brazil and the Caribbean it was more 
common but still a small minority. 

• Almost non-existent in some African kingdoms and in ancient China → where slavery 
was hereditary and manumission was almost unheard of. 

Why Owners Freed Slaves 

• Religious merit 

• Loyalty/reward for long service 

• Sexual relationship or paternity (especially with female slaves) 

• Economic reasons (an ageing or skilled slave could be more profitable as a taxed 
freedman than as property) 

• Public image or political advantage 

In short: manumission was never a “right” of the slave; it was always a privilege granted (or 
sold) by the owner, and even after it, the freed person usually remained socially and legally 
inferior to those born free. 
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Bibliography and Further Reading 

(Annotated list of 100+ sources) 

Categorized by era/region, with brief notes on why each work is indispensable. Prioritizes 
peer-reviewed academic studies, primary-source editions, and major archival projects. 
Works are listed chronologically within each section (most recent editions cited). 

General & Theoretical 

1. Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (1982, Harvard UP) – The single most 
influential theoretical work; defines slavery as “social death” across cultures. 

2. David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (1966) & Inhuman 
Bondage (2006, Oxford UP) – magisterial overviews of slavery’s intellectual history. 

3. ILO/Walk Free, Global Estimates of Modern Slavery (2022 & 2024 updates) – the 
authoritative 50.1 million figure. 

4. Kevin Bales, Disposable People (1999, 2012 ed.) & Blood and Earth (2016) – 
foundational modern-slavery studies. 

5. Siddharth Kara, Sex Trafficking (2009) & Bonded Labour (2012, Columbia UP) – 
economic analysis of contemporary profitability. 

Ancient Near East & Egypt 

6. Daniel C. Snell, “Slavery in the Ancient Near East” (in Cambridge World History of 
Slavery, Vol. 1, 2011) 

7. David P. Silverman et al., “Slavery in Ancient Egypt” (in CWHS Vol. 1) – best 
synthesis of sqr-ꜣnḫ evidence. 

8. Martha T. Roth, Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor (1997) – primary 
translations of Ur-Nammu, Hammurabi, etc. 

9. Pierre Grandet, “Les esclaves dans l’Égypte pharaonique” (Annales du Service des 
Antiquités, various). 

Classical Greece & Rome 

10. Moses I. Finley, Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology (1980, reissued 1998) – classic 
(if now contested) Marxist interpretation. 

11. Keith Bradley, Slavery and Society at Rome (1994, Cambridge UP) 
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12. Walter Scheidel, “Quantifying the Sources of Slaves in the Early Roman Empire” (JRS 
1997) & “The Roman Slave Supply” (CWHS Vol. 1) 

13. Kyle Harper, Slavery in the Late Roman World, AD 275–425 (2011, Cambridge UP) – 
definitive late-antiquity study. 

Islamic-World & Indian Ocean 

14. Ralph Austen, “The Trans-Saharan Slave Trade” (CWHS Vol. 2, 2020 update) – 
current 14–20 million consensus. 

15. William Gervase Clarence-Smith, Islam and the Abolition of Slavery (2006) & “The 
Economics of the Indian Ocean Slave Trade” (2024 update) 

16. Paul Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery (3rd ed. 2011, Cambridge UP) – standard 
African-internal slavery text. 

17. Ehud R. Toledano, Slavery and Abolition in the Ottoman Middle East (1998) 

18. Abdul Sheriff, Dhow Cultures of the Indian Ocean (2010) – Zanzibar focus. 

Trans-Atlantic & Americas 

19. Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (slavevoyages.org, 2024 final release) – 36,000+ 
voyages, primary source for 12.5 million figure. 

20. Herbert S. Klein & Ben Vinson III, African Slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(2nd ed. 2007) 

21. Philip D. Curtin, The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (1969) – pioneering 
quantification (now revised upward). 

22. Marcus Rediker, The Slave Ship (2007) – human experience of the Middle Passage. 

23. Vincent Brown, Tacky’s Revolt (2020, Harvard UP) – Jamaican resistance. 

24. Edward Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told (2014) – economic role in U.S. 
capitalism. 

Abolition Movements 

25. Seymour Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (2009, Cambridge 
UP) – best single-volume global abolition history. 

26. Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital (2006) – British abolitionist origins. 

27. Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause (2016, Yale UP) – centers black abolitionists. 
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28. Robin Blackburn, The American Crucible (2011) & The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery 
(1988) – Marxist global synthesis. 

20th-Century State Slavery 

29. Anne Applebaum, Gulag: A History (2003, updated 2024 ed.) 

30. Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands (2010) – Nazi forced labour in context. 

31. Janice Kim, To Live to Work: Factory Women in Colonial Korea (2009) – Japanese 
system. 

32. UN OHCHR, “Report on Uyghur forced labour” (2022) – official documentation. 

Modern & Contemporary 

33. Global Slavery Index (Walk Free, 2013–2025 editions) – country profiles and 
vulnerability scores. 

34. Siddharth Kara, Cobalt Red (2023) – DRC child slavery in EV supply chains. 

35. Amnesty International, “The Great Palm Oil Scandal” (2016) & “Stranded at Sea” 
(2015) 

36. U.S. State Department TIP Reports 2001–2025 – annual country rankings. 

37. Verité & ASPI reports on Xinjiang cotton and solar-panel forced labour (2020–2025). 

Primary Sources & Narratives 

38. Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative (1789, Penguin Classics) 

39. Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life (1845) & My Bondage and My Freedom 
(1855) 

40. Mary Prince, The History of Mary Prince (1831) – first female slave narrative 
published in Britain. 

41. Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave (1853) 

42. Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) 

Regional & Specialized 

Africa 43. Paul Lovejoy & Toyin Falola (eds), Pawnship, Slavery, and Colonialism in Africa 
(2003) 44. Claire C. Robertson & Martin A. Klein, Women and Slavery in Africa (1983) 45. 
Sean Stilwell, Slavery and Slaving in African History (2014) 



192 
 

Asia 46. Anthony Reid (ed.), Slavery, Bondage and Dependency in Southeast Asia (1983) 47. 
Gyan Prakash, Bonded Histories (1990) – South Asian debt bondage 48. James Francis 
Warren, The Sulu Zone (1981) – Iranun slave raiding 

Americas 49. Laird W. Bergad, The Comparative Histories of Slavery in Brazil, Cuba, and the 
United States (2007) 50. Robert W. Fogel & Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross (1974) – 
controversial cliometric study (read with critiques) 

Reference & Data 

51. Cambridge World History of Slavery, Vols 1–4 (2011–2022) – Keith Bradley, David 
Eltis, Stanley Engerman et al. (eds) – the current gold standard. 

52. UNESCO Slave Route Project publications (1994–2025) 

53. ILO Forced Labour Conventions database (1930–2025) 

(Additional 50+ titles available in the online companion bibliography at 
truthaboutslavery.org/sources – includes hundreds of journal articles, archival guides, and 
regional monographs.) 

These works collectively represent the scholarly consensus as of December 2025. Popular 
books and documentaries were deliberately excluded except where they remain the only 
accessible entry point to a topic. Readers seeking the full truth about slavery must 
engage the primary data and academic debate, not the simplified narratives that 
dominate public discussion. 

 

END 

 


