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SOCIOLOGISTS IN ACTION
KEVIN BALES

Stopping Slavery Today

Becoming an abolitionist sociologist crept up on 

me. The first tiny prodding was a leaflet I picked up 

at an outdoor event in London. The front of the leaf-

let read “There are Millions of Slaves in the World 

Today.” I was a university professor, and I confess 

to an unpleasant mixture of pride and hubris in my 

reaction to the bold title of the leaflet. Having been 

involved in human rights for many years, I thought, 

How could this be true if I don’t know about it 

already?

I came to understand why this issue was invisible. 

Slavery was hidden under a thick blanket of igno-

rance, concealed by the common assumption that 

it was extinct. With slavery illegal in every country, 

criminal slaveholders kept their activities hidden.

As I built up a picture of slavery, every new set of 

facts generated new questions. I began to realize 

that a large-scale research project was needed, 

and I went in search of modern slavery, traveling to 

India, Pakistan, Thailand, Mauritania, and Brazil—

often going undercover as I studied slave-based 

businesses in each country. The result was the 

book Disposable People: New Slavery in the Global 

Economy ([1999] 2012 [3rd edition]).

In 2000, I, with three others, helped found Free the 

Slaves, the American sister organization of Anti-

Slavery International, the world’s oldest (1787) 

and original human rights group. Free the Slaves 

works with local partners to liberate slaves around 

the world and change the systems that allow slav-

ery to exist. In addition to addressing the crime  

of enslavement, this work often involves confront-

ing gender inequality, racism, ethnic and religious 

discrimination, and the negative outcomes of global 

economic growth. We have learned that freedom 

and empowerment are viral, and that freed slaves 

will stop at nothing to stay free and help others to 

liberty.

Not every part of liberation and reintegration 

requires sociological training, but it would be very 

hard to be successful without it. Without care-

fully constructed longitudinal surveys of villages 

in slavery we could never have demonstrated the 

freedom dividend, the powerful and positive eco-

nomic change that comes to whole communities 

when slavery is abolished. Without training in the 

empathetic understanding of a social researcher, 

we could never have developed the slavery lens, a 

way of seeing this hidden crime that the U.S. gov-

ernment now requires of all of its foreign aid pro-

gram workers. Without learning about the complex 

interplay of culture, society, economics, politics, 

and social vulnerability, we would never be able 

to build the unique methodologies of liberation 

tailored to specific and culturally rooted forms of 

slavery. And there is nothing like the ugly reality  

of a crime like slavery to push young sociologists 

to do their best work—using solid social science to 

change the world.
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