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Abstract

Modern slavery is a hidden social reality that still affects the labour force of European countries. In Italy,
migrant workers are among the most vulnerable social groups to exploitative labour dynamics, because of
various vulnerability factors. The thesis looks at modern slavery through the lens of social workers fighting
against labour exploitation. Exposing the most prominent theoretical approaches, the paper distinguishes
different concepts related to modern slavery and relevant public policies. With qualitative analysis,
vulnerability factors are investigated empirically, describing all dimensions of exploitation in detail, its logic
and its conditions. The paper describes the widest spread profiles of the victim, the migratory paths, the
living conditions, the dynamics of ethnic networks, and the condition of dependency. It investigates the
cultural perception of migrant workers towards conditions of exploitation, together with the role of public
policies on migration, the role and attitude towards public services, and it analyses the possibilities to exit
exploitation given by public programs to contrast modern slavery. The different vulnerability factors are
subsequently analyzed in their interactions, aiming to describe causal complexity using Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (QCA). Distinguishing between necessary and sufficient conditions, the paper describes
modern slavery searching for the most present combinations of vulnerabilities. Lastly, it is implemented a
vulnerability assessment tool for the use of social operators and policymakers, by ordering vulnerability
factors and assessing their role. Such operation follows proper theoretical interpretation and combines the
findings of qualitative analysis with the QCA, proposing a new methodology for the assessment of hidden

and causally complex social phenomena.

Keywords: labour exploitation; migration; public policies; vulnerability assessment.



La schiavitU moderna & un fenomeno sociale invisibile, ma che ancora oggi & presente in vari paesi Europei.
In Italia, i lavoratori migranti sono tra i gruppi sociali piu esposti alle dinamiche di lavoro sfruttato a causa di
vari fattori di vulnerabilita. La tesi guarda alla schiavitu moderna attraverso I'esperienza degli operatori sociali
impegnati nella lotta contro lo sfruttamento sul lavoro. Mediante I'utilizzo di diversi approcci sociologici,
vengono esposti i vari concetti connessi alla schiavitl moderna e alle relative politiche pubbliche. Utilizzando
I'analisi qualitativa, i fattori di vulnerabilita vengono descritti empiricamente, analizzando nel dettaglio lo
sfruttamento, la sua logica e le sue condizioni. La ricerca descrive il profilo pit comune della vittima di
sfruttamento, i percorsi migratori, le condizioni di vita, le dinamiche delle reti etniche nonché le condizioni
di dipendenza. Sono state inoltre indagate la percezione culturale dei lavoratori migranti rispetto alle proprie
condizioni di sfruttamento, l'importanza delle politiche pubbliche sullimmigrazione, il ruolo e
I'atteggiamento verso i servizi pubblici e le possibilita di uscire dallo sfruttamento fornite dai programmi
pubblici di contrasto alla schiavitU moderna. Successivamente, utilizzando I’Analisi Qualitativa Comparata
(QCA) vengono analizzate le interazioni fra i vari fattori di vulnerabilita, sottolineando la complessita causale
del fenomeno. Distinguendo tra condizioni necessarie e sufficienti, la ricerca descrive la schiavitU moderna
cercando le combinazioni di vulnerabilita pil presenti. Infine, viene proposto uno strumento di valutazione
della vulnerabilita pensato per I'uso da parte degli operatori sociali e dei decisori politici che permette di
ordinare i fattori di vulnerabilita e valutarne il ruolo. Questa operazione segue una re-interpretazione teorica
e combina i risultati dell’analisi tematica con quelli della QCA, proponendo una nuova metodologia per la

valutazione dei fenomeni sociali nascosti e causalmente complessi.

Parole chiave: sfruttamento lavorativo; migrazione; politiche pubbliche, valutazione della vulnerabilita.



INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH DESIGN

The UN 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda in its goal number 8.7 asks to “take immediate and effective
measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition

and elimination of the worst forms of child labour [...]”.

The Global Slavery Index, one of the main available global estimations of modern slavery, highlights that in
Europe in 2018 there are still “critical gaps in protections for groups such as irregular migrants, the homeless,
workers in the shadow or gig economy, and certain minorities. These gaps, which are being actively exploited

by criminals, need urgent attention from governments”.

Such calls to actions bring the attention of social sciences on contemporary phenomena of extensive
exploitation tantamount to slavery, today generally referred to as modern slavery. As such condition keeps
afflicting people in every part of the world, there is still low knowledge on the actual numbers of modern
slaves and on the causes and mechanisms behind the practice. Thus, it is necessary for social science to build

deeper knowledge and understanding on how to fight it.

In this light, the attempt of the present dissertation is to analyze the conditions favoring exploitation of
migrant workers in Italy, with particular reference to violations up to modern slavery. Such research question
is focused on investigating possible causal combinations of vulnerability factors that favor the development
of modern slavery, with the aim to fight it. The dissertation does not provide new estimates of the extension
of this form of heinous exploitation but contributes to the analysis of how the different conditions leading or
favoring exploitation develop and interact. Understanding what a phenomenon is and how it works is
necessary to be able to correctly measure it and fight it. Modern slavery is indeed a hidden phenomenon and
guantitative data are scarce and only partially reliable. The thesis possesses an explorative qualitative nature
and should be regarded as a strong contribution to the present limited understanding. Indeed, there is small
literature among social sciences that analyzes modern slavery conditions in western countries, as the biggest
focus when speaking of vulnerability factors are usually the countries of origin (investigating phenomena
such as population growth, poor economic conditions and high levels of corruption). Moreover, usually such
literature and also NGOs’ reports speak mainly of victims of trafficking (Bales, 2006). Thus, the dissertation

brings an important contribution to this knowledge gap, setting the stage for further elaborations.

The methodology of data gathering is based on interviews to privileged observers. Social operators are found
to be the most competent and informed sample through which indirectly study the conditions of exploitation
and related vulnerability factors. Enabling to investigate different job sectors and geographical areas, social
operators are a valuable source of information for a case study, even within a small-n sampling approach.

They reflect a bias but well-informed perspective from where social sciences can start to understand and



explain what is defined as modern slavery, describing a partial but valid representation of what modern

slavery is and how it works?.

The research focuses on the Italian case. ltaly is at the forefront of recent migration routes towards Europe
(GRETA, 2019) and it enjoys a peculiar system of social assistance and integration towards victims of

trafficking and modern slavery, able to specifically select victims of labour? exploitation (Degani, 2020).

Migrants are selected as the social group of interest because they are found at the center of vulnerabilities
leading to exploitation in the contemporary globalized world (Villacampa et al., 2022; Xu & Jordan, 2016).
Literature (Kara, 2017) shows how migration is involved in almost 50% of modern slavery cases. Furthermore,
migrants are nationally oppressed, as they do not belong to the dominant class nor culture, enjoying a
negative identity as non-countrymen (Probsting, 2015). The low-wage migrant workforce is defined as the
archetypal exploitable workforce that is wanted in globalized capitalistic economies (Scott, 2017). In Europe,
migrants are increasing their presence over the years and yet are only partially protected by the States
legislations; in Italy, a relatively recent mixed migration flow has called the country to deal with a complex
and heterogeneous phenomenon composed of different individual situations, goals and needs, while an
emergency approach has been adopted to answer systemic phenomena such as exploitation and movement
of people (Degani, 2017). Migration is highlighted in literature as a factor of vulnerability to drive working
poor’s experience (Carrieri, 2012; Gundogan et al., 2005). Yet, literature is weak on studying the connection

between such situations and modern slavery, thus not efficient in its prevention.

The thesis begins with an introduction to the historical and theoretical understanding of modern slavery,
followed by a description of the proposed definition, the elements of exploitation and the social conditions
of vulnerability, in line with the most prominent sociological literature. Furthermore, it describes the
European and ltalian legal framework to give some necessary macro-level elements of context.
Methodologically, the dissertation adopts a multimethod approach?, summing different analysis to dig into
empirical data and formulate a causal interpretation of modern slavery. The methods used, built on a sample
of around 20 interviews, are qualitative thematic analysis and Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), each
developed in a separate chapter of the thesis. The first methodology uses the Nvivo software for Qualitative
Analysis and deeply values and elaborates on every dimension investigated, describing to the readers the
conditions of vulnerability. The QCA then extracts all possible causal combinations and reduces data

complexity, with the help of the R software, to combine conditions into a coherent set of possibilities that

1 Further details on the sample are described in paragraph 4.1
2 The present dissertation generally adopts the spelling of American English. However, labour is left in its British
spelling to reflect the use of sociological literatures (see paragraph 2.6) and international law language.
3 Multimethod research, differently from mixed methods, refers to the use of more than one technique of analysis,
that can be qualitative or quantitative. Indeed, the nature of QCA is still open to debate.
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lead to the outcome of modern slavery. The richness of the interviews is minimized into presence or absence
of selected vulnerability factors, producing a vulnerability matrix and highlighting all those causal
combinations of conditions that appear most dangerous. Considering both analyses, the thesis presents a
theoretical interpretation of the causality behind modern slavery, using sociological theories to make order
of empirical findings. Finally, based on the findings of the previous analysis and its interpretation, the thesis
turns the analysis into an assessment tool, producing an instrument that can be used on field by social
operators to measure the degree of vulnerability of a migrant worker, answering to the protective intent of

the dissertation. The instrument also represents a valuable indicator for policy’s priorities.

The thesis expects to give an important contribution to the knowledge of social science on modern slavery
and to represent a valuable methodology to define a possible causal framework, select vulnerability factors
and prevent them when studying hidden social phenomena. It also represents a guide for preventive policies

and Human Rights legal understanding (Stoyanova, 2018), enhancing early identification of possible victims.



1. EVOLUTION OF THE SLAVERY CONCEPT

1.1 Historical perspective of slavery

Slavery is nowadays a concept difficult to define. However, the popular idea attached to the word historically
refers to chattel slavery, which on the contrary is a very clear phenomenon where slaves constitute part of
the property of a legal owner, an idea rooted in history and common to many human societies, described in
books and popular tales. Adopting mainly a western perspective, as the present dissertation is embedded in
Europe and ltaly, the thesis shows how law, culture and religion have been used across time to differentiate
owners from slaves, along clear lines that appeared natural and part of the divine order. War prisoners or
descendants of slaves “naturally” became slaves and no right to exit such relationship was given to them
except through the will of the owner, who was entitled to profit from their work. This sociological
phenomenon existed since ancient times: societies with feudal or absolute monarchic systems developed
justifications for the existence of slavery, enshrined in power distribution. The Spanish and Portuguese kings
had the rights, endorsed by the Pope, to enslave any “Saracen and pagan” (Drescher, 2009). Before that time,
feudal knights were not new to enslave prisoners of war and exchange them, both in the Nordic seas and in

the Mediterranean, where western Christians could enslave Byzantine Christian prisoners.

Slavery was particularly present in borders area, where different cultures met and fought. Part of the reason
is because societies gradually started to see their own members as impossible to enslave on religious and
ideological grounds, whereas outsiders (for instance Muslims or native Americans populations from the
European perspective) still could be, together with internal non-members such as heretics, Jews or ethnic
minorities. Such feeling of brotherhood was indeed developed both in Europe and in the Islamic world where
heretic communities, liable of slavery, were for instance the Shiites. The Mediterranean States could profit
from their border position between different cultures, as did the Crimean Peninsula. Such commerce was in
both directions and curiously, up to 1640s there were more European slaves sent to North Africa, than
Africans sent to Americas. Such ratio totally changed in the second part of the seventeenth century with the

full establishment of the Atlantic route between Europe, Africa and America.

By the sixteenth century (Drescher, 2009), European States saw such condition to be less and less present on
their countries, but still persisted in few areas (as serfdom in Russia) or in foreign countries, as well as in their
colonies. With the increasing of international relations the antislavery sentiment crossed borders, but still it
met with the popular perception of normality of such practice: “a matter agreed from the times of Adam”,
as from the Ottoman sultan’s words (Drescher, 2009). Additionally, also in the European enlightenment

societies the “others” were still seen as possible slaves.

When the slave commerce turned between Europe and Africa to gain forced labour for the Americas, in the

economy of sub-Saharan Africa slaves were a great source of wealth, something comparable to the role of
6



land ownership in Europe. Slavery was still present in many societies with which Europeans where now in
contacts. Thus, European colonial powers favored the system, building justifications for the exploitation of
native populations together with slaves coming from Africa and, in lower numbers, Asia (Spain indeed turned
Filipinos islands into a great slavery base). However, no Europeans were brought to be enslaved in the new
world because the exploitation of similar cultures became no more acceptable at that time. Moreover, both
Iberian monarchies and England saw no favorable conditions to the enslavement of internal populations and
the international balance of power in the Americas was helpful in leaving aside intra-European enslavement
(Drescher, 2009). This, together with the developing of homogeneous country identities on cultural and
religious ground, combined to the enlightenment ideals and to a new system of distribution of power, made
it not possible for local lords to enslave fellow Christians or citizens of the same kingdom, without a specific
will or agreement with the higher authorities. The rule of law that developed thanks to the European
historical circumstances and environment favored the absence of slavery from the European continent while
in the rest of their colonies it was still practiced. Yet, with the flow of time, such division between the center
of the State and the periphery, or colony, shrunk providing conflicting situations such as the Somerset case
trial where slavery was recognized illegal in the United Kingdom but legal in Virginia, arising public outrage

and confusion.

Drescher does not attribute particular importance to slave rebellions (like the Haitian revolt), liberations or
to the increasing of mixed populations in the colonies, but those factors did contribute to the creation of a
liberation principle in the colonies that started to gain independence and evolve similarly to their former
rulers. Indeed, in 1815 the Declaration relative to the universal abolition of slave trade was signed at the
Vienna Congress among the victorious powers of the Napoleonic wars, which begun an international dominus
effect for the abolishment of the practice: in 1833 was the British empire, in 1848 the French one and in 1861
Russia banished serfdom (the condition of being serf of the local master’s feud). Also, in 1840 the first anti-
slavery convention took place in London and reinforced the global anti-slavery effort. However, history
brought forward two main problematic situations: on one side the need to proceed gradually and push
towards de-legalization instead of eradication, and on the other the replacement of slavery with forms of

forced, bounded or coerced labour.

Subsequently, as the anti-slavery effort became global, colonies switched from slavery to contract labour,
even if trying to maintain a certain level of exploitation to their advantage, favored by the persistence the
slave relationship that was still seen as something totally natural from both sides of the labour relation.
People were indeed subject to the risk of poverty and starvation, since a basic income was not granted from
the owner outside the slavery relationship. In India or in the Sokoto caliphate of northern Nigeria, England
pushed for emancipation through court cases in situations of runaways or rebellions, but did not directly

favor a wider change of the social order to avoid any extended situation of conflict and public disorder (Brown
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& Van Der Linden, 2010; Drescher, 2009). Such gradual de-legalization process was also common to French
western Africa, where mass flees of former slaves represented a serious problem of social order. Moreover,
contrary to the capitalistic theory of major productivity from emancipated labour, slaves still represented a
consistent advantage for colonial economies. Arguably, England (more than others) promoted bilateral
agreements to abolish slave trade and slavery while attacking slave vessels also because slave societies like
the United States, Cuba or Brazil did enjoy economic advantages from its use. Gradually, the model for the
evolution of slavery situations to contract labors became the Master — Servants Acts of the nineteenth
century: such laws, strongly imbalanced to the advantage of the employers, didn’t recognize the workers the
possibility to form Unions or to leave a long-term contract for any reason, de facto erasing their newly
acquired liberty to search for better-off labour conditions. Long-term coercion was central to the
preservation of many economic situation of exploitation, including Belgium Congo and Portuguese Angola
(which up to rebellions in the 1960s and 1980s kept a system based on forced labour). In independent
Mauritania, a former part of French Africa, de-legalization was so ineffective that brought slavery existence
well into the twenty-first century, since slavery was legally abolished in 2007, at its latest attempt. Similar
ideas of controlling the labour force and limiting its freedom remained common throughout European

countries (Boutang, 2002; Brown & Van Der Linden, 2010; Scott, 2017).

Thus, “forced labor for public works remained a prerogative that many colonial states were long reluctant to
surrender” (Drescher, 2009). This idea was reaffirmed with the League of the Nations (founded in 1919) which
did not initially provide any specific declaration against slavery, but a condition of “just treatment” for natives
under colonial powers and “fair and human conditions for the labour of men” (Drescher, 2009). Only later in
1926, the League formulated a condemnation against slavery, without mentioning forced labour or forced
marriage, following the logic of de-legalization and coerced labour replacement from colonial powers. It was
a British representative, Sir Viscount Cecil, to further suggest that forced labour shall be an issue separated
from slavery, with the last being part of the system of human rights of the League of the Nations (today
evolved into the United Nations), while leaving forced labour to the attention of the International Labour
Organization (ILO - borne in 1919). A two-head subjectivity developed, favorable to colonial powers’ interests
and still nowadays present in legal definitions. The first convention on forced labour (1930) from the ILO

indeed provided the possibility of graduality in its eradication (McGeehan, 2012).

Remarkably, in the last century, two examples of slave exploitation need to be described: the Gulag system
from the Soviet Union and the extensive workers’ exploitation from Nazi Germany, with both systems guided
by political reasons and productive needs. Similar to colonial powers, the Soviet Union used forced workers
to bring industrialization in remote lands, like Siberia (Drescher, 2009). Nazi Germany clearly stated that civil
coercion in time of war was a greater necessity than the “international law of civilized nation”, as from the

words of the German governor of Belgium (Drescher, 2009). Deportation of Poles or Russians, for instance,
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appeared as a real slave market, with high presence of malnutrition and illnesses. The Nuremberg Tribunal
spoke of exploitation on “greatest scale” and of the “most horrible and expansive slave operation in history”,

deemed part of the past but still present and justified on European soil.

The victorious powers of the World War |l created the United Nations to replace the League in 1945 with still
slavery to be condemned but separated from forced labour. The new, modern face of slavery condition, of
equal exploitative intentions and mechanisms, is shaped not around a legal ownership right, but to a
condition of coercion from institutions (State forced labour, for example in Uzbekistan’s cotton fields or
North Korean labour camps) or private entities. In fact, nowadays, men and women are still exploited in
precarious life conditions and moved in great numbers across countries (Reckinger, 2020), but they are less
the others and more the miserable, the ones that are in poor conditions, without choices and means to
survive and claim rights, not because of war or their ethnicity but because in extreme need of better life
conditions. They are slaves trapped into imbalanced labour relations, easily replaceable on the job market
and without due labour rights (Boutang, 2002). On the other side there is a portion of society that can use
violent or coercive means, even if formally a State unique capacity, to build an exploitative system of modern

slavery (Bales, 2000).

1.2 Slavery-like practices in International Law

The Slavery Convention signed in Geneva in 1926, and entered into force in 1955, defines 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” (Article 1). The juridical interpretation would tend not to recognize the need for legal ownership
to be present, even if the debate is still open and the European Court of Human Rights does look for the

presence of the right of ownership when judging on the presence of slavery®.

The closest concept to the idea of modern slavery present in international law are namely contemporary
forms of slavery or slavery-like practices, which both describe the same conditions of treatment reserved to
the legally owned slave. These are extreme levels of exploitation, inhuman conditions of work where people
are humiliated, abused or treated as objects, without the real possibility to run away. Yet, the right of legal
ownership has ceased to exist. Modern slavery does not have a unique definition and it is considered an
umbrella term encompassing different practices, without clearly set boundaries or any judicial agreement.
Different phenomena have been connected to the modern slavery umbrella term: one of the first attempt to
systematize them was done as early as 1956 by the United Nations Supplementary Convention on the

Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery which outlawed the so-

4 Without it, the Court would usually rule for the presence of forced labour (see the case “Siliadin v. France”, European
Court of Huma Rights, 26th July 2005).
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called servile status: debt bondage, serfdom, the owning of a woman as a mean of payment and the
exploitation of children (such as child soldiers or forced begging). Such a conceptualization aimed to give new
instruments to fight slavery-like practices, but the proposed conceptualization did not achieve a unanimous
definition nor ended the debate on the requirement of property rights in law judgements. Today, anti-slavery
International, the oldest anti-slavery NGO, proposes 4 elements to define modern slavery: being forced to
work through coercion or physical or mental threats, being owned or controlled by an employer through
mental or physical abuses or threats, being dehumanized and treated as a commodity or property and being
physically constrained or restricted in the liberty of movement. Importantly, modern slavery as an umbrella
term is contested by those who argue that exploitation is so wide that the term slavery misguides
policymakers to only focus over the most extreme forms of it (Scott, 2017). Nowadays, modern slavery is an
expanding reality related to mechanisms of globalization that support inequality and so-called illegal
economic migration (Bales, 2000; Kara, 2017). This process has made available to exploiters a big mass of
people in need to a relative low cost compared to past expenses. Ownership was an expensive act, while
today profit can last for a limited time, and it is easy and convenient to replace the workers with new ones
in a vicious circle of exploitation. Exploiters have indeed no reason to invest in what is not their property and
they can easily replace and substitute with minor expenses when ‘burnt out’. Profits are therefore higher for
exploiters and lead to expand the phenomenon. For instance, some author (Bales, 2000) calculates margin

of profit rising from 5% to 50% between old and modern slavery.

Debt bondage, or bounded labour, is defined as “the status or condition arising from a pledge by a debtor of
his personal services or those of a person under his control as security for a debt, if the value of those services
as reasonably assessed is not applied towards the liquidation of the debt or the length and nature of those
services are not respectively limited or defined”. It is nowadays the most widely present form of modern
slavery according to literature (Kara, 2017) and NGOs (Antislavery international). On the one side there is a
creditor which lends money to somebody in need that has to repay it back with high illegal interests, often
ending up in the severe exploitation of a slavery condition. Usually, the creditor also adds all cost of living,
sleeping, etc. in order to profit the maximum, given the fact that no mean is available to the debtor to
countercheck. The situation can last from less than a year (maybe a working season) to generations, passing
the debt over to the children. For what concerns Europe, such debt mechanism is often used to pay back
illegal transport or documentations. Yet, not always such debt mechanism is perceived as illegitimate by the
debtor, which would otherwise not have been able to migrate at all. Sometimes, it may even be seen as a
system to avoid a binding bank debt or a legal contract on which your permit of stay depends (O’Connell

Davidson, 2013).

Different from slavery, as said above, the phenomenon of forced labour has been left to the conceptual realm

of employment: indeed, the definition comes from the International Labour Organization (ILO) whereas the
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UN human rights agenda focused on slavery. The ILO defined forced labour as “All work or service which is
exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered
himself voluntarily”. According to the European Court of Human Rights the difference with modern slavery
shall be identified in the degree of exploitation and degradation that the victim has suffered, with modern
slavery, which they call servitude, to be the highest form (Stoyanova, 2018). Also, the same author reports
that the dimension of voluntariness has been ruled out of necessity from the Court in all cases of serious
exploitative conditions®. The presence of coercion remains a distinct characteristic for the Court, which
evaluated it also looking at the presence of particular vulnerabilities, such as the ones of migrants. No
restriction of movement is required, as it is not a condition sine qua non for any modern slavery case. Others
(Allain, 2013) state that the difference between slavery and forced labour develops around the concept of
possession and its effects, which qualify the former but not the latter. However, it has already been stated
how formal possession doesn’t exist anymore and the present thesis underlines how the relationship
between slave and master has evolved more undetermined and differentiated, making the case for an
ambiguous boundary between the two exploitative situations which often entails the same social conditions
and degrading environment. The present thesis considers all forms of forced labour as modern slavery, as

explained below.

A different concept in the galaxy of modern slavery is human trafficking. Such term was conceptualize in the
2000 UN Palermo “Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and
Children” which defined trafficking as “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of
persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception,
of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to
achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.
Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual
exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of
organs”. This definition is quite precise in describing a process or action that must take place through certain
means and for a particular purpose. It follows a logic of prosecution typical of criminal law, deeply focus on
limiting international crime organizations and illegal immigration (Broad & Turnbull, 2019; O’Connell
Davidson, 2015), as compared to a more general protection envisaged in human rights (Stoyanova, 2017).
There are aspects of this concept which are unclear: first of all, the movement of the victim must be present
even if theoretically, it is not necessary. Furthermore, trafficking also distinguishes itself from smuggling,
where smuggling is intended to be a voluntary act (from the perspective of the migrant) and not finalized
towards the exploitation of the smuggled. However, the dyad trafficking/smuggling, as the forced/voluntary

opposition, does not easily apply to the whole range of different situations (O’Connell Davidson, 2013). Also,

5 A position applied throughout all the present dissertation for all cases of exploitative practices.
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the author notes, both phenomena can potentially lead to debt bondage, where the creditor is either the
trafficker/smuggler or somebody else back home. Critiques point out the use of trafficking as the major
concept to persecute to the detriment of wider human rights due diligence, especially from States trying to
limit migration fluxes (Pettinato, 2018; Scott, 2017). Also, trafficking victims are stereotyped, which reduce
the capacity of authorities to deal with single cases (Villacampa et al., 2022).Finally, it is not clear how such
concept relates to modern slavery: some activists consider it to be part of slavery (Anti-slavery international,
that is the oldest NGO working on slavery) as its purposes aim to modern slavery practices, while some others
consider it a distinct concept that can bring into slavery or not (Kara, 2017). Examples are indeed numerous
of cases where migrants are not victim of trafficking, yet of labour exploitation: workers from the EU

countries are even recruited from home to work in other EU countries (Human Rights Council, 2019).

Remarkably, domestic laws regulations mainly speak of trafficking, not modern slavery. The first case of a
domestic law tackling modern slavery in its entirety was France in 2013 (Bourgeois, 2017), followed by the

2015 Modern Slavery Act from the UK (Broad & Turnbull, 2019).

It is easy to understand how the categories described can overlap in many cases: a person trafficked can end
up in a situation of forced labour because of a debt to be brought into Europe, classifying such situation as
modern slavery in all parts (from the trafficking) or just partially (if forced labour is ‘particularly’ heinous).
Definitions from law are therefore partial and don’t cover the entire spectrum of the sociological
phenomenon at stake, leaving to the researcher the task to propose a coherent conceptualization for social
science investigation. For the sake of clarity, the choice is taken to limit the thesis to adult workers, leaving
aside the particularities of forced marriages, general sexual exploitation, and exploitation of minors, that all

possess particular characteristics that deserve specific attention.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 Present time debate & definition

Trying to focus on a conceptual minimum common denominator to define modern slavery, social scientists
(Bales & Robbins, 2001) describe the effects on the victims. Bales and Robbins speak of the concept of
ownership and control (“any or all the powers attaching to the right of ownership”), together with the loss of
freedom, movement and of the ability to make decisions, without being able to specify the degree of such
deprivations and being very attached to the functioning of chattel slavery. However, freedom of movement
cannot be regarded as the only indicator for the presence of modern slavery: restrictions might take the form
of absence of opportunity, of dependency on the exploiter or high level of disempowerment. Examples can
be the case of prostitution, where some may argue that women choose to practice it lacking any alternative
mean to survive, or the case of bounded labour, where workers may not be constricted in their movement,
but lack awareness over rights and alternatives. Moving away from the formulation of ownership and control,
one might regard modern slavery as a relationship between two or more people, with different forms and
similar outcomes, that is exploitative in nature (Bales, 2006). If forms are influenced by the different socio-
economic contexts, the effect is always a high level of degrading working and life conditions. Yet, there is no
precise criteria to determine when a situation evolves into modern slavery or stops at a lower level of
exploitation. For the purposes of the present work, the concept of modern slavery is used as an umbrella
term for all such different kind of exploitations that share the highest degree of intensity. Kara speaks of
different practices of the same “system of dishonoring and degrading people through the violent coercion of
their labor activity in conditions that dehumanize them” (Kara, 2017). The focus goes on the degrading logic
that modern slavery imposes on the workers. Some (Bales & Robbins, 2001) underline the imbalance of
power as the central element to consider: this element can translate into a socio-economic “state marked by
the loss of free will where a person is forced through violence or the threat of violence to give up the ability
to sell freely his or her own labor power”, a symbolic system of differentiation and power distribution that
sustains dynamics of dishonor of the slave, tantamount to domination (Patterson, 1982) but focused on the
labour relation. Similarly to chattel slavery (Siller, 2016) modern slavery enjoys the power to use the slave,
to control his or her actions, to profit and to eventually determine the duration of such condition. It appears
as the sum of being controlled by another person, subjugated (O’Connell Davidson, 2015), and stolen from
one’s own labour power under the threat of violence, which are common characteristics of many different

definitions.

Modern slavery appears historically continuous to all practices of labour exploitation, such as the Master —
Servants Acts, aimed at limiting the cost of labour and the freedom of workers to sale their labour power to

find better off conditions on the market. The concept of unfree labour (see paragraph 2.5) describes exactly
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this element (Brass, 2013). Furthermore, the concept of coerced labour (see paragraph 2.3) focuses on
coercion as a mean of psychological or physical violence to achieve exploitation, underlining dynamics of
domination (Linden & Garcia, 2016). By using the term modern slavery, the present thesis adopts the
terminology recognized by the United Nation and other international agencies (Alliance 8.7, 2017; FRA,
2019), as well as by NGOs, unions and part of the sociological literature. It reflects an approach typical of
human rights law, comprehensive enough to be attentive to State positive obligations and encompass socio-
economic aspects that contribute indirectly to exploitation by favoring vulnerabilities (Stoyanova, 2017). The
aim is to give it a wide perspective concerning not only exploitative dynamics, but also recognizing connected
social characteristics of the life environment. The umbrella term is meant to avoid focusing only on extreme
forms of lack of freedom or use of coercion, which may present nebulous boundaries. Thus, modern slavery
should be read as an umbrella term that focuses over both exploitation and the social environment
connected to the life experience of an exploited migrant worker. It should not be read, as some literature
argues (Howard & Forin, 2019), as a sensationalistic and moralistic terminology picturing a dualistic reality of
victims and exploiters, while ignoring structural and political perspectives over the existing socio-economic
system, driving shame and outrage. On the contrary, the historical connection to the continuity of
exploitation, the systemic and structural understanding of macro socio-economic determinants, as well as
the complexity of exploitative forms that do not entail violence nor constriction, are all elements that indicate
how modern slavery shall not be pictured simply as a cause celébre, but as a multifaced and complex
phenomenon of a globalized world. Calling it slavery shall not mean to sensationalize a complex reality, but

to pose the accent on all the heinous forms that exploitation can assume and what it entails.

The sociological perspective is the most adequate to reason in these terms and to underline the role of
vulnerabilities. Also, legal definitions do not suffice to delimit the phenomenon of interest because are too
heterogeneous or too specific. Focusing on social causes and consequences the perspective adopted herein
looks at modern slavery as a situation of labour exploitation associated to a social condition of
marginalization, dependency, and disempowerment. This association is produced by various vulnerabilities
that concern the individual past and present, which can grow to maturity and turn into actual harm because
embedded in a favorable structural framework. Elements related to the structural framework are socio-
economic conditions of a society and can be called macro vulnerabilities, as opposed to the micro

vulnerabilities that relate to personal experiences.
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that produces
Modern Slavery

FiGuREe 1: Definition framework of modern slavery.

As shown in Figure 1, both a social condition and exploitation must be preset to define a situation of modern
slavery. The definition sees vulnerabilities associated with such a social condition and structural framework
as the causal mechanisms that produce exploitation when combined and brought to maturity: when the
existing vulnerability turns into a real situation of marginalization, dependency or disempowerment thanks
to a favorable structural framework, it creates exploitation up to modern slavery. Theoretically, the
mechanism feeds itself and exploitation further strengthens the social condition, creating a vicious cycle.
Vulnerabilities consequently are the point of study of the present dissertation, the medium though which

modern slavery is investigated.

The proposed definition is not limited to the old standard division between different ethnic communities or
religions. What drives slavery-like experiences in the contemporary world cannot be war of conquests or
legal enslavement. It is a framework of vulnerability that discriminates the poor or the marginalized, more
than the others. Obviously, outsiders, foreigners and disadvantaged elements of society are still the others
in many contexts, but the logic for exploitation has changed, as it is shown in the thesis. Importantly, the

slavery relationship in its modern form can be entered with or without the use of violence and can continue
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with or without its use or threat. Violence must be interpreted not only as physical, but also psychological,
economical, or other forms. Furthermore, the definition enables the researcher to undertake a situated
approach when investigating modern slavery, because these different sociological conditions differ in
different contexts. For instance, what to consider exploitative can change according to the situation, even if

a common base line is necessary (see specific chapters on exploitation).

The social condition results either from the status in society and/or the relation towards a master, an
employer, a job (Hare, 1979) that a modern slave possesses: the first is a marker of a situation of
marginalization, while the second indicates a situation of dependency, of being or feeling trapped, that is
nowadays heterogeneous and multiform. Both are built on the disempowerment of the victim, which traps
the victim in that situation, without instruments to find an alternative. Importantly, the relationship between
the slave and the owner has evolved more complicated. Firstly, it is no more a personal relationship as for
chattel slavery. A slave can continuously change master but remains in the same social condition because
trapped, disempowered in such an imbalance relationship, in lack of alternatives. This is the additional
modern element: no single master is required to hold the condition of slave in the society. Masters can have
intermediaries to administers the modern slaves’ labour, without the need to be present on the labour place.
This does not exclude the presence of feelings of trust and recognition from the slave towards the master,
and of paternalism from the other side, obliging the social researcher to look at this relationship as a

continuum, more than a black and white phenomenon in many dimensions.

The condition and level of labour exploitation call into account working hours, payment, the environment of
work and all other elements connected to the idea of using a person to its full potential to extract profit
without due compensation nor limits. This reflects the degrading logic underlined by some authors, such as
the “subhuman working environments” (Kara, 2017) or the presence of control and coercion finalized to the

economic exploitation of an individual (Bales, 2000).

The second part of the definition, describing the causal mechanisms, underlines that slaves are “valuable
because they are vulnerable” (Schierup et al., 2015). Vulnerabilities can differ in their nature, being related
to personal traits and experiences, but they develop when exposed to certain social and structural dynamics.
Macro dynamics are therefore central for vulnerabilities to mature into actual harm. Such association is a
core interest of the present research. For instance, it is pointed out that modern slavery develops where part
of the population experiences extreme socio-economic conditions (thus being vulnerable), while another
part of the population enjoys the ability or opportunity of to use violence and exploit with impunity (Bales,
2006). “A free laborer can enter or withdraw from the labor market at any time, but a slave cannot; he or she
cannot sell his or her own labor power and thereby commodify it. This is true whether the period of

enslavement is of a fixed or temporary duration or indefinite” (Bales & Robbins, 2001).
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Such definition covers a wide range of exploitative practices, from global women (Ehrenreich & Hochschild,
2003) to people working in field camps (Reckinger, 2020), both humiliated and abused: they see a social
condition made of disempowerment, dependency and marginalization, together with the experience
exploitation by the host society. Slave-like exploitation involves subjugation and intensity of the violations,

according to the standards of host societies.

2.2 The social condition

The present thesis articulates modern slavery as a social condition, characterized by the triangulation of

marginalization, dependency and disempowerment.

Marginalization is meant as the loss of power and control over one’s own way of life (Shared et al., 2000). It
refers to the differentiation of social groups built on certain characteristics, which can be defined as
vulnerability conditions. Being at the margins of society, implies that others are at the center and enjoy better
socio-economic conditions, experience higher living standards and enjoy cultural hegemony (Shared et al.,
2000). Their culture is the reference point for the entire society: public administration, education, access to
opportunities are all vehiculated by it. Marginalization is often intended as a synonym for oppression or social
exclusion, involving discrimination, unmet needs, illness or limited access to health care (Lynam & Cowley,
2007). However, if social exclusion drives conceptual expulsion from economic, political, cultural and social
capital, marginalization underlines a dimension of restrain around low economic, political, cultural and social
capital (MacDonald, 2008). People are trapped at the margins, unable to exit such low standards of living. An
example may be the condition of African American women that are marginalized by the white men’s culture
that discriminates both women and black people, granting them fewer opportunities (Riphagen, 2008), at
least until not completely integrated into their different cultural framework. Researchers can express
marginalization looking at various dimensions, such as educational or working conditions, rate of
imprisonments, discrimination practices, residential segregation and others, investigating the differentials
between the marginalized and the general population. Similarly, the migrants’ population of Europe may
experience marginalization because of their lower standards of living. In particular, economic dimensions of
migrants’ exclusion may look for occupational ghettos, unregulated job security and hours, and no access to
benefits (Schierup et al., 2015). Yet, researchers shall not reduce marginalization to the only economic theme,
but should apply a wide welfare perspective, entailing access to equal possibilities and rights. Ideally,

truncated citizenship overlaps with marginalization.

Moreover, the condition of dependency can be described as this imbalance of power existing between two
actors. If we see power as the cost that a social actor is capable to impose or make acceptable to another
social actor, dependency is the potential cost that a social actor tolerates (Ritzer, 2012). Such vision comes
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from Emerson’s micro-sociological theory, referring to a relation between two people, but can be adapted
to a macro-social reality by analyzing how central such dependency is in a social group’s living: the
exploitative working conditions of migrants may be central to their living, having no other means to sustain
themselves. Thus, the dependent actors become the members of a defined social group while the actor
generating dependency is the society as a whole. Such dependency is necessary and central to the living of
the dependent actors, which could be harmed if they lose their object of dependency, i.e. their exploitative
job. In psychological literature, dependency is described as a multifaced concept with many forms: herein it
is referred to as a submissive form of dependency, to which depression and distress are associated (Pincus &

Gurtman, 1995).

Finally, empowerment is defined as the ability of people to access resources, the ability to exercise their own
agency and to obtain wanted achievements (Kabeer, 1999). It is the ability to make choices in the hands of
individuals who were previously denied it and to turn them into life-specific outcomes. The three
components make up the concept itself, defined as the process to achieve them (Malhotra et al., 2002):
resources are to be considered necessary but not sufficient conditions that make the choice available, agency
is the capacity and power to actually control a life choice because of a meaning, a motivation or a purpose
felt by the individual and finally achievements are the concrete realization of the choices taken into results.
Agency in particular is to be recognized and valued by professionals and social operators working with victims
of exploitation, as well as unions’” members. The worker is never to be seen as a passive agent to save, but
somebody to empower beginning from his or her own abilities and potential. Indeed, to alienate and objectify
a victim of exploitation runs contrary to true empowerment (Howard & Forin, 2019). Being disempowered
means not to have the possibility to make a choice without constraints because of an unequal distribution of
power inside the society: migrants are often disempowered because in need to accept humiliating conditions
of work, without the possibility to be protected from exploitation by the public authority. They have no access
to resources (because they are marginalized), no capacity or possibility to take choices and cannot achieve
desirable outcomes (because they are not self-dependent): that is why the condition of marginality and

dependency cannot be tackled.

At the basis of agency there is the awareness of the situation together with the intention to act: elements
that are in common with the concept of resilience (Brodsky & Bennett, 2013), making up the capacity to
reflect and therefore moving to an achievement, an act. Yet, empowerment possesses a perspective more
extended in time and space, entailing a shift in power dynamics and personal perceptions and understanding
of social dynamics, while resilience is an ability more situated in time and space of a protective nature with
limited power of change upon the environment or the status quo. Resilience will then play a role in the
immediate aftermath of a situation of vulnerability, while empowerment, or disempowerment, will

constitute part of the reason why such situation exists.
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Marginality, dependency and disempowerment together build the modern slavery condition: their
triangulation produces the intensity necessary to reduce people to mere goods for exploitation.
Theoretically, these elements are separated, but in practice they are part of a concatenation which feeds
itself, contributing to the intensification of one another. Furthermore, the perspective adopted in the present
work sees this condition both as cause and effect of the highest exploitation possible: one could be trapped
in marginality and disempowerment and end up under exploitation or become trapped into exploitation and
thus experiencing such social condition. The presence of both exploitation and the described social condition

is what is regarded as modern slavery.

2.3 Exploitation

Exploitation is at the core of slavery. Definitions (Scott, 2017) can be wide in their scope (reflecting a Marxist
perspective) or have more restricted boundaries, as by the laws of a country. A definition proposed in
literature (Allain, 2013) describes exploitation “as a situation where somebody takes advantage, or profits,
from another person with harmful actions or transactions”. This is what could be called an unfair relationship
between two people, to the detriment of the person subjected to exploitation. The question evolves in
providing a valid measurement: shall the researcher adopt the perspective of individual perception or shall
adopt some moral standard? Should the researcher follow a specific moral code or simply adopt the one
characterizing the majority of a defined society, after providing a valid explanation? In order to avoid such
confusion, reference must be made to legal standards, both national and international. Exploitation would
therefore be present where either national or international standards are not met. For instance, a low
payment for a certain work or service can be considered exploitative if it runs against the national minimum
wage® or ILO’s standards’. The standards at stake shall refer to the specificity of each situation, from
prostitution to marriage, from the job normative to the legality of a debt. Moreover, exploitation is a
continuum (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015) that begins from the legally determined
standard with increasing degree of intensity, where multiple exploitative dimensions can add up to become
a condition of modern slavery. One can therefore picture exploitation as a linear function where exploitative
conditions increase up to slavery: modern slavery situations begin when the elements of our definitions can

be found, comprehending all situations of forced labour and sexual exploitation. Theoretically, chattel slavery

6 1n Italy that would mean to run against the minimum wage prescribed in the applicable CCNL, as from article 603 of
the Penal code.
7 In cases of contrast, the approach of Human Rights law should be followed, forbidding national standards to be lower
than international ones (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015). Furthermore, it is assumed that in cases
where a standard is higher than the international minimum but lower than the national one, the State’s good faith is
proven and can be consider truthfully protective: in these cases, exploitation shall begin from nationally determined
values.
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could represent the apex of this linear model, but such visualization shall be used carefully: all the different
exploitative elements can add to one another in different ways and forms, so that the picture should be
multidimensional. Clearly, payment cannot be the only nor main indicator of exploitation. Working hours,
associated working and life conditions should be considered in their negative effects over the individual.
Experiencing one or more of these intense conditions is a symptom of exploitation having reached the level
of modern slavery: the degradation and dishonor attached to exploitation per se have become so strong to
maximize the exploitative condition (Kara, 2017). The definition proposed by Allain underlines the link
between exploitation and harm. This is either physical, psychological or social-communal, in the sense of
degrading social relations and interests (Scott, 2017). Such understanding brings some authors to widen the
scope of the definition, without limiting their understanding of it to legal requirements. The present thesis

describes such approaches in the following theoretical paragraphs.

General indicators of job exploitation from the literature (ILO, 2012) are linked to the temporal dimension
(excessive working hours), low working wages (often surrounded by fake or partial contracts), presence of
threats or violence, abusive working and living conditions (meaning that they are uncomfortable and do not
respect dignity in terms of security and hygienic norms), abuse of vulnerability. Degrading working conditions
also entail psycho-physical conditions of stress created by lack of security during work and transportation to
work, as well as the working environment of subjugation® and constant threat or control (lack of free access
to bathrooms, constant reminders to work hard and not lose time, etcetera). Degrading living conditions

refers to unsafe, overcrowded and unhealthy housing, often without access to water, heat or electricity.

Importantly, coercion® can be present or not, but it is not necessary to have serious exploitation. Often,
coercion can be associated with the higher degree of exploitation associated with forced labour (Ministero
del Lavoro e delle Politiche Sociali, 2020). Anyhow, it comprehends abuses, violence or threat of violence,
both psychological and physical (such as threat of deportation or arrest), the reduction of freedoms, or the
impossibility to freely change job, to move or behave. Those elements imply a certain degree of control but
control itself is not the aim nor the mean of modern slavery, as shown above. Indeed, control is conceptually
part of the link between old and modern slavery: possession granted a right of control over what was
considered a private good, generating a significant reduction of autonomy in decision making. Such effects
are still present not because of possession but because the dependency and disempowerment that are
attached to the social condition of modern slavery. Being subject of modern slavery is about experiencing

exploitation and the defined social condition, regardless of coercion.

8 Subjugation on the workplace entails control and domination.
9 Coercion on the workplace entails persuasion by force or threats.
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2.4 Vulnerability

Both the social condition and exploitation constituting modern slavery are linked to vulnerability factors that
favor their presence and turn them into actual exploitative dynamics. These factors have different
characteristics and traits but need to be considered together to understand their functioning. So far, most
literatures analyze them separately while the present dissertation gives a general overview and proceeds
further to underline most harmful interactions. Furthermore, here it is considered the role of structural
factors, or macro vulnerabilities, in developing vulnerabilities and turning them into the actual social and
exploitative conditions of modern slavery. In this chapter the thesis presents vulnerability from a theoretical
perspective, while chapter 6.1 presents different approaches to the measurement of vulnerability that have

been developed.

In general terms, vulnerability is the susceptibility of an individual, a group or a system to suffer harm because
of certain characteristics (UNDRR, n.d.). Such characteristics may vary according to the conceptual realm of
what is under scrutiny of the researcher, ranging from physical, psychological, socio-economic, cultural or
environmental factors. The root of the word comes from the Latin “vulnare”, to wound. Vulnerability is
associated with the idea of fragility or weakness and may be subjective for each individual or group, always
entailing an element of uncertainty, fragility and lack of agency that links it to disempowerment (Misztal,
2011). Also, it can involve factors at macro, meso and micro level which can interact in different, causally
complex ways over different time frames. Being associated with lack of resources and income, it hits different
groups in different ways. First conceptualizations came in the 40s from the field of disaster and hazard studies
(Nguyen-Trung & Forbes-Mewett, 2019). The notion of risk society (Beck, 1992) put the accent on
vulnerabilities in order to cope with the impact of modernity. Yet, given these difficulties and various usage,
there is no single and clear definition for all context in which it is applied, suffering a semantic overflow
(Misztal, 2011). However, such complexity and multidimensionality are also strength that help social sciences
to select elements where to focus and deepen the understanding. Interestingly, the 3 concepts that make up
the social condition required by this thesis’ given definition of modern slavery are all present into
vulnerability theory: marginalization, disempowerment and dependency (Misztal, 2011). This last element in
particular enjoys a special force according to the cited author, putting the focus on interpersonal sociological

relationships (such as the labour one or some aspects of patriarchy).

Individual social vulnerability relates to the socio-economic situation of an individual who risks falling into
material deprivation, poverty, discomfort or sickness. For instance, being unemployed makes you vulnerable
to hunger. Referring to vulnerability into migration, the EU defines it as “situation in which the person

concerned has no real or acceptable alternative but to submit to the abuse involved”(UNDP, 2016).
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Such social vulnerability needs to take into consideration the resilience of the individual to cope against it.
Resilience, different from empowerment, has to be taken into account when measuring vulnerability in a
fixed time frame, since being unable to cope with difficulties is part of being vulnerable (UNDP, 2016).
Particular attention must be put over factors that are associated with the realization of harm, their
functioning and how to compensate their presence with the capacity of resilience. Parts of resilience are
preventive, mitigation or coping elements that can stop, reduce or erase the harm or the vulnerability to

which somebody is subject to (Buller et al., 2015; Olsson, 2018).

The aim of the thesis is to highlight the most effective vulnerability factors in order to prevent them to
combine and produce real modern slavery experiences. As said, both theory and empirical findings from
interviews to privileged observers, are used. Theory also comprehends available reports that specifically
focus on vulnerabilities into migration, taking the perspective of victims of trafficking or general migrants.
Some individual factors to highlight are the following (Buller et al., 2015; Diego-Rosell & Joudo Larsen, 2018;
ILO, 2009; Patricia Hynes, Patrick Burland, Angela Thurnham, Jenniffer Dew, Lola Gani-Yusuf et al., 2019):

- Low language skills are synonyms of inability to be self-reliant and informed;

- Being young adults in extreme economic need pushed by family or community expectations;

- Presence of debt;

- Having experienced violence. Violence calls for other violence, and sets the expectations of rights
lower;

- Migratory history. It is reported that decision to expatriate rarely comes from a singular decision-
making moment. It intensifies in communities where somebody has successfully migrated, not
sharing perils and actual conditions. The length of the process of migration is associated with higher
chances of having experienced violence or a decreased autonomy and resources, both economic and
psychological;

- Cultural expectations set upon young male can pressure to accept lower standards of labour,
together with a deferential culture towards the employer, part of lower but socially accepted labour
standards. Some authors speak of the imaginary of “good man” that unease young workers to ask
for help and make them feel humiliated if their family members have to work. Their perceived social
role pushes them to accept low labour conditions, to be a sort of breadwinner for the families. It also
exists a victim blaming problem, where people are described as “greedy” because of social pressure:
they are brought to be exploited to earn anything under the judgement of peers;

- Irregular situation for permits of entrance and/or stay;

- lIrregular job and possibility to be blackmailed (withholding of documents or other dependency
factors towards the employer);

- Awareness of local labour standards and information availability;
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- Entering networks of exploitation and adaptation (as reported from the general theory);

- Low access and trust in public institutions .

Furthermore, the researcher need not only to consider individual social vulnerabilities, but to reflect on
structural socio-economic vulnerabilities determined by a certain kind socio-economic system. Those macro
factors relate to characteristics of the legal, socio-economic, cultural frameworks that are given and on which
a single individual has no direct influence but is a mere subject. Migrants experience a particular set of labour
market dynamics, laws and regulations to legally reside and access public policies, but also stereotypes,
access to living conditions, as well as general resources and opportunities of the host society. On the other
hand, migrants, and in particular migrant workers, enjoy less protection than citizens and are often left
outside the attention or reach of public authorities. It is indeed proven, in literature (Moussa et al., 2022;
Villacampa et al., 2022) and also highlighted by the Global Slavery Index, that good (national) governance is
related to lower modern slavery presence. Strengthening the presence of Institutions and the legal
framework relates to lower exploitation levels because protections are extended to those branches of society

that are left out, i.e. marginalized.

Looking at the labour market, the literature (Buller et al., 2015) recognizes that exploitation is quite endemic
in several economic sectors of present economy, describing a conscious system of abuse and exploitation.
Indeed, freedom of workers, as far as changing jobs or bargain is restricted in several ways, to maintain
exploitative conditions and enhance productivity for the employer. Examples (B. Anderson, 2010) show how
migrant workers are good for Britain’s farmers because of ethos, efficiency and dependency from the
employer, a good guarantee of a labour force that stays in the job also when harvest becomes particularly
harsh. Employers consciously praise migrants’ reliability, signaling the existence of a widespread reality.
Some economic sectors (Diego-Rosell & Joudo Larsen, 2018) are more keen than others to host exploitation.
Usually, low-skilled jobs are the most involved and among them, the jobs located out of sight and/or that can
be arranged into informal mechanisms. Indeed, this degree of isolation and informality, is quite high into

agriculture, fishing, construction, logistics, caring, restaurants and so on.
More schematically, macro variables that we have found to play a role are the following:

- migration policies variables such as absence of State protection (in forms of inspections,
prosecutions, victims’ protection, and police inactivity), lack of legal channels for migration or
high amount of documentation required (thus favoring illegality or possibility to be blackmailed
from employers), endless and inefficient reception system;

- economic variables such as high presence of illegal contracts or underground economies,

economic competitive pressures for low wages, mismatch between supply and demand that
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favors vicious recruitment practices, economic segregation (both in certain sectors and under
certain “contracts”), illegal debt mechanisms;

- Social variables such as welfare system linked to working contracts or residence permit, with a
consequent lack of health assistance, urban segregation, widespread discrimination, presence of

organized crime, corruption of public officials.

A very useful conceptual tool that is appropriate to describe this mechanism is structural violence. Structural
violence differs from behavioral violence in that there is no direct act of harm but there is a system of
inequality in power and/or resources®. The concept comes from the field of peace research studies and
conflict prevention, but it applies also in other branches of social science. Johan Galtung firstly came up with
the idea of structural violence to go behind the element of intentionality, analyzing the social conditions of
South Rhodesia (Galtung, 1969; Weigert, 2010). To let people starving when policies could avoid it, falls in
the definition proposed by Galtung, entailing a conception of positive human rights obligations upon the
State. It perfectly fits with conditions of extensive exploitation of people. The author himself links the concept
to social phenomenon like patriarchy, racism and class. Some critics (Parsons, 2007) underline that it must
be distinguished from domination, a concept entailing marginalization and oppression, arguing that violence
cannot comprehend such a vast realm of phenomena. However, herein the human rights approach adopted
by Galtung is confirmed as the most adequate choice: States have positive obligations towards human beings
and failing to respect them causes harm and should be categorized as violence. Violence should not be
reduced to direct forms, but also to those passive, or indirect, actions, such as policies, which end up harming
people or groups. Indeed, violence is built into institutions through mechanisms of persuasions and
mystifications (see below), connected with the intensification of structural vulnerabilities generated by
institutional exclusion from possibilities and access to welfare. This form of violence recalls the elements of
marginality and dependency of the modern slavery proposed definition. Part of this logic are elements such
as fear of deportation, inability to access the job market because of irregular status, lack of opportunities,
unhealthy competition among exploitative realities (high level of interchangeable and flexible workforce),
dependency from the employer for legal migration, exclusion from alternative economic possibilities as well
as elements of discrimination, segregation or disadvantages of any nature. When such dynamics are so

persistent and widespread, it is easier for extreme exploitation and modern slavery to develop.

10 A similar notion is institutional violence, describing acts generated by any branch of a State. Interpretations may widen
the definition to include the acceptance and inactivity of the State in front of violence to classify it as institutional.
However, structural violence is a more general and broader concept which better applies in the field of modern slavery
and exploitation and so the choice is taken to focus on it rather than exploring and distinguishing the various institutional
forms.

24



2.5 The logic of exploitation: the perspective of the individual

An interesting literature contribution on individual perspective on exploitation comes from the analysis of
labour satisfaction (Beretta, 1995). The author describes 4 different approaches: one psycho-social, one
coming from Durkheim's sociology, one from Weber’s and one from Marx. If the first one points to the
pyramid of need from Maslow, picturing a system of priorities for people, Durkheim describes the creation
of a sense of belonging capable to maximize individuals’ goals and satisfaction. Differently, Marxist literature
affirms that satisfaction can only be found outside labour, being focused on the context itself more than the
subject experience of the worker. Weberian approaches, differently, focus on the legitimacy recognized as a
form of power. If workers recognize exploiters as legitimate because of different reasons, then exploitation
is accepted, reinforcing the idea of a systematic nature, as a formal institution. Such formal power governs
with the use of force, or the threat to do so, being more emotional than rational. Power must also keep
reinforcing the norms and values attached to it, using symbolic power or the three legitimization typologies
indicated by Weber (traditional, charismatic, bureaucratic). In particular, traditional power is said to last until

it gives advantages to both parties, as it is the case with exploitation.

To the debate herein exposed, a further central element needs to be added: the subjectivity of the exploited,
his or her personal sense and perspective on his or her own labour conditions. Indeed, making sense of one’s
own slavery-like condition is particularly difficult from an external point of view, especially when it involves
a change of life of the subject involved because it is supposed that an alternative is known. However, such
perspective enriches the analysis and contributes to the understanding of such social reality. To comprehend
this additional element reference is made to the literature inspired by Bourdieu’s sociology, in particular
looking at his concept of symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1992; Bourdieu et al., 2000; Dick & Nadin, 2011;
Murphy & Esposito, 2002; Perrotta, 2014; Thapar-Bjorkert et al., 2016). According to this theoretical
framework, misrecognition of an objective reality, such as exploitation, is achieved through granting
legitimacy and acceptance to a specific social order, which comes to be seen as natural and common-sensical,
making the worker committed to exploitative labour conditions (Contestabile, 2021). Contrary to Marx’s false
consciousness!!, misrecognition is interpreted as harder to change because it is a construct made directly
from the ones who are exploited: there is no external influence that builds a false ideology, but the subjects
themselves see no alternative possibilities and would not easily shift from a vision to another. In any cases,
following the dominant rationale often brings concrete achievements and symbolic power to the exploited
people, such as honor or prestige, thus strengthening the existing social order (as from the perspectives of

Durkheim and Weber). An easy example are all the former slaves that gain authority and become managers

11 Marxist perspectives are analyzed later in the thesis, confronting with Bourdieu’s contribution.
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of the newcomers, from the whorehouse to the field camp. Yet, such new power remains what it is: a mere

concession of the master, still part of slavery and its social condition.

What gives rise to the process of naturalization, or normalization, is the somatization of social structure as
habitus. Habitus is defined by Bourdieu as the internalization of the external social conditions to which that
specific individual belongs (Bourdieu, 1992; Bourdieu et al., 2000): managers and workers understand their
social position to be the natural consequence of their own choices and merits. Habitus is the duty of “playing
with the rules”, accepting the order of things and taking responsibility on yourself, making marginalization
and vulnerability something given and not changeable (Lynam & Cowley, 2007). Attached to this, comes the
associated system of choices, opportunities and capital: what is called symbolic capital. Thus, symbolic
violence is the process through which social advantages and disadvantages are understood as consequences
of one own’s choices, generating systemic self-exclusion!? and misrecognition. In other words, symbolic
violence is a kind of domination exercised upon an agent with his or her complicity (Murphy & Esposito,
2002), a gentle invisible form of violence (Thapar-Bjorkert et al., 2016). When the worker works more than
legally established, symbolic violence translates it into added value for the labour market, making sense of
exploitative conditions. Forced agricultural workers can believe their pay needs to be low because of the
economic competition of the sector in which they work and that the piece rate paying system is the only
possible one. However, exploitation should not be seen as a natural consequence of the economy, to which
people need to conform, but as a wrong set of practices and an unfair distribution of opportunities typical of
one economic system. Of course, people, in our case migrant, are active agents in the social order and act as
they do because of some reasons (Perrotta, 2014): income difference between the host and the origin
country may make exploitative conditions worth it. Moreover, the structural dynamics of immigration control
policies set strict conditions for staying without the possibility to negotiate better opportunities, so that you
are forced to make sense of a social order that cannot be changed. Therefore, the migrant comes to see
himself or herself as a good worker, which could gain, indeed truly, by obeying to the exploitative logic and
acquire more symbolic power. It is an entirely new socialization of the individual that comes both from other
individuals and from institutionalized practices, where subordination is explained according to existing
hegemonic symbols. Referring to this, Murphy and Esposito underline the importance of language and the

possibility to analyze symbolic violence through it*?

. The example of violence on women can help us to better
understand the phenomenon of beaten women that justify violence, precisely because of their socialization
that cannot change if they are trapped into disempowerment, marginalization or dependency. They

experienced violence because did not conform to hegemonic culture, being it the values and norms of a

12 5ocial exclusion is different from marginalization, as exposed in the paragraph 2.2.
13 Using this approach is risky because cultures are always evolving and heterogeneous. What emerges in discourses
and language can either be part of symbolic violence or an autonomous evolution of a culture. A baseline level, such
as horizontal human rights adherence, together with a case-by-case analysis are necessary.
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patriarchal society which must be recognized as such. Similarly, the situation of slave cannot change until
they do not recognize the true nature of exploitation and escape the vicious cycle leading to modern slavery:
in fact, interventions against slavery promote education against disempowerment, reintegration in the
community against dependency and marginalization, as well as giving socio-economic security and respect

of the rule of law to avoid causal variables of both micro and macro nature (Ramburn et al., 2018).

A different interesting contribution from the literature (Bales & Robbins, 2001; Kralova, 2015; Patterson,
1982) proposes the concept of social death which describes how a victim of modern slavery sees the end of
his own culture and history, no matter if the situation is permanent or temporary. It is more than the total
absence of leisure time, extensive working hours or short sleeping time (Buller et al., 2015), reflecting a total
dimension of disempowerment and incapacity to act. It may be connected to a territorialization of the victim,
which sees his or her life bound to that place of work (Stoyanova, 2012) and the removal of the protection
from his family, kin, community or nation of origin. The concept of social death can be traced back to the ‘60,
when it was firstly used to describe part of the process surrounding death, specifically the treatment from
relatives and friends, as opposed to the biological definition of death (Kralova, 2015). When it was first used
in the context of slavery research (Patterson, 1982) it was meant to underline the loss of connections with
one’s own past, cultural heritage, symbolic instruments and sense of belonging. Interestingly, the author
underlines also the elimination of cross-generational links, meaning the impossibility for a slave to determine
the destiny of one’s own children and community. Generally, three elements are associated to social death
(Krdlova, 2015): loss of social identity (meant as the self-understanding in relation to other people), loss of
social connectedness and loss associated with the disintegration of the body, where social non-existence
reduces the person just to a “body to feed” with no interactions with others. Indeed, losing social roles as
well as sociality, being outside the law as a non-existing phantom in relation to public authorities, being
stigmatized or segregated are all elements that describe a sort of non-person that is alone, forgotten and
vulnerable, as the modern slave is. It produces a sense of hopeless and self-distrust. The socially dead is
segregated in both time and space from society and thus dehumanized, becoming right-less in relation to the
public sphere which ignores and exclude the subject, neglecting his needs and not acknowledging his life
experiences (Elsrud, 2020). Remarkably, some (Kralova, 2015) underlines how social death is a concept

present into the genocide studies where a culture is meant to be destroyed as a whole.

However, the researcher must take into consideration an additional question that is wheter the slave is happy
in his or her condition. In this issue, the focus is not on the subjective perception of exploitation but on the
conceptual idea of well-being that is adopted. In the writing of Amartya Sen (Burns, 2016), utilitarianism is
attacked because too focus only on the subjective experience without giving any value to the sense of
freedom, i.e. the objective part of well-being that should not be left aside. Thus, differently from utilitarian

authors, Sen thinks that well-being is not only subjective (feeling happy) but also encompasses liberty, making
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happiness a necessary but not sufficient condition for well-being. Liberty is seen as the capacity or
substantive opportunity for individuals to pursue choices and actions that they consider valuable. A good
quality of life is not only a matter of achievements but also of what one had the opportunity to choose from.
Freedom is seen as a necessary but not sufficient condition for well-being as freedom does not guarantee a
subjective sense of happiness. Sen does argue that people can adapt being “happy slaves”**, but they may

not want to.

All three approaches hereby proposed are linked by the concept of empowerment as a theoretical opposite.
Empowerment may lead to erase misrecognition and habitus, erase an environment of social death and bring
freedom to a happy slave that did not choose to be so. By increasing resources and agency, promoting a
stronger capacity to freely choose among different opportunities, people can achieve and tend towards
better results, in terms of quality of life and labour conditions, that previously did not consider. Indeed, the
thesis proposes disempowerment as part of the social condition that characterizes modern slavery: when
migrant workers may freely exercise their agency, having alternative possibilities, as well as the capacity to
make choice and to achieve better conditions they can reshape their imaginary and break the

disempowerment that made them stuck into exploitation.

2.6 The logic of exploitation: Structuralist perspectives

Specific branches of literature reflect on the objective and systemic conditions of workers as a social group.
Within this rationale, the question focuses on the understanding of how a system of exploitation is historically
determined (labour regimes’ literature) and how it can work and be accepted on a macro sociological scale.
Mingione (Ciccia, 2015) defines labour regime as the “socially acceptable and spread form of work”, putting
the accent on the commodification of migrant labour. Others (Scott, 2017) believe that all commodified
labour should be ascribed to harmful labour, adopting an extensive definition of exploitation. The
employment relationship is put under scrutiny and analyzed in terms of labour purchasing as a commodity
in exchange of money (Lier, 2007). In this perspective, the consumeristic society pretends not to see the

systemic relation between low-cost goods and low-paid jobs, which are mainly done by migrant workers.

Marxist authors give a deep criticism of exploitation dynamics inside present-day capitalist economies. They
represent a valid source of interpretation, and their contribution is relevant to the present dissertation. The
first author that is presented is Tom Brass, whose analysis of exploitation being a constituent part of
capitalism is of deep interest (Brass, 2013). First of all, Brass uses the concept of unfree labour to indicate the

exploited worker. Unfree labour is connected to the idea of each individual’s labour power and the capacity

14 The concept of adaptation calls into account John Stuart Mill’s notion of contentment as opposed to happiness. Sen
does not follow this distinction, framing as well-being what Mill simply calls happiness.
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to sell it voluntary by selecting the most convenient offer on the labour market which is taken away by the
capitalistic employer to maximize his profits without due compensation. In Marxist words, unfree labour is
the dispossession of one’s own labour power. Coercion is not seen as a founding characteristic. The question
behind the whole analysis is if capitalism and unfree labour are in contrast, as part of the literature argues,
or not, actually feeding one another as Brass maintains. Citing former Marxist thinkers, for instance Karl

Kautsky, Brass asserts that unfree labour functions as a “labour reserve for the purpose of accumulation”.

Brass argues that capitalism, throughout its history, has avoided developing free labour especially where free
competition would lead to losses for the employers. Deproletarization, meaning the creation of unaware
mass of workers under no class consciousness and no organized union, is a strategy historically used by
employers in their struggle against the labour, or socialist, movement still in present days. It is apparent, the
author continues, during time of crisis because it affects the majority of the working population, while in
cases of normal economic conditions it hides involving mainly the most vulnerable and less visible sectors of
the working class. Historical examples are many, also in present times: in today’s India and Egypt, modern
farms ensure unfree labour conditions by using debt mechanisms of bounded labour to keep wages down.
Such dynamic shall not be regarded as archaic relations because they are still present in those modern
economic sectors: if debt was once used to separate farmers from the land they worked on, now it separates
workers from their labour power. Unfree labour is thus seen as a permanent character of economy, not as
something that the development of a more mature capitalism would erase: such wrong assumption is based
on a partial understanding of western development, Brass argues, where the need of a middle class to sustain
the demand of production is strong. Nowadays, globalization has changed such logic: an Indian or Egyptian
employer can produce goods to send to the west with no need of an internal national market. Workers are
indeed just a cost and no more part of the consumers. Framing such consideration under Marxist terms, it
can be stated the Keynesian development theory of bourgeois interest is no more actual. In this sense,
migration can be considered an additional element that keeps wages down to the advantage of the
employers of the host country: people in search of better economic condition, representing an attempt to
balance the world distribution of wealth, constitute a source of unfree economic workers in need to accept
low working conditions with high competition levels and the possibility to be blackmailed when illegally is
present (Boutang, 2002). Thus, peak season of migration represents the apex for low wages and eliminates
the risks of maintaining a permanent workforce that can develop class consciousness. On the other side, it
can be seen how relocation of industries to search for lower labour costs goes to the detriment of the workers
either of the country of origin and of the host country. In other words, the western employer gets the best
of globalization, enjoying high prices and low costs, while third world workers enjoy the worst, and
developing countries are stuck into underdeveloped economies dependent from exploitation by the West,

the so-called super-exploitation (Higginbottom, 2010). This analysis is shared also by other authors (Ciccia,
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2015) that see migrant exploitation as a systemic form of labour that sustains the capitalistic economy and

the consumerist model.

The role of immigration into exploitation is also highlighted as a mean for value transfer (Probsting, 2015)
from poor to rich countries, where western economies enjoy no educational cost, no social or welfare cost,
while getting taxes or commissions (especially on remittances) and lower wages over the first two to three
migrant generations stably residing in their territory. Thus, migrants represent an oppressed layer of the
workforce, divided into external or internal surplus workforce. This factor is used to maintain exploitative
conditions in two ways: enhancing bottom-race working conditions with locals in need of working and
dividing the labour class into a downgraded and exploited group and a more protected segment of lower-
and middle-class workers that enjoy better conditions and bargaining power, through policies and union
representation. Happy migrant slaves are beneficial for wages to be kept low, producing racist views and an
artificial antagonism that is kept alive to the detriment of all society, but to the profit of exploitative

employers.

To better define what to consider unfree labour, Brass responds to what he considers theoretical fallacies:
first of all, consent is not a decisive element because it fails to recognize power imbalances. Secondly,
contract labour, or wage labour, is not equal to free labour, or hired labour. Indeed, the primary attribute of
free labour is the capacity to sell freely one’s own labour power, that means both to enter and to exit
contracts without limitations, therefore not comprehending those contracts, as exposed in the historical
paragraph above, used to bond workers not to freely sell their labour power. This is indeed the same of
mechanism of debt and leads to serfdom: failing to recognize such a distinction, even in cases of temporary

I”

contracts, leads to perceive bounded condition as a “normal” intense control over workers.

The development of Germany and the USA can show us how capitalism has tried to keep workers unfree. In
Germany, the Junkers landlords used contracts to reduce their workers capacity to freely sell their labour
power to the highest bidder. Conditions ranged from the prohibition to leave without permission and the
obligation, or expectation, for all the member of the family of a worker to work for free in the same company
or camp. Furthermore, many Poles were blackmailed because their permit of stay in Germany was dependent
on their condition of worker for that one specific employer. Brass states: “German/local workers were too
expensive and demanding for profitable conditions of the sector”. On the other hand, Frederick Douglass

describes us how the slavery system of the USA kept wages down for employers, creating a competition
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among all workers, slave or non-slave, based on slave wages®. Interestingly, one can notice how, at the time,

the North of the Union disfavor migration from the south to avoid social unrest.

Differently from authors like Wallerstein and Negri, Brass supports the idea that unfree labour is present also
in advanced capitalism countries, i.e. in the west or in the center of the capitalistic world and not only in its
periphery. Taking for granted the author’s logic, accepting the existence of exploitation into capitalistic
systems, the next question becomes to understand if capitalism tries or not to reproduce it. To better
understand, it shall be introduced the concept of primitive accumulation: the violent separation between
workers and the means of production, which happens before the historical phase of the bourgeois
revolutions, is deemed to become the norm during the development of capitalism. Inside primitive
accumulation is enshrined the idea of labour power selling and economic surplus for the employer. David
Harvey agrees on this idea, developing the concept of accumulation by dispossession, which underlines
exactly this separation between the capitalistic class of owners and the working class'®. Yet, Brass and Harvey
do not agree on the next stage of job relations: if the first calls for the development of proletarization and
class consciousness to be achieved with the struggle of unfree workers, Harvey is accused to wrongly believe
that dispossession (which Brass calls depeasantization, with a more historical perspective) per se produces
such awareness, being able to freely sell their labour power. In Brass’s logic, unfree labour and exploitation

is a tactic against proletarization, defined as the consciousness to be a social class and act as such?’.

The underneath logic is that “the replacement of existing workforce of free labour with unfree equivalents
gives rise/enhance capitalistic profitability”. Capital seeks to have the cheapest workforce and does not
willingly improve people’s conditions, which is historically brought by the process of proletarization, or class

consciousness. Unfree workers do not challenge the system because they lack class consciousness.

Focusing specifically on agriculture, Brass gives us a good example of how exploitation develops, based on
US and England realities from the 50s and 80s. These sectors see the presence of gang-masters,
intermediaries who administer and guide the unfree workforce. Their control extends to living conditions,
payment, hours and transportation, representing a point of reference for all workers that cannot be ignored

or disobeyed. Their function is to maximize profit for the true employer, the owner of the lands, and they

15 Two elements can be traced in this sentence: first of all, an explanation for racist feelings among white poor workers,
uneducated and detached from class-consciousness. In the second place, we can notice again how chattel slavery
historically relates to modern slavery, which eventually became the norm later in time.
16 Brass accuses Harvey of lack of clarity when he frames accumulation as imperialism in the periphery of the world and
as privatization in the core regions of the west.
7 Following this reasoning, Brass does not take into consideration alternative economic systems, always searching for
intra-ethnic class perspective, pushing critics to accuse him of eurocentrism. Indeed, the author deconstructs collective
properties, for instance in south American contexts, searching for the presence or absence of the liberty to sell one’s
own labour-power. In this light, Marxist always see people as workers, not peasant, with the aim of proletarization and
not re-peasantization.
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also enjoy competition among themselves. Such system, apparently pre-capitalistic, is on the contrary still
present today in Europe and favored by the economic dynamics of the food sector and supermarkets that
keeps prices of products low. Gang-masters are the instrument to coerce and exploit the unfree workers:
coercion takes the form housing, kinsfolk free labour, debt, menace of deportation or physical threats, while
temporary contracts protect the system from total illegality and hide the true working conditions. The State
approach is indeed focused on the binomial legality/illegality and the common sense justifies low wages with
the production mechanisms inherent to the agricultural sector and the selling of its products in supermarkets.
This is a permanent and well-functioning economic reality which is not pre-capitalistic, nor a medieval or
feudal context-specific violation of the law, nor a benign or voluntary practice, but the structural nature of
an entire economic sector that makes the interest of consumers, supermarkets and, ultimately, of the capital

itself. Thus, Brass theories are proven.

Adding on systemic contemporary labour market features, specific attention is worthily given to the issue of
flexibility (Scott, 2017). It is connected to the Bordieuan concept of flexploitation, a hyper-exploitation that
appears embedded in the present but at the same time exploits the future (harming the social relations of
the worker) and damages the possibilities of single individuals. Even if such notion is usually applied on the
general labour force, it still constitutes a valid concept for understanding modern-day mechanisms of
exploitation for migrant workers, drawing a linkage between the notion of de-proletarization, precarity and
informalization (Wood, 2020). Wood analyzes flexibility farther than work-life balance and well-being,
connecting it to power and control, similarly to Scott (see below). In his analysis, scheduling increasingly
becomes a means of exploitation and control over a postindustrial workforce trapped in an imbalanced
labour relation with the employers®®. Paid work must be analyzed as a power relationship. Arguably, flexibility
reflects a tendency, begun in 2000s, of employing on-demand workers making use of new technologies.
Flexible scheduling is used to punish or upgrade workers and to enforce discipline, thus controlling them in
a subtle way. This is an example of the importance of obscuring exploitation in front of the workers (see
paragraph 2.5). However, it does not mean that workers are not aware and do not possess capacity and forms

of resistance, such as sabotage or unionization.

Thus, such historically determined system of exploitation is set and maintained®®, but the question becomes

to understand how such system of exploitation is secured in society. If authors like Marx consider it granted

18 Wood, citing Burawoy, argues that the concept of hegemony owns less despotic work environment, while modern-
day despotism on-demand does not, relying more on arbitrary power of managers.
19 Even if not the subject of the present dissertation, it is interesting to highlight a parallel between these Marxist
literatures and feminist ones, where capitalism/patriarchy oppress workers/women while awareness raising (class
consciousness/empowerment) is the basic to all forms of resistance to rebalance power relationships (on workplace/in
society) and combat exploitative cultural assumptions and its acceptance (Glaab, 2018).
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simply by the use of force and the need to have an income, Polanyi (Scott, 2017) underlines the role of harm?°

as a fundamental element since the industrial revolution, strong enough to relocate people and change their
life balances according to the need of surplus exploitation of employers. The issue of labour is analyzed in
terms of control over the workforce, overlapping this image with the linear function of exploitation: more
control and more exploitation both correspond to chattel slavery. Scott drives the threshold of exploitation
where a worker can no longer realize himself or herself outside the labour, growing interest and social
relations. Personal agency of an empowered and self-reliant worker is hereby balanced against social control
exercised over labour. Scott argues that control, either direct within the workplace or indirect inside society,
can become so intense and harmful to constitute an element of exploitation also inside legal limitations,
involving modern technologies, mobbing, extreme self-impositions, social expectations (work cultures), debt
and even structural dynamics like precarity and labour market intermediaries. Capitalistic societies exercise
control over the labour force by harmful practices in order to provide itself with profit made by exploitation.
Those harmful practices are disguised and subtle, as they work better and are more difficult to combat. As
shown below, this rationale overlaps with the concept of mystification (Burawoy, 2012). Solutions to harm
are depicted both from public policies and law and from modifications to capitalistic structures, empowering
unions and redistributing power in the labour relation (Scott, 2017). Other authors (Burawoy, 2012) farther
elaborate on this element, focusing on the presence of subjective experiences, acceptance and individual
positive attitudes toward the job tasks. Burawoy begins his analysis underling Antonio Gramsci’s concept of
hegemony and false consciousness. Indeed, the Italian thinker recognizes that unaware workers participate
in the capitalistic economy and have no ability to criticize it, being subaltern to it (Smith, 2010)2!. The
workplace?? socializes workers to its functioning and distributes rewards to those who better conform. Such
a game, as Burawoy calls it, is made by rules that all society accepts and recognize®. This is what Gramsci
calls hegemony, of a class over the other (Gramsci, 1971, 1975). Consent is produced around a certain kind
of society, also thank to partial correction (unionism), rewards and somebody’s success. Thus, Gramsci
operationalized exploitation with images such as the subalternity and oppression. Subalternity applies to that
groups with no political power inside society (Smith, 2010) and are therefore dominated by the social class
that leads society (the bourgeoisie). Exploitation is a category of oppression, and consciousness is what

makes it possible to drive the hegemony of a system. To break subalternity, the dominated need to take

20 As said, harm is hereby considered either physical, psychological or social-communal, in the sense of degrading
social relations and interests.
21 In Gramsci, subalternity is not only pictured for the working class, but also for those who do not experience political
power in the globalized world, because marginalized on any ground. Subalternity is anyhow rooted in the economic
nature of capitalism and it would be incorrect to consider it only culturally, as it is often misused in Anglo-American
literature (Liguori, 2011).
22 Gramsci speaks of the factory, referring to post-Fordist societies.
23 This framing of a game resembles Weber’s analysis of job satisfaction, as well as elements of Durkheim sense of
belonging.
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charge, reflect on themselves and start to critic social dynamics (Liguori, 2011). The subalterns do not possess
the capacity to analyze this dimension, because they lack consciousness and the capacity to contextualize
historical mechanisms and comprehend them. What can be added to Gramsci is Bourdieu’s idea of
misrecognition, already highlighted above. Using symbolic power, such society is internalized into habitus
and is accepted by each individual in it. Bourdieu goes from objective truth to subjective truth, making people
socialized into it the least possible to develop awareness and class consciousness, in Marxist terminology. It
is a complete reversal of the socialist revolutionary logic. The habitus of people, such as of migrants or women
in Bourdieu’s example, makes them totally submitted to exploitative conditions. Only unsocialized and
educated young people may resist to it. Importantly, misrecognition extensively relies over individual
preferences and does not recognize, according to Burawoy, the true value of hegemony, as vehiculated by
social relations. However, adding to hegemony and correcting misrecognition, this last author proposes the
concept of mystification as a necessary step for hegemony to deliver social domination. In his analysis,
Burawoy considered the experience of State Socialism after 1989. In particular, he underlines how such
socialist system produced more dissent than consent concerning the issue of surplus appropriation. In a
capitalistic society, surplus is appropriated by employers, but workers did consent to it, because recognized
as a fundamental part of the economic mechanism. On the contrary, in socialist societies, surplus is taken by
the State “for the benefit of all”, which however did not correspond with the everyday life experience. Actual
exploitation is not mystified with success. With Bourdieu’s misrecognition both socialist and capitalistic
societies would have experience socialization, failing to distinguish between the historically victorious
capitalistic model and the failure of State socialism. Mystification in capitalistic society is therefore better
achieved using social relations and processes, without falling into the theoretical trap of the over socialized

man of Bourdieu.

Looking to the problem of how to develop awareness or consciousness, Gramsci underlines the need of a
political party to develop alternative hegemony, while Bourdieu would underline the need to disrupt the
habitus of marginalized classes (through empowerment). Gramsci believes in the possibility for the
marginalized and subalterns to become hegemonic by conquering political power, while Bourdieu has a more
pessimistic and conservative vision of social change. Burawoy’s concept of mystification runs more towards

Gramsci’s understanding, favorable to social change.

2.7 Migration and networks

To understand the role of migration in favoring vulnerability to exploitation, it is useful for the reader to
consider basic notions from sociology of migration. In the present paper, migration is not analyzed per se but

as a factor that explains possible vulnerabilities to labour exploitation and modern slavery, part of which is

34



already exposed in the previous paragraphs over exploitation and in the following paragraphs over the legal
framework. However, it is useful to give a brief picture over the themes and reasonings of sociology of
migration. Generally (Ambrosini, 2005), this stream of sociology poses the attention over push and pull
factors such as forms of economic needs in the host country and contacts in the destination country.
Dependency theories underline how inequality pushes workers to migrate towards better living and earning
conditions, linked to the idea of a secondary labour market that exploits less protected workers, migrants in
particular. Micro perspectives have highlighted the role of familiar strategies in combating poverty as well as
personal preferences. Ethnic and households’ networks mediate and adds explanatory power to such macro

or micro approaches, underling the importance of those elements in shaping choices and opportunities.

Households are central to understand vulnerabilities in migration since they vehiculate expectations and
migratory mandates. Transnational family ties are at the center of recent literature (Baldassar & Merla, 2014)
that argues for the existence of asymmetric reciprocity (between who leaves and the family that remains),
posing the attention over the need to favor communication and proximity for a better understanding and
well-being of both sides, arguably reducing vulnerabilities and stress. Such literature shall not only focus on
transnational female migrant workforce and consider different situations of family separation, as first sons

or young fathers.

Moreover, part of the literature focuses on the importance of networks?* and social capital, underlining the
strong role of ethnic niches in distributing information especially relevant for the job market, vehiculating
solidarity, identity, norms, jobs and educational opportunities (Carl Bankston, 2014; Xu & Jordan, 2016).
Social connections are seen as assets that can translate into positive capitals or into adaptation and
exploitative opportunities. Enclaves are examples of closed migrant communities that create parallel
economies, often exploitative or marginalized, such as camps (Carl Bankston, 2014). Adaptation is particularly
negative for migrant workers, stuck into underprivileged settings with a limited access to resources and
opportunities provided by the network. Thus, ethnic professional specialization happens into low wages jobs

while upward mobility is rare for first generations members with limited educational opportunities.

In general, migration and labour exploitation have always been framed as issues of integration into the labour
market (Ambrosini, 2005), and while some argue for an assimilationist views of growing integration into the
formal labour market across generations, Marxist authors (and structuralists more in general) sustain the

idea of the reserve army of labour (Amelina & Horvath, 2017). Other authors describe a segmentation of

2 The concept of groupism has come under scrutiny with the accusation to essentialize cultures, without due attention
to specific attributes that constitute a group in a certain space and time (Brubaker, 2003). Attention must be given to
the element unifying a community for a specific purpose, such as cultural idioms or organizational habits. Concrete
example are a common language or interests (on the labour market). Groups need to be distinguished from categories,
underling that a group needs mutual recognition, interaction and communication, while belonging to the same category
of something is only a possibility to form a group (Brubaker, 2002).

35



labour market among standard jobs (for natives) and marginalized ones for migrants (Amelina & Horvath,
2017). Additionally, some perspectives focus on migrants’ entrepreneurship over different generations, but
it does not concern victims of exploitation. More recent literature underlines the linkage between
exploitation and ethnic belongings (Ceccagno, 2017). Ceccagno analyzes the Italian Chinese community in
Prato and deeply describes the process of ethnicization of the workforce. This is described as an efficient
channel to select vulnerable workers, to exclude others and more easily administer an ethnic homogeneous
group. The last characteristic is the reason why contractors, employers, or intermediaries usually follow
ethnic lines when selecting the workforce. However, the author notes, ethnic groupism evolves according to
local peculiarities, becoming a multi-layer embeddedness: narratives of stereotypical job abilities come into
place in the host country, which is the subject setting cultural expectations and excluding others. Chinese
people become hard workers, Africans become good farmhands, etcetera, mixing standards of the origin
cultures with expectation from the host country. A further element is connected to space and time: in
Ceccagno’s experience time is colonized as much as possible, even if the author does not recall the idea of
social death. Workers are exploited for long hours, have few moments to rest and basically no time for
leisure. It reminds of Harvey’s idea of time compression. On the other hand, space is compressed into a stasis
where the workplace is the only place one visits except his or her house. The only exception is the intra-firm
mobility where employers exchange workers for a limited time of low workload to share the most trusted
ones and help themselves. The private space doesn’t exist, and families may also live or work for the same
employer or be separated for most of the day, sending children to private school with long hours, as in the

case of the Chinese community in Prato.
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3. INTRODUCTORY SETTINGS

3.1 Quantitative estimates

Given the fact that the modern slavery is a hidden phenomenon by its own nature and that modern slavery
definitions are fragmented, it is hard to provide reliable estimates of modern slavery practices (Weitzer,
2015). In the literature (Patterson & Zhuo, 2018), various techniques are present to estimate the population
of modern slaves as well as different administrative records that are particularly used specifically to detect
human trafficking, being it the particularly salient in States’ actions. However, important limitations of
representativeness arise in this last field too (Savona & Stefanizzi, 2007; Weitzer, 2015), adding the additional
problem of the presence of different national definitions from criminal law, creating a serious lack of
homogeneity in data, up to the point where such measurements become in reality an indicator of how much

efforts a State put into fighting trafficking and nothing more.

One of the few global estimates tells us that around 40.3 million people in the world are held nowadays
slaves (Figure 2), considering forced labors together with forced marriage and other similar violations
(Alliance 8.7, 2017). Such number was provided in 2017 by the ILO and the Minderoo Foundation’s Walk Free
initiative (Walk Free), a private entity that developed the Global Slavery Index (GSl). According to their
collaboration, 24.9 million are forced workers, while 15.4 are trapped in forced marriage: overall 73% are

female and % are minors.
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FIGURE 2: Regional prevalence of modern slavery (per 1.000 population), by region and category (Alliance 8.7, 2017).

If considering victims inside the industry of manufacturing, domestic work or agriculture, debt bondage
makes up 70% of cases, while it drops to 51% on the overall 40.3 million. Yet, this calculation only considers
international cases, leaving aside slavery inside one’s own country, as well as in regions where data are no
available, or more hidden forms, such as child soldiers. Anyhow, the picture in general provides a useful

description of which are the job sectors that mostly welcome forced labour: domestic work (% of the total),
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construction, manufacturing, agriculture and fishing. Males are mostly exploited in hard working jobs (with
an increasing percentage: agriculture, forestry and fishing, wholesale and trade, manufacturing,
construction, begging, mining and quarrying). 16 million are exploited by the private economy (57.6 %
women, mostly in domestic work), 4.8 by sexual industry and 4.1 by States (work for purposes of economic
development, military used for various jobs, etc.). Coercion takes mostly the form of non-payment of wages,
threat of violence, actual violence and threat of violence to the family. Sexual exploitation accounts for 4.8
million victims, 21% of which are children, mostly in the Asian region. Africa is the region that sees the highest
presence of general modern slavery situations, but when considering only forced labour, it is Asia and the
Pacific region that becomes the most affected area. Unfortunately, the report does not truly divide the data

among regions, so it is hard to provide a clear profile of the exploited victim of each region.

More recent estimations come from the 2018 GSI?®, where the Minderoo Foundation’s Walk Free initiative
used the data from 2017 adding few more national representative surveys, with the intention to focus more
on western countries (Walk Free Foundation, 2018). Here violations have been better described and even if
western countries appear to have quite strong normative protections, areas of interventions are still present
at the margins of society, where people’s vulnerability is high. Specifically in Europe and central Asia, the
report finds 3.590.000 estimated people in slavery, representing 9% of total world slaves, dividing the
number between a 91% in forced labour (comprehending prostitution) and 9% in forced marriage (the lowest
of the world). Debt bondage traps 36% of the victims of forced labour, with a higher proportion of them being
men. Turkmenistan, Belarus and Macedonia are the countries that see the highest prevalence of modern

slavery, while in absolute numbers, Russia, Tur