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This year marks the 200th anniversary of Britain’s 
abolition of the Slave Trade. But ending slavery 
remains unfinished business and is generally an 
unacknowledged aspect of both our history and 
society right up to the present day. 
 Today at least 12 million people throughout the 
world are victims of slavery; no region is free from 
this abuse and it is found in most countries, 
including in the UK, even though it is illegal under 
international law. 
 Slavery is exploitation in its most extreme form.
It does not discriminate by age, race or gender. For 
every single person affected, it represents a singularly 
brutal crushing of their hopes and devastation of their 
lives. Slaves are forced to work through the threat 
or use of violence. They are denied freedom or are 
physically constrained, dehumanised and treated as 
property. They are bought and sold; some are even 
given as gifts. They work exceptionally long hours 
often for little or no pay. 
 Today in South Asia it is still common for entire 
generations to be enslaved. But contemporary slavery 
is not confined to the developing world. Every year 
thousands of men, women and children are trafficked 
in Europe for sexual exploitation and forced labour.
 It is easy to feel frustrated and powerless when 
confronted with cases like those throughout this book 
and by the sheer scale of the problem. But slavery is
a human institution and like all human institutions it
is one that can be changed by human action. 
 Pete Pattisson’s photographs are a sobering 
reminder, on the bicentenary of Britain’s abolition of 
the Transatlantic Slave Trade, of the nature of slavery 
in the world today. But they are more than that; they 
are a call to action. A fitting memorial to those who 
shed their sweat and blood for freedom would be 
to harness the abolitionist spirit and to renew the 
movement to eradicate slavery from the world once 
and for all. Join the Fight for Freedom:
www.antislavery.org/2007.

Aidan McQuade
Director, Anti-Slavery International

India is often called the next superpower, but millions 
of our citizens still live in slavery. Local and migrant, 
male and female, adult and child labourers are trapped 
in debt bondage. They are at the beck and call of their 
owners. Even prisoners have more freedom, rights and 
facilities in comparison. The minimum wage fixed by 
the government is a day-dream for them. 
 We got our freedom on 15 August 1947 from 
the British rulers but we have not freed bonded 
labourers even though their freedom is assured in 
our constitution. Our parliament passed the Bonded 
Labour System Abolition Act in 1976. Under this Act, 
‘the bonded labourer system shall stand abolished 
and every bonded labourer shall… stand freed and 
discharged from any obligation to render any bonded 
labour’. Yet over thirty years later bonded labourers 
still suffer in the chains of servitude. If we followed 
the letter of the Act, most landlords would be in jail. 
Animals are treated better than bonded labourers. 
The law states that animals must not work for more 
than eight hours a day, but bonded labourers work 
all day, every day. 
 The Punjab, where I live and work, is one of 
the richest states in India. It also has the highest 
proportion of Dalits (the ‘Untouchable’ caste) in the 
country. The Punjab’s wealth is built on the straining 
shoulders of the Dalits. There is enough work and 
wealth for everyone, but debt bondage is a trap, not 
an alternative to no livelihood at all.
 Bonded labourers will continue to live in slavery if 
concerned citizens, in India and across the world, do 
not come forward to fight for their liberation. I urge 
you to join the Fight for Freedom. Your voice can 
give life to millions.

Jai Singh
President, Dalit Dasta Virodhi Andolan  
& Volunteers for Social Justice, India
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“In everlasting memory of the anguish of our ancestors. 
May those who died rest in peace. May those who 
return find their roots. May humanity never again 
perpetrate such injustice against humanity. We, the 
living, vow to uphold this.”

These are the words written on a plaque beside the 
‘Door of No Return’ in Elmina Castle, Ghana [left]. 
Hundreds of thousands of Africans passed through 
this dungeon door on their way to a life of slavery in 
the Caribbean and Americas. Two hundred years after 
the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade, we have 
failed to keep our promise. Humanity continues to 
‘perpetrate such injustice against humanity’. At least 
12 million people are in slavery today. 
 In collaboration with Anti-Slavery International, 
I have made eleven visits to India, Ghana, Haiti, 
Burma, Ireland and the UK, photographing and 
interviewing people in slavery and the activists who 
fight with them for freedom. I quickly found that 
slavery is far from abolished.
 This is not for want of legislation. The Slave 
Trade Act, passed by the British Parliament on 25 
March 1807, was just the first of many national and 
international laws against slavery. So much so that 
slavery is now illegal in every country in the world. 
And yet slavery flourishes despite very specific laws 
against it. In India bonded labour is illegal, as is the 
ritual slavery of women in Ghana, as is trafficking in 
the UK and Ireland. The abuse of child domestic 
workers in Haiti contravenes almost every article 
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Burma is one of the few examples of a government 
directly responsible for slavery in its use of forced 
labour, clearly violating the International Labour 
Organisation’s Forced Labour Convention. There is 
no shortage of legislation outlawing slavery, what is 
lacking is the political will to implement it. 
 Many of today’s slaves live and work in the very 
countries that formed the transatlantic ‘slave triangle’. 
A couple of hundred miles up the coast from Elmina 
Castle, in Ghana’s Volta Region, hundreds of women 

remain enslaved in traditional fetish shrines, as 
trokosi, literally the ‘wives of the gods’. In an 
uncomfortable reminder of the slave trade, some 
women are branded to identify them as members 
of a particular shrine. Haitians are proud to be the 
first people to ever rid themselves of colonial slavery, 
but at least 200,000 Haitian children labour as child 
domestic workers in the country’s cities. In the UK 
there are an estimated 5,000 people trafficked into 
sexual and labour exploitation.
 Economic exploitation remains the main motive 
for slavery and poverty is the main reason people are 
vulnerable to this exploitation. In India poverty forces 
millions to take loans in order to survive, forcing them 
into debt bondage. In Haiti families are willing to send 
their children away to work because they cannot afford 
to feed them or pay for their education. People risk 
being trafficked to the UK and Ireland in the hope 
of escaping poverty and finding a better life. One 
man told me that in Bangladesh if you ask someone 
whether they would prefer to go to London or heaven, 
they reply, ‘London first, then heaven’. But slavery 
is more than simply economic exploitation. Trokosi 
in Ghana is inspired by traditional religious beliefs. 
In India, the caste system underpins debt bondage. 
Forced labour has economic benefits for the Burmese 
military regime, but it also serves to oppress ethnic 
minority groups. 
 While the motives for, and methods of slavery vary, 
the common factor in every country I visited was the 
violence that enforces it. An ethnic minority Karen 
told me how the Burmese army uses forced labourers 
as human minesweepers. In India I met Bant Singh 
who had both legs and an arm amputated after being 
brutally assaulted by upper caste members of his 
village. During my time in Haiti I heard of one child 
who had his head cut open with a machete, another 
who had her back slashed with a razor blade, another 
who was burnt with hot oil and another whose arm 
was broken. 
 200 years ago slaves in the Caribbean and the 
Americas, and campaigners in Britain brought an 

end to the slave trade. That spirit of resistance lives 
on. Wherever I found slavery, I also found slaves and 
activists fighting against it. In India, Jai Singh has 
spent twenty years fighting for the rights of bonded 
labourers and Dalits (the ‘Untouchable’ caste). 
His commitment is matched only by the bravery of 
bonded labourers themselves. In a village in the Indian 
state of the Punjab I met Meetu Singh who, with 16 
other members of his village, had filed a court writ 
to free themselves from bondage. In response the 
landlords to whom they were enslaved imposed a 
social boycott on them. The boycott meant no one 
would offer them alternative work, shops would 
not sell them goods, doctors would not offer them 
medicine and their children were barred from local 
schools. Despite this, he had no regrets saying, “We 
would hang ourselves before going back into slavery”.
 The campaign to end the slave trade brought hope 
of freedom for all. The abolition of the slave trade 
was not the end of that campaign, but the beginning. 
This exhibition exposes our failure to see through this 
campaign to its end. I hope that in 200 years time, 
there will be no need for another.

Pete Pattisson

INTRODUCTION
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“I don’t have time to think about what 
is right or wrong, fair or unfair. It’s just 
work, work, work.” 
Ram Lal 

India has more slaves than any other 
country in the world. Millions of people 
are trapped as bonded labourers, 
enslaved for their lives, and in many 
cases the lives of generations to come.
 The route to slavery is simple and 
sinister. Forced by poverty to take a 
financial advance from a landlord or 
contractor, labourers are immediately 
indebted. Any subsequent work they 
do simply goes to paying off the 
debt, which due to interest, is almost 
impossible to do. After years of labour, 
and often abuse, rather than receiving 
a salary from their landlord, bonded 
labourers find themselves ‘owing’
huge sums of money. When they die, 
this debt is simply passed on to
their children.
 Purna Singh [left] is the father of 
Gurmail Singh. Gurmail was given 
an advance by his landlord of £350. 
After ten years of work, he had still 
not managed to pay back his ‘debt’. 
When he stood up to his landlord and 
refused to work any more, the landlord 
assaulted him and threatened to burn 
down his house. I photographed his 
father because Gurmail had fled and 
gone into hiding.
 However Indian activists are 
managing to free some slaves, using 
exactly the same tool as anti-slavery 
campaigners 200 years ago; the law. 
Under Indian law, “the bonded labourer 
system shall stand abolished and every 
bonded labourer shall… stand freed 
and discharged from any obligation to 
render any bonded labour.” Jai Singh, 
founder of the organisation Volunteers 
for Social Justice, has spent the last 
20 years putting this law into action in 
the north Indian state of the Punjab. 

“If we followed the letter of the Act, 
most landlords would be in jail,” says 
Singh. “Debt bondage is a trap, not an 
alternative to no livelihood at all.”

Unsurprisingly Singh is not popular 
among the Punjab’s landlords, but 
the odds are stacked against him. 
Even India’s well-established legal 
system struggles against the centuries-
old prejudice of caste. Landlords, local 
administrators and police officers, who 
all come from the upper castes, can act 
with impunity. Anyone who challenges 
them faces ostracism, assault and
even death. In one afternoon alone
I met the families of three Dalits (the 
‘Untouchable’ caste) murdered by
their landlords. 
 Even when Jai Singh and his activists 
do manage to free a slave, landlords 
have their own means of exacting 
revenge. In one village I met Meetu 
Singh who, with 16 other bonded 
labourers filed a court case to free 
themselves from bondage. In response 
the landlords to whom they were 
enslaved imposed a social boycott on 
them. The boycott meant no one would 
offer them alternative work, shops 
would not sell them goods, doctors 
would not offer them medicine and their 
children were barred from local schools. 
Despite this, he had no regrets saying, 

“We would hang ourselves before going 
back into slavery”.

BONDED LABOUR : 
Slavery in India

Bonded labourers at a brick kiln work late into 
the evening to escape the Punjab’s searing 
summer heat.



Most brick kiln workers like Dwarka Prasad [left] 
are migrants from India’s poorest states. They 
quickly get into debt to the brick kiln owners, often 
because they need an advance for food until the 
owner begins to pay them. In some circumstances, 
labourers arrive only to find that the owner refuses 
to offer them work or let them go. They are 
enslaved until they can pay off the loan. Some are 
simply sold on to other brick kilns and their debt is 
transferred to their new owner. 60 year old Shyari’s 
hands [right] are bound in cloth in an attempt to 
protect them against the bricks she has to shift for 
twelve hours a day.

Manju, 15, and her family [left] are paid 37 rupees 
(less than 50 pence) for every thousand bricks they 
remove from the brick kiln at which they work. 
But this meagre payment barely dents the debt 
they owe to the brick kiln owner from whom they 
borrowed money at the start of the brick-making 
season. If they have not paid back the debt in full 
by the end of the season, the owner will not let 
them return to their home state of Rajasthan.



Jasmer Singh [left] is one of the landlords who 
threatened and assaulted Gurmail Singh (see 
page 10). Despite this he claimed he had a close 
relationship with his labourers. “They are like my 
children”, he said, “whatever they need I will give 
them”. In reality agricultural workers are the most 
exploited of all bonded labourers. Like Resham 
Singh [bottom right], who works through the night 
to change the irrigation channels that feed his 
landlord’s crops, they are twenty-four hour slaves, 
at the call of their landlord or any member of his 
family at any time. If they ever want leave to attend 
a special event like a wedding, the landlord will 
charge them for every day and every night that 
they are absent. 
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In March 2006, Balbir Singh’s son, Gurpreet injured 
his head when he fell through a roof. To pay for 
medical treatment Balbir borrowed 5000 rupees 
(about £60) from his landlord. Balbir became ill 
himself and the doctor suggested he take a rest 
from work. When he went back to work, his landlord 
attacked him for not paying back the loan. He beat 
him on his head with a metal rod and killed him. 
He then threw his body on a road, claiming that 
Balbir had died in a road accident. His wife, Guljar 
Kaur said, “We all feel so angry, but what can we 
do? Recently the landlord came around to our house 
and taunted us. He said, ‘you can’t do anything 
against me’. “

Gundir Singh is one of 46 bonded labourers who 
filed a court case against their landlords to free 
themselves from bondage. In revenge, the landlords 
imposed a social boycott on them all. This meant 
that no one would offer them alternative work, 
doctors would not give them medicines, shops 
would not sell them goods, their animals were not 
allowed to drink at the village pond, their children 
were barred from the local school, the village 
cremation grounds were locked to them, they
were not allowed to use the fields to go to the 
toilet, they were denied travel by public buses 
(the landlords had links with the bus company), 
they had no access to the public distribution system 
(where products like wheat and kerosene are sold 
at a reduced cost) and they were not allowed to 
collect fire wood. Announcements were made over 
the village public address system to warn others 
against following their example. With pressure 
from Volunteers for Social Justice, local officials 
eventually forced the landlords to end the boycott. 

“Now we are physically and mentally free. Now we 
have some rights,” said Gundir Singh. Yet he still 
faces a difficult future. “I would like my children 
to get a good job, but there are no schools, if 
there are schools there are no teachers, if there 
are teachers there are no classrooms, if there are 
classrooms there are no funds, if there are funds 
they are stolen by local officials.”  
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Bonded labourers explain their plight to 
government officials in the hope that they will be 
freed [top right]. But when evening comes and no 
progress has been made, they become terrified 
that the kiln owner will assault them when the 
officials leave. They try to persuade the officials 
to take them with them, but after being assured 
that they would not be harmed, they reluctantly 
file back to the kiln [bottom right and far right]. Of 
the 165 bonded labourers at the kiln only 14 were 
eventually released. The rest were twice sold on as 
a group to other brick kilns. 
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42 bonded labourers rush to pack their belongings 
and escape from the brick kiln in which they are 
enslaved. Activists from Volunteers for Social Justice 
arranged for their release with a writ from the 
Punjab High Court. The writ stated, ‘…the bonded 
labourers are working in the brick kiln against their 
wishes. The brick kiln owner is not paying them
any wages. All the labourers are in illegal custody. 
They are not allowed to leave the brick kiln.
The musclemen of the brick kiln owner beat them 
severely when they tried to escape from the 
illegal custody.’
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“When the Burmese soldiers came to 
our village, they forced us to carry very 
heavy baskets for the whole day and 
night. When we women struggled with 
our loads they kicked and punched us. 
Whenever the soldiers force us to work 
for them I feel so angry. I want to fight 
back. These soldiers loot our property, 
kill our animals and steal our food. 
What kind of law is this?”
May Rosy [left]

In Burma, slavery is a weapon of war. In 
the world’s longest-running civil conflict, 
between Burma’s military regime and 
the country’s ethnic minority groups, 
the Burmese army uses forced labour as 
part of its campaign to destroy the land 
and lives of ethnic minority civilians. 
This is a crime against humanity.
 Forced labour is arbitrary, violent and 
unrelenting. Villagers in Burma’s ethnic 
minority regions are ordered to build 
roads, serve in army barracks, plant 
government crops on their own land, 
and most commonly, carry weapons 
and supplies for soldiers. Burmese 
soldiers typically arrive at a village and 
order the village headman to provide 
a certain number of villagers for forced 
labour. They can be away for up to two 
months. Many are simply abducted by 
the army as they patrol. One refugee 
from eastern Karen State told me 
how after months of forced labour he 
simply dropped his load and made a 
run for freedom. “There were soldiers 
all round,” he said, “They shot at me 
but I swerved and rolled on the ground. 
Luckily I got away.”
 Lawn Sanga, a deserter from the 
Burmese army, corroborated these 
accounts. “When we entered villages 
we could just ask anyone to carry our 
rations and our weapons. Sometimes 
they’d have no food to eat and 
they would just die on the roadside. 
We didn’t have time to bury them. 
Sometimes they’d run away and we’d 
just shoot them.” 
 Forced labour is part of a wider 
policy of ethnic cleansing which spreads 

terror and extreme poverty across 
Burma. Most villagers survive on slash 
and burn farming, barely growing 
enough to feed themselves. But when 
the army demands forced labour, 
villagers have to leave their farms even 
during the harvest period. One refugee 
from western Chin State described how 
the Burmese army arrived at his village 
and shot the pigs they relied on for their 
livelihood. “They made us buy half of 
our own pigs back from them and even 
charged us for the bullets they used to 
kill them,” he said.
 May Rosy told me about the time 
Burmese soldiers accused her village of 
supporting the insurgency in Chin State. 

“All the men in the village were ordered 
to lie on the ground and look at the sun. 
Anyone who looked away was beaten. 
They tortured them like animals all day. 
One of the soldiers found out there 
was a widow in our village who was sick 
so he went to her house at night and 
raped her. He did this again and again.”
 In the face of such atrocities, the 
Chin and Karen people display heroic 
resilience. Many have lived in the jungle 
for years, too afraid to return to their 
villages, but reluctant to leave their 
homeland entirely. Nevertheless, one 
million Karen have been displaced since 
1996. Over 125,000 live in camps just 
inside the Thai border. An estimated 
100,000 Chin have fled to India and 
beyond. The price of leaving is high, 
but not as high as staying behind. As 
one Chin told me, ‘In Burma, we are 
just living to serve the army”.

FORCED LABOUR : 
Slavery in Burma

Since February 2006 the Burmese army has 
mounted its largest operation against the Karen 
in a decade. An estimated 27,000 have been 
displaced. [Clockwise from top left:] Mya Tha 
emerges from the jungle after a two-week journey 
to escape from Burmese troops. She and 95 others 
are taken by boat down the Salween River, which 
forms the Thai-Burma border, to Ei Tu Tha camp for 
internally displaced people. Troops from the Karen 
National Liberation Army have been fighting for 
independence for almost sixty years. Karen maintain 
their traditions at a New Year celebration. 
The Karen manage to run schools even in the jungle, 
but beyond primary education, opportunities are 
limited. Mourners sing hymns at a funeral in Ei Tu 
Tha camp.



“When the soldiers arrived at our village they arrested seven people. They tied
their feet together and hung them upside down. Then they beat them for hours 
until they were dead. After that we became the virtual slaves of the army. First they 
ordered us to clear the whole jungle so that they could see approaching enemies. 
We had to wade through chest-deep water full of snakes to get the area cleared. 
The work was endless. We made roads, dug trenches, cut bamboo, built fences. 
If we ever rested for a few moments they would kick us and shout, ‘Why are you 
resting?’ If we ever thought we had finished the soldiers would just laugh and say, 
‘we have hundreds of kinds of work for you’.” 
Maung Thaungy, was forced to flee his village in October 2006 and now lives 
in Ei Tu Tha camp for internally displaced people.

“When my husband was killed by Burmese soldiers I fled to the jungle with my two 
daughters, but we were captured and taken to Rangoon. I was forced to work for 
an army commander as his domestic worker. I had to clean his house, wash his toilet 
and bathe his wife. My elder daughter was sent to work for another commander. 
When I heard the soldiers wanted to take my second daughter too, I thought I 
would go mad. One day I managed to escape with my youngest daughter. When I 
got back to my village I felt utterly empty. I had lost everything except my little girl.”
Re May Paw managed to escape from Burma in March 2006 and now lives in 
Mae Ra Mo refugee camp in Thailand.

“I was forced to work for the Burmese army, just like my father and my grandfather 
before me. We had to carry their food and weapons at least twice a month. 
They always forced us to hurry. Anyone who slowed down was beaten. One time 
the army arrived at our village and ordered me to show them the way to the next 
village. I didn’t know the way, so they tied my arms behind my back and then 
bound my neck and legs. They threw me on the ground and then they kicked 
me and hit me with their guns.”
Eh Say was forced out of his village in July 2006. He moved three more times 
in the following months to avoid the Burmese army and eventually made it to 
Ei Tu Tha camp for internally displaced people on the eastern edge of Burma 
in October 2006.

“Burmese soldiers forced us to leave our home and move to a village they already 
controlled. We never had enough food because we were not allowed to return 
to our own village to farm our fields. Worst of all the soldiers always ordered us 
to work for them. When they forced you to carry their supplies they might say it 
was for a week but it would always be for longer. It was especially dangerous if 
you had to carry bullets or weapons, because if fighting broke out you had to stay 
near the soldiers. Once I had to take my husband’s place because he had malaria.
I was breast-feeding at the time so it was very painful. My husband had to feed the 
children rice water instead of milk.”
Ubha Li Htoo managed to escape from her village in April 2006. It took her 
family a month to make it to Ei Tu Tha camp.
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A restavek hurries home with a drum of water from 
the community pump. Collecting water is often the 
first task of a long day that begins before dawn. 
Many child domestics cite fetching water as their 
hardest job.

“The only time I get to rest is when I fall asleep.”
Stephanie Sanon, aged 14

Haitians are proud to be the first people to ever rid 
themselves of colonial slavery. But they have paid a 
bitter price. Haiti is the poorest country in the western 
hemisphere and this poverty has spawned a new 
form of slavery, the slavery of Haiti’s children. At least 
200,000 children, like Thedna Pierre [left], are enslaved 
as domestic workers; almost 10 per cent of the entire 
child population.
 These children are known as restaveks, from the 
French ‘rester avec’; to stay with. Typically they leave 
their homes in the countryside to stay with, and work 
for, adults in the cities, in particular Haiti’s capital 
Port-au-Prince. Rural families are willing to send their 
children away because they cannot afford to feed 
them or pay for their education. They hope that, in 
exchange for doing housework, the families they send 
them to live with will pay for their schooling. These 
urban families however, are very poor themselves. 
They are often unable, or unwilling, to send these 
children to school and instead force them to work for 
up to 18 hours a day. Many children simply exchange 
a life of poverty in the countryside, for a life of slavery 
in the city. 
 Abuse is rife. During my time in Haiti I heard of 
one child who had his head cut open with a machete, 
another who had her back slashed with a razor blade, 
another who was burnt with hot oil and another whose 
arm was broken. Many are beaten with a whips that 
are especially designed to be used on children. Over 
70 per cent of child domestics are girls and sexual 
abuse is so common that there is even a term to justify 
it; restaveks are ‘la pou sa’; ‘they’re for that’. Some 
child domestics rage against this abuse and run away 
to the street or in search of a better home. Others 
appear to have lost even their sense of injustice. It is 
not difficult to see why they are compared to Haiti’s 
infamous zombies. 
 Wenes Geanty, director of Foyer Maurice Sixto, an 
organisation that supports restaveks says, “A zombie 
in the Haitian tradition is somebody who has died 
and been brought back to life to work. These children 
behave like zombies because they can’t communicate. 
They can only obey. We’re trying to socialise these 
children and make them know they’re as human as the 
people they are working for, as the other children in 
the house, as anybody else.”

RESTAVEKS :
Haiti’s Child Slaves
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“I get up at 5am and don’t finish work till 10 or 11pm. 
I don’t get any rest or days off. I wash dishes, clothes, 
fetch water. Everything basically. The clothes are really 
dirty and I have to fetch water from far away. My ‘aunt’ 
mistreats me a lot. If she tells me to do something 
and I haven’t done it, she beats me up. In the future 
I would like to go back to the countryside, to my 
parents. I haven’t heard from them since I left.”
Stephanie George, 12

“My mum died when I was three, and so my uncle 
brought me to Port-au-Prince. I’ve had no contact with 
my family since. When I was 10 I went to work for a 
family. One day, when I was alone in the house, a man 
who lived next door came in and raped me. When the 
family found out that I was pregnant, they kicked me 
out, but I was determined to have this child. I knew 
that something good would come out of it.”
Evelyne Joseph, 15, and her daughter, Vickencia
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Alongside everyday products, this shop sells whips 
called martinets, that are especially designed to be 
used on children. 

Many child domestics, especially boys, run away and 
live on the streets. That children are prepared to 
choose the streets as their home is an indication of 
the abuse they endure as restaveks. This child has 
stuck his arms through his sandals to make sure they 
are not stolen as he sleeps.

“I used to work as a restavek, but my mum came to 
Port-au-Prince and I live with her now. I’d rather be 
with my mum as she suffers a lot with me. She might 
beat me just a little, but when I come home from 
school she always has something for me to eat.”
Jimmy Michelot, aged 9, above right 
and his sister Petushka, above centre

“I work for Jimmy’s family. I clean the floors and dishes 
and collect water. Jimmy and Petushka never help me.”
Michelle Sejour, aged 7, above left

The shanty town of Carrefour-Feuilles in Port-au-
Prince, where many restaveks live and work.
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“I came to Port-au-Prince three years ago 
from Thiotte, a town on the border with the 
Dominican Republic. One day a lady came 
and asked my mum if she could have a child 
to help her in the city. My mum had a lot of 
trouble trying to feed all of us and send us 
to school and the lady seemed to be very 
nice and sympathetic, so my mum sent me 
to Port-au-Prince with her. 
 But things changed when I came here. 
I have to get up at five each morning to 
fetch water from far away. It takes me about 
three hours. Then I have to wash the floor, 
the clothes and the dishes. My employer 
has three big daughters, but I’m the only 
one who does any work. 
 She bites me, she burns me, she beats 
me. One time her baby son spat in my face, 
so I smacked him lightly on the hand. She 
went crazy. She grabbed the spoon she 
was cooking with and thrashed me with it. 
The spoon was burning hot and now I have 
these scars on my legs. She says I should be 
grateful, that she brought me here from the 
countryside to help me, but living with her 
is like living in hell.
 When I was back in Thiotte I used to go to 
school, but since I got here I’ve never been.  

My employer says she’s going to send me 
but she never does. If I was with my mum 
it would be different. I’d like to go home 
before the next school year so that I can 
catch up. That would be the best thing ever.
 I have not been in touch with my family 
since I left. I’ve no idea if my mum’s sick, 
or how my brothers and sisters are. 
Whenever I ask my employer if I can go 
home, she says that if I’m expecting her to 
pay for me, I’ll never go. I cannot answer 
back, so I just have to shut my mouth.
 I often come here [to Centre d’Action
pour Development] because here I can
find people who understand my sadness. 
When I’m here I feel important while when 
I’m back there I’m nothing.”
 
Thedna Pierre, aged 15 [see picture on 
page 26] has now been re-united with 
her mother and is attending school, 
with the help of Centre d’Action pour 
Development, a local organisation that 
supports child domestic workers.

“I have lived here for a long time, about four years. 
I wake up at 4am to collect water. Then I wash the 
dishes, clean the clothes and cook for the other 
children in the house. Sometimes at 8 or 9pm I still 
haven’t gone to bed. My employer treats me very, 
very badly. She yells at me a lot. Her children get to 
eat rice, but I just eat corn. I used to go to school 
but I don’t now, not since I came to Port-au-Prince. 
I haven’t been in touch with my family since I left.
I would like to go and visit them. If I could, I would. 
If I lived with my mother I’d have a better life. 
Anything I want or need she would provide.”
Mecheleine Hera, aged 15

“I was brought to Port-au-Prince when I was nine and 
I haven’t been home since. The family I am staying 
with make me wash the floor, the clothes, the dishes, 
everything. I get up at 5am and work till 11pm. There’s 
always something to do. Washing clothes is the most 
difficult because the family’s children really make 
the clothes dirty. During the school time I escort the 
children to school but don’t attend myself. They were 
going to send me but they didn’t. They mistreat me 
a lot; they beat me, pinch me, pull my ear, slap me 
and yell at me. We sleep in one room, but I sleep on 
the floor, the children sleep on the bed. I feel angry 
because the other children in the family are living well.”
Mideleine Chersetal, aged 13
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Child domestic workers enjoy a performance at 
a holiday camp run by the Foyer Maurice Sixto, 
an organisation that supports restaveks. Such 
programmes offer a welcome break to children 
who often work 18 hour days [left]. The Foyer’s 
director, Wenes Geanty says, “These children have 
been living without a childhood, so we try to create 
activities that help them express themselves.”
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“If you worked and did not ask any 
questions, it was okay, but if you asked 
about your wages or the hours you 
worked, you were in serious trouble.”
Irena, [left] trafficked from the 
Ukraine to Ireland to work on a 
mushroom farm

Human trafficking is the third most 
profitable criminal activity in the world, 
after illegal drugs and arms trafficking. 
A 2005 report by the United Nations 
estimates that 2.45 million people are 
trafficked worldwide. Much of the media 
coverage of trafficking focuses on the 
sex trade, but at least a third of the 
estimated 5,000 people trafficked into 
the UK and Ireland, are trafficked for 
labour; most commonly in the 
service industries, agriculture and 
domestic work. 
 In today’s globalised world 
everything can move freely, except 
people. But poverty forces millions to 
search for a better life, making them 
vulnerable to traffickers. According to 
a recent report by the International 
Labour Organisation, “…human 
trafficking represents an opportunistic 
response to the tensions between the 
economic necessity of migrating, and 
the politically motivated restrictions on 
doing so.”
 Not all victims of trafficking arrive 
illegally in the back of a lorry. In fact, 
labour trafficking often takes place 
under a legal cover, for example 
through private recruitment agencies. 
Yet once they start to work, people 
who have been trafficked often find 
themselves trapped in exploitative 
conditions with no realistic way out. 
 One of the main reasons people 
remain exploited is because the law can 
make it very hard for them to leave their 
employer. In Ireland migrant workers 
need a work permit to work legally.
Work permits can only be applied for by 
the employer. Until recently, they could 
not be transferred to another job, so 
migrant workers were very reluctant to 
leave the work, even in cases of extreme 

exploitation, for fear of becoming 
illegal workers. 
 Changes in the law can have a 
liberating or devastating affect. The 
Migrant Rights Centre Ireland has 
helped exploited migrant workers 
successfully campaign for changes to 
employment law, which have gone some 
way to reducing the risk of exploitation. 
Migrant workers can now change 
jobs as long as they can find another 
employer to take them on.
 Kalayaan, an organisation that 
provides support services for 
migrant domestic workers in the UK, 
campaigned for ten years for the right 
of migrant domestic workers to leave 
their employer if they are abused 
or exploited. Without this right, a 
worker would either have to stay with 
their employer and continue to suffer 
abuse, or leave and become an illegal 
alien. When the Labour government 
came into power it passed these rights 
into law in 1998, but now, as part of 
its new proposals for migrants, it is 
threatening to revoke them. Kalayaan 
is campaigning that at the very least, 
the current rights are maintained. It 
fears that these proposals will make it 
almost impossible for migrant domestic 
workers to escape maltreatment and 
abuse. The government may in effect, 
be legalising trafficking.

HUMAN 
TRAFFICKING : 
Slavery in the 
UK & Ireland

“In Bangladesh if you ask someone whether they’d 
prefer to go to London or heaven, they say London 
first, then heaven. I wanted to leave Bangladesh 
because it is such a poor country and everybody 
wants to make a better life. I paid an employer in 
Ireland a lot of money to get me a work permit, but 
when I got there I found that the restaurant for which 
I had a permit had closed down. He sent me to work 
at another restaurant. I worked seven days a week for 

only 50 euros. My employer kept promising to arrange 
a new work permit for me but nothing happened.
He promised, ‘it’s coming, it’s coming, it’s coming’,
but nothing came. Without a permit I was trapped.
I couldn’t leave because I didn’t know English, I didn’t 
know anyone or anything.”
Enamur, trafficked from Bangladesh to Ireland to 
work in a restaurant.
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“While I was a student in Morocco I met someone 
who worked in a circus in Ireland. He arranged a work 
permit for me to join the circus. When I arrived in 
Ireland, everything was different; the streets, the cars, 
everything. When I started work in the circus it was 
very different too. I was ready to work hard, but I never 
imagined it would be so bad. I worked sometimes for 
24 hours non-stop, no break, no time even to eat or 
sleep. We were travelling all the time, working all the 
time. Even the circus animals were treated better than 
me. I couldn’t leave because I still owed the circus 
owner for my work permit. Sometimes I’d ask myself, 
why am I here?”
Mohammed, trafficked from Morocco to Ireland
to work in a circus.

“When I first joined the family, they said I would work 
for eight hours a day. They promised it wasn’t hard 
work and that I’d get one day off every week. Then 
after my visa was sorted out and they knew I couldn’t 
go anywhere, everything changed. They would scream 
abuse at me and call me ‘dog’, ‘monkey’, ‘madman’. 
Sometimes they’d grab my ear. Sometimes they 
wouldn’t give me food. The family would always call 
me in the middle of the night to do jobs for them. 
I got no rest. When I told the father of the family that 
I wanted to leave, he threatened to hand me over to 
the police.” 
‘Yunus’, trafficked from India to the UK to work 
in domestic service.

“I gave money to an agency and they sent me to 
work for a family in Kuwait. The family brought me 
with them to London. It was awful. We stayed in a 
hotel and there was no space to sleep. There was 
a very small kitchen and I slept on the floor. I had to 
cook, clean and iron for the whole family. They always 
had something for me to do. I would wake at 6am and 
they wouldn’t go to sleep till 2am. They had a party 
every night. Of course, I couldn’t go to bed until they 
had gone to sleep. I often went out onto the stairs to 

sleep. I couldn’t leave because they kept my passport. 
When they prepared to return to Kuwait, I told them, 
‘take my salary but give me my passport’, but they 
refused. In the end they left me behind without paying 
me or returning my passport. When I eventually 
managed to return to Sri Lanka my daughter no longer 
recognised me. She said, ‘you are not my mummy.’”
‘Indra’, trafficked from Sri Lanka to the UK to work 
in domestic service.
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Along the very coast where millions of 
Africans were kidnapped and sold as 
slaves, slavery still exists. In the Volta 
Region of Ghana, hundreds of women 
like Minawo [left] serve in traditional 
fetish shrines, as trokosi, literally the 
‘wives of the gods’. 
 The practice of trokosi is part of a 
traditional reparation system, in which 
a woman, usually a virgin, is given to 
a fetish priest as a form of atonement 
for a crime committed by a member of 
her family. Others are sent to shrines to 
ward off severe illness or death in the 
family. Trokosi are free labour for the 
priests. They farm their fields, fetch fire 
wood and maintain the shrine. Galley 
Dora, a liberated trokosi, described
the worst aspects of the practice, 

“The priest would sleep with any trokosi 
he wanted to. If the women refused 
they would suffer. They’d get no food 
and would be ostracised by the other 
women. You had no choice.” After an 
initial ‘training period’ some trokosi 
return to their village and only attend 
the shrine for annual festivals. However, 
once given to a shrine, trokosi owe 
their allegiance to it for the rest of their 
lives. If a trokosi dies during her term 
of service, her family must offer another 
girl in her place. 
 The practice is the source of much 
controversy. Traditional religious groups 
claim it is nothing but a benign custom, 
but human rights organisations do not 
hesitate to call it a modern form of 
slavery. International Needs Ghana has 
been fighting a long campaign to end 
the practice. It has managed to liberate 
3,500 trokosi in return for establishing 
development projects in the liberated 
communities. Walter Pimpong, the 

director of International Needs is under 
no illusions as to the true nature of the 
practice, “From our fifteen years of 
working on the problem,” he says, 

“we know that systematic sexual abuse
is an integral part of the practice”. 
 The work of International Needs 
has provoked a strong reaction from 
traditionalists, whose cause has been 
aggressively championed by the 
Afrikania Mission. The Mission organises 
and represents followers of traditional 
African religion, and jealously guards 
its shrines from journalists and criticism. 
The Mission’s leader, Osofu Atsu Kove, 
vehemently rejects the allegations that 
trokosi is slavery, saying, “It’s not true. 
That story’s a concoction. There is no 
slave in Africa to be liberated in this 
computer age”. In fact, the Mission 
argues that trokosi is a form of religious 
training, which enables women to return 
to their communities and educate 
them spiritually.
 Professor Elom de Vlo of the 
University of Ghana, who has researched 
the practice, offers a more measured 
perspective. “The interpretation of 
the traditionalists is not acceptable to 
me. Even though they confirm that it’s 
part of our African communal system 
of response, yet we are living in the 
modern era. There are other ways in 
which we keep solidarity and blood ties 
which do not violate individual rights.” 
 There is no doubt about the nature 
of the practice among those who have 
been liberated. Nanaghoe Akpobi, 
another liberated trokosi said, “If those 
people who support this practice think 
tradition is about suffering like we did 
they are just wrong. There will be a time 
when this tradition no longer exists”.

TROKOSI:‘WIVES OF THE GODS’
Slavery in Ghana

Two trokosi bow before a shrine in the village of 
Afife in Ghana’s Volta Region. 
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A man ‘possessed by the spirits’, his body rigid in 
a trance, is carried away at the Afrikania Mission 
Convention for traditional African religions. The 
Afrikania Mission argues that trokosi is an important 
and harmless part of their beliefs and culture.

In the village of Tsatabane, a group of wealthy 
devotees drive away after a consultation with the 
local fetish priest. The car is watched by some of 
the many children born to the priest by his trokosi. 
The priest has now been persuaded to give up the 
practice by International Needs.

Vivienne Dunuku stands by, while Walter Pimpong, 
the director of International Needs, tries to 
persuade her mother not to send her to a shrine 
as a trokosi. Vivienne is studying to become an 
accountant in Ghana’s capital Accra. Members of 
her family have been dying and she is convinced 
that the only way to help them is to go to the shrine. 
“I want to save my family. Only my parents and three 
aunts are left. I am also not well”, she explained, 

“but I am worried about going to that place.”
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Ceceiliah Yegbe, a trokosi at a shrine in the village 
of Avenorpeme, falls into a trance after dancing 
for hours. She is supported by other trokosi, one 
of whom has a scar on her left arm to brand her as
a member of the shrine.

Feashinu Goha, Soshi Amagyi and Adzovi Galley 
are trokosi at the shrine in Avenorpeme.



47

“Many of my relatives were dying so my family went 
to consult a priest. He told us the deaths were because 
my father had slept with a trokosi. This is forbidden,
so I had to replace the woman he slept with and 
become a trokosi myself. This happened when I was 
still a child. I was unaware of what my life was about
to become. When I was young, my jobs were to sweep 
up, wash plates and clean the shrine, but as I grew 
older I had to go and work in the fields. We were given 
a set area to clear and could not return until we had 
done it. If we failed to finish the work, we wouldn’t 
get fed. Of course, we were not paid for any of this 
work. Eventually I ran away from the shrine and found 
a boyfriend in a nearby village. I had a child with him, 
but when he found out I was a trokosi he broke off 
the relationship because he felt his family would suffer. 
There are many bad things about being a trokosi;
worst of all your own people reject you.”
Adzo Akpobi, liberated trokosi

“I was sick and my relatives brought me to a shrine for 
consultation. The priest said that if I was given to the 
shrine, my sickness would end. My relatives gladly 
agreed because they believed I would not now die. 
I was very young then, so I can’t recall exactly what 
happened after that. When I got older, my daily routine 
was to go and fetch water, farm the priest’s land and 
collect fire wood. There was never enough food, so I 
ran away and got married but when my husband found 
out I was a trokosi, he left me. I had no choice but to 
return to the shrine. When I was liberated I removed 
my trokosi clothes and gave them back to the shrine. 
I was so happy. People say trokosi is a tradition, but if 
they think tradition is about suffering like we did they 
are wrong. There will be a time when this tradition no 
longer exists.”
Nanaghoe Akpobi, liberated trokosi
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Anti-Slavery International
Founded in 1839, is the world’s oldest international 
human rights organisation and the only charity in the 
United Kingdom to work exclusively against slavery 
and related abuses.
www.antislavery.org

Free the Slaves
A US-based non-profit organization working to end 
slavery worldwide.
www.freetheslaves.net
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BONDED LABOUR

Volunteers for Social Justice /
Dalit Dasta Virodhi Andolan
Campaigns for the rights of bonded labourers 
and Dalits in the Punjab, India.
www.vsj-ddva.org

......................................................................................
CHILD DOMESTIC WORKERS (Restaveks)

Foyer Maurice Sixto
Supports child domestics workers in Haiti through 
education, vocational training and by re-uniting 
children with their families.
www.foyermauricesixto.org

Haitian Street Kids 
Supports street children, many of whom have 
escaped a life of abuse as a child domestic worker.
www.haitianstreetkids.com
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TROKOSI

International Needs Ghana
Campaigns on human rights issues in Ghana, 
including trokosi.
www.africaexpress.com/internationalneedsghana
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HUMAN TRAFFICKING

Kalayaan 
Provides advice, advocacy and support services in 
the UK for migrant domestic workers
www.kalayaan.org.uk

Migrant Rights Centre Ireland 
Works for the human rights of migrant workers 
and their families.
www.mrci.ie

......................................................................................
FORCED LABOUR

Karen Human Rights Group
Documents the human rights situation of people 
in rural Burma.
www.khrg.org

Chin Human Rights Organisation
Documents human rights violations against the 
Chin people in western Burma.
www.chro.org

Burma Campaign UK
Campaigns for human rights and democracy in Burma.
www.burmacampaign.org.uk
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India
I spent three days near this brick kiln in the state of 
Jammu & Kashmir waiting for a planned raid to free 
the bonded labourers. In the event the raid got 
bogged down in bureaucracy. Having spent the whole 
day at the brick kiln we were driving away when the 
bonded labourers blocked our way, begging us to 
take them with us. Having been assured of their safety, 
I took this photo of them reluctantly returning to the 
brick kiln. It is lit by the brake lights of a car.

Burma
Photographing forced labour in Burma is very difficult. 
If I had gone into Burma as a tourist I might have been 
able to photograph people actually doing forced 
labour, but I doubt I could have interviewed them. 
Instead I arranged to be smuggled across the Thai-
Burma border into eastern Burma to interview and 
take simple portraits of people who have been forced 
to work for the Burmese army. I hope that together, 
the interviews and portraits have some power.

Haiti
Domestic work is by definition, largely hidden, and 
therefore difficult to photograph. I had to make two 
trips to Haiti before I felt I had some reasonable 
images. The only chance I could freely photograph 
child domestics at work was when they went to collect 
water early in the morning. Day after day I got up 
before dawn to photograph them as they trooped 
back and forth from the community water pump.

PHOTOGRAPHING SLAVERY 
UK and Ireland
Photographing human trafficking is a challenge for a 
number of reasons. Many victims of trafficking remain 
hidden, so it is only really possible to photograph them 
once they have escaped. However the people I met 
were understandably reluctant to reveal their identities, 
so I chose to photograph their hands, which I hope 
reveal something of their stories.

Ghana
I spent over four weeks on two separate trips to Ghana 
trying to photograph the practice of trokosi. It was very 
difficult to gain access to the shrines at which trokosi 
live and work. I spent days driving from shrine to shrine 
trying to convince the priests to let me in. Most politely 
but firmly told me to leave. One ordered his entourage 
to tell me that he had gone for a meeting, while in 
fact he was hiding in the adjoining room. I managed 
to take two frames of these trokosi before the priest 
ordered me to put my camera away.

About the author
Born in South Korea, educated in Japan and resident 
of India for many years, photographer and writer Pete 
Pattisson now lives in the UK. After a career teaching 
Citizenship in an inner-London secondary school, 
he chose to move into journalism. He specialises 
in documenting the impact of social, political and 
environmental change on ordinary lives.

Whenever I pick up a 
photography book I am 
curious to know how the 
photographs were made. 
For those of you who 
share this obsession, 
here are some of the 
stories behind 
the project.






