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Most of the literature on modern-day slavery focuses on women and children as 
victims of the sex industry. This disproportionate emphasis on sexual exploitation has 
resulted in conflation of the term trafficking with prostitution, which has led to an 
understanding of human trafficking issues as separate from other workplace abuses that 
amount to slavery. By exploring modern-day slavery in the Southeast Asian fishing 
industry, this paper may fill a research gap within the study of human trafficking as 
well as sharpen our awareness of slavery practices, not only in the sex industry, but 
also in workplaces like fishing vessels and seafood processing factories. This paper 
will argue that the proximity of modern slavery to sexual exploitation and the lack of 
differentiation between smuggling and trafficking crime has led to the ignorance of 
contemporary slavery practices in other sectors. 
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I. Introduction

Modern-day slavery is omnipresent and connects directly to our lives, spanning from 
clothing and entertainments to the food industry.1 The 2015 US State Department’s 
Trafficking in Persons (“TIP”) Report estimated that around 27 million men, women, 
and children have become victims of modern-day slavery in its various forms, 
including sex trafficking, debt bondage, forced labor, and child exploitation.2 If 
including other estimations, there are likely around 45 million people living in slave-
like conditions, double the TIP’s prediction.3 We may never know the actual number 
because the practice of modern-day slavery is hidden under the blanket of ignorance, 
concealed by a widespread assumption that it was eradicated from our society 
hundreds of years ago. 

In modern times, slavery has been covered up under at least two different forms: 
labor contracts and prostitution. These practices have been transformed into a subtle 
form of oppression and servitude under different names. In the most extreme case, 
however, chattel slavery is still openly practiced and has become a backbone for the 
survival of many businesses such as mining, plantation and agriculture, construction, 
coal, and, notoriously, fishing industry.

Why does slavery still exist in the modern world? How could it be possible that 
45 million people are living in slavery right now? In answering these questions, 
Kevin Bales, a leading specialist in this field, proposed three primary explanations: (1) 
the exponential growth of the world population, which provides “a glut of potential 
slaves”; (2) post-colonial modernity, which has created dramatic economic and social 
changes such as political conflicts, natural disasters, and economic inequality, causing 
a complex humanitarian crisis; and (3) corruption, especially among state officials like 
police and immigration officers.4 

Utilizing Bales’ framework, my research will engage in a forgotten story of 
modern-day slavery: the fishing industry in Southeast Asia, particularly in Thailand. 
Even though these practices have existed for decades, they are still relatively 

1 As of 2012, there were around 139 goods from 75 countries produced by child and forced labor. See The US DepT. 
of Labor, LiST of GooDS proDUceD by chiLD Labor or forceD Labor (2016), available at https://www.dol.gov/sites/
default/files/documents/ilab/reports/child-labor/findings/TVPRA_Report2016.pdf (last visited on Mar. 4, 2018).

2 TIP Report 2015, available at https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/245365.pdf (last visited on Mar. 5, 2018).
3 See Global Slavery Index, available at http://www.globalslaveryindex.org/findings (last visited on Mar. 5, 2018). 

Another organization like Polaris and ILO has different estimation by mentioning around 20 million victims of modern-
day slavery.

4 See, e.g., K. baLeS, enDinG SLavery 14-6 (2000).
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