THE NEW ABOLITIONISTS:
On the Trail of Modern-Day Slavery
Contrary to popular belief, human slavery did not end in 1863 with the Emancipation Proclamation. According to Dr. Charles Jacobs, a Newton resident and co-founder and president of the Boston-based American Anti-Slavery Group (AASG), “Human trafficking—modern-day slavery—is the twenty-first century’s most urgent humanitarian crisis.” It has continued to worsen, and ranks second among international crime, behind only drug trafficking and ahead of arms trafficking.
Modern-day slavery takes many forms and employs diverse methods. In chattel slavery, a person is captured, sold, or born into servitude (chattel comes from the French word for cattle). In debt bondage, a person pledges himself as collateral against a loan of money for himself or a relative—a loan with astronomical interest. In forced labor, the false offer of a good job, often in another country, can lead its hapless victims into servitude or prostitution. Once they arrive in that far country, the terms of employment are revealed as drastically different from what they had been promised. After luring them with the promise of well-paying jobs, their would-be employers confiscate their documents and passports, they are told, “for safe keeping.” Unable to speak the language or defend themselves, their victims can be enslaved forthwith. Often they are not paid and are apt to suffer physical and/or sexual abuse.
The CIA estimates that 50,000 people are trafficked into or transited through the United States annually. The AASG concurs: “Everywhere, from Sudan to the United States, millions of men, women, and children are being forced to work for no pay, under the threat of violence. Today’s slavery takes on the forms of chattel slavery, sex trafficking, debt bondage, and forced domestic and agricultural labor.” The complexity of the problem makes it that much tougher to identify and eradicate.
Dr. Jacobs has devoted much of his career to this pressing global issue. He received his doctorate from Harvard University in 1989. As a teenager, he was active in the civil rights movement, and attended Dr. Martin Luther King’s March on Washington in 1963. When he learned about present-day slavery in North Africa in 1993, he left his job to found AASG with African human rights activists Mohamed Athie of Mauritania and David Chand of Sudan and began full-time work as the organization’s first research director. The AASG is a nonprofit organization that works to eradicate the many-headed hydra of slavery around the world, focusing mainly on chattel slavery in Sudan and Mauritania.

Jacobs’ article in The New York Times in 1994 broke the story on chattel slavery in Sudan and Mauritania. Since then he has been a featured expert in The Wall Street Journal, The New Yorker, The Boston Globe, ABC’s World News Tonight, NPR’s Talk of the Nation, and CBS’s This Morning. Dr. Jacobs testified twice before the House of Representatives on slavery in Sudan and Mauritania (1996 and 1999). In September 1999, he met with Secretary of State Madeline Albright to encourage her to end the Clinton Administration’s silence on the genocide, ethnic cleansing, and slavery in Sudan.
Former Chattel Slaves from Sudan Speak Out
The U.S. State Department estimates that up to 90,000 blacks are “owned” by North African Arabs, and often sold for as little as fifteen dollars. In Sudan, both race and religious relations are strained. This largest of African states is situated between North Africa’s predominantly Arab, mostly Moslem community, and the black African peoples inhabiting the south, who are mainly Christians (in Arabic, Sudan means “land of the blacks”). A centuries-old history of Arab slave raids on African villages continues to this day.
Simon Deng was abducted from his village in southern Sudan and sold into slavery at the age of nine. He watched friends get shot and the venerable village elders, who could not run away, burned alive. Deng was born a Roman Catholic and remembers frequent raids by Arab Muslim Sudanese in army trucks from the north, burning huts and scattering livestock. He was told that if he converted from Christianity to Islam, he would be accepted as their own son and receive an education. However, he refused, and so remained a slave for over two years, actually being given “as a gift” to another family. Only later did he escape with the help of a courageous man he had encountered from his village.
In May 2000, Dr. Jacobs was appointed Director of the Sudan Campaign (a group calling for the end of slavery and killings in Sudan) and in September of that year, appeared before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee along with three survivors of slavery from around the world. According to a New York Times Op-Ed, the AASG has helped free more than 80,000 slaves abroad, brought two survivors to testify before the U.S. House of Representatives, and helped pass four successful pieces of legislation, including the 2003 Sudan Peace Act, as well as Sudan divestment bills in New Jersey, Oregon, and Illinois.
Continuing in the tradition of Boston abolitionists of the past (Frederick Douglas’s memoirs were published here), Jesse Sage and Liora Kasten, both former directors of the AASG, have edited a timely and engrossing book, Enslaved: True Stories of Modern Day Slavery (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). It is the first collection of slave narratives to be compiled in nearly two centuries, and includes a foreword by Gloria Steinem. Newton Magazine was privileged to meet a few former slaves featured in this anthology.
One is Abuk Bak, who related a heart-wrenching story of being enslaved for ten years in her native Sudan. When Bak was only twelve years old, she was captured during one of these marauding episodes. Arab men on horseback rode into her village wielding guns and ropes. She saw her grandfather shot dead in front of her eyes; soon after, a huge rope tightened around her waist. That night she was corralled into a large pen with a grass thatch fence, in a town called Daien. Bak recalls the next morning: “The turbaned men observed us and pointed at different people, choosing which person they wanted to buy, the same way they chose their goats and cows from the pens around us.”
An obstacle to helping these Sudanese is the denial of any wrongdoing on the part of the government. According to Bak, when Khiddir Ahmed, the Sudanese ambassador to the United States, visited Tufts University in March 2004, Bak told him about her ordeal and gave him a letter asking for reparations from the Sudanese government. For a rejoinder, he offered her a harsh rebuke: “You are a liar. There is no slavery in Sudan,” then turned his back and walked out of the room. Today, southern Sudanese exiles tell their story to whomever will listen. Abuk Bak has acquired refugee status in the United States and lives in Massachusetts with her husband, three children, and reunited Sudanese relatives. Her job does not get in the way of lecturing to other Americans about her harrowing experiences.
Deng, who was a champion swimmer in the Sudan, now works as a lifeguard at Coney Island. In the off-season, he spends much of his free time working with worldwide antislavery groups. Deng told us, “I thought I could forget and forgive, but villages are still being burnt, women are still being raped, and people are still being sold into slavery.”
In March 2006, he led the Sudan Freedom Walk from the United Nations in New York City to the Capitol in Washington, d.c. He was accompanied along the 230-mile route by former NBA player and Sudanese native Manute Bol, writer and antislavery activist Tamias ben-Magid, and many other supporters. At every stop along the way they met with politicians, synagogue members, and church groups in order to raise awareness of the millions of people in Sudan suffering under the policies of the current regime. In 2005, Deng addressed the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva and in 2006 met with President Bush to discuss America’s role in the Sudan genocide. The following year they attempted a sequel to the Freedom Walk in Europe—from NATO headquarters in Brussels, Belgium, to the Hague in Holland.
Human Trafficking Comes to New England
Many cases of domestic slavery have been brought to the public’s attention by high-profile court cases. Rick Mann, a board member of AASG and attorney at Holland & Knight, has represented several victims of slavery. Mann stresses that there are slaves all around us, and that it is up to the public to be more sensitive and aware that these atrocities are occurring and to call the proper authorities if one has cause for suspicion.

One prominent case Mann tried was brought in Brookline in 2004, when a thirty-nine-year-old Indian woman, Naseem Mohamed Siraj, sued the Omani couple she had been working for since 1998. She accused them of holding her “against her will as a full-time domestic laborer” and claimed that they had essentially enslaved her. In the contract Siraj signed before arriving in the United States with the family in January 2004, she had promised to care for a three-year-old child at minimum wage, then $5.75 per hour. The couple, Dr. Tahira Juma, a pediatrician, and her husband, Saleem Alkhaburi, an engineer—promised Siraj two days off per week. Instead, Saraj cared for four children. She was allowed to eat the children’s dinner leftovers for food, barred from leaving their apartment unescorted, and was pressed into service as nanny, cook, and housekeeper. After working fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, she was after fifteen months paid only $1,200. Osnat Levy, a neighbor who lived in the same building, called the AASG for help. After Mann won her case in court, Siraj returned to India with an undisclosed settlement and her employers went back to Oman.
Another high-profile Massachusetts case in 1992 was that of a young Sri Lankan woman, Vasantha Gerada, who was rescued by police from the home of a Kuwaiti couple in Quincy. As a domestic worker in Kuwait, she had agreed to travel to the United States with the son of her employer for $250 per month plus room and board. Instead, Talal Alzanki (a graduate student at Boston University) and his wife forbade Gerara to leave the house and gave her no days off from housekeeping. They forced her to sleep on the floor, fed her table scraps, and threatened to kill her if she left the apartment. Later she told reporters she had been warned, “if I go out, policemen will shoot and kill me—I believe it.” Private nurses caring for the Alzanki’s ill son became suspicious. After sneaking food in to Gedara for several weeks, they arranged for a police officer to rescue her from the apartment. In 1994, Alzanki was convicted of forcing Gerara into involuntary servitude and sentenced to eighteen months in prison.

In Enslaved, Micheline Slattery, an attractive thirty-year-old, tells how she was held as a slave for thirteen years, first in her native Haiti, and eventually in Connecticut, where she was trafficked. Orphaned at the age of five, alone and vulnerable, she was first taken advantage of by relatives and forced to become a domestic slave. Without hope that she would ever become free again, in despair she twice tried to take her own life. Fortunately, she lived to testify about her ordeal before the Massachusetts State Assembly and to divulge her story to The New York Times and elsewhere. She offers simple advice for her readers: “Look around you: Be aware that slavery exists and try to help.”

Beatrice Fernando, from Sri Lanka, had been estranged from her husband. She left home at the age of twenty-three with the promise of work in Lebanon in order to make a better life for her three-year-old son. Like many others in her position, the family that accepted her took her passport away “for safe keeping,” after which she became their domestic slave. How she escaped the horrors of her confinement and finally returned home with a broken body is graphically told in Enslaved. Today she is happily remarried, living in Massachusetts, and has earned a bachelor’s degree in business administration. Her son has graduated from the University of Massachusetts with an electrical engineering degree. In March 2005, she testified before Congress in support of the Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA), which passed in January 2006.
According to the Boston Police Department, sex trafficking is a major problem, which is made worse by the Internet. Explicit listings that promote “erotic” services on Craigslist and other sites “are one of the most viable promotional tools for the leaders of local prostitution rings—particularly those involving women who have been trafficked from abroad into local and regional circuits.” Sex traffickers use scouts, who keep an eye on bus stations and other places that might have young runaway girls, who are easy prey. With a warm smile and, as often as not, the promise of an acting career, they entice such girls into sex slavery—perhaps offering them well-paying jobs far from home. Enslaved features an account of a teenaged runaway’s nightmare of being victimized by such a home-grown sex trafficker. Arriving with no money, these girls can then be forced into prostitution rings.

It should surprise most people to discover that “Human trafficking, including women who are forced to become prostitutes or minors forced to do child labor, is worse now than the trade in African slaves of past centuries,” in the words of Cardinal Renato Martino, former Vatican envoy to the UN, head of the Vatican’s Justice and Peace Department, as reported on CNN. It is no surprise that it is up to all citizens of the free world to become aware of modern-day slavery and help bring this inhuman practice to its deserved end.
THE END
Sidebar: For more information on becoming active in the fight against slavery, book a speaker for your group, or sign up for their newsletter, please contact the American Anti-Slavery Group via their Web portal, www.iAbolish.com, or write to the following address: 198 Tremont St. #421, Boston, MA 02116. Their telephone number is (800) 884-0719 or (617) 426-8161.
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