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Author’s Preface

The Room





She was adjusting the cloth on her fingers when I walked in.

Not proper bandages — strips of torn fabric, wound tight around the tips. She held one end with her teeth and pulled with her free hand, quick and automatic, the way you do something you have done a hundred times without thinking about it. Then she went back to work.

It was late afternoon in southern Bangladesh. Not Dhaka proper — the industrial belt outside, where the factories thin into low concrete blocks and dirt roads and the city’s logic starts to fray. The building was three storeys, unfinished at the top, rebar rising from the roof like rusted teeth. Inside, the light was dim even at this hour — long rows of fluorescent tubes, some flickering, some dead, the floor a grey that had once been clean and now held years of oil and thread and sweat pressed into the concrete.

The smell stays with you. Hot fabric. Machine oil. Damp concrete. And underneath it all, something faintly sour — not rot, not quite — just bodies in sustained heat, over long hours, over many years.

The noise was constant. Hundreds of sewing machines, an industrial hum layered with sharp metallic clacking. You had to lean close to hear someone speak. Overhead fans moved the hot air in slow, useless circles.

The line should have stopped earlier. It hadn’t.

She was small — not fragile, just compact, contained. Mid-twenties, maybe. It’s always hard to tell. She wore a faded green salwar kameez, the cuffs dark where they’d brushed against machines all day. When she looked up at me, her expression wasn’t curiosity, and it wasn’t quite interest — it was the flat, practised assessment of someone weighing whether I was a problem, a use, or neither.

• • •

We spoke later, in a back room — just a smaller space with fewer machines and a door that didn’t quite close. A supervisor had been hovering, not aggressively, just present, close enough to shape whatever conversation might happen. Without him, she spoke quietly. Not because she was afraid of me. Because she was used to speaking in a way that didn’t carry.

I asked how long she’d been working there. She gave a number that didn’t quite line up with her age.

I asked about hours. She shrugged — not dismissively, but in the way you shrug at a question that doesn’t have a meaningful answer.

Then I asked — as part of the standard process, the checklist that structures these conversations — whether she could leave. She didn’t answer for a long moment. She looked at me properly, for the first time, and then she smiled — not warmly, not ironically, just a small contained expression that said you already know the answer to that.

Then she said something I have not forgotten in the years since. Not who will pay me. What she said was: if I go, who will pay?

• • •

There were things I knew that she didn’t. I knew where the garments were going — European brands, Australian retailers, American chains. I knew the retail prices and the margins. I knew that the audit reports on this factory — clean, structured, compliant — would not reflect this room, or this hour, or the strips of fabric she used instead of bandages. I knew that even if this factory was flagged, production would shift. Not stop. It never stops.

I knew, and this is the part that sits heaviest, that nothing I did that day would materially change her situation. Not really. Not soon.

What she knew that I didn’t was simpler, and harder. She knew exactly how replaceable she was. She knew the informal rules of the place — who you can speak to, when you can slow down, how far you can push before something breaks. She knew the cost of a mistake. Not abstractly. Practically.

When she smiled at my question — can you leave — she wasn’t being contemptuous. She was being accurate. The concept of leaving, as I had framed it, didn’t belong to her world. I had brought the wrong language into the room.

• • •

I don’t know what happened to her.

That is the honest answer, and after twenty-five years it is an answer I have had to make my peace with. There were follow-ups. Reports. Pressure applied in the way it always is — incremental, negotiated, diluted by the time it arrives. Maybe conditions improved slightly. Maybe hours were adjusted on paper. Maybe the factory closed and reopened under a different name two kilometres away.

Not knowing has stopped being an anomaly. It has become the baseline.

Early in a career like this, you tell yourself that the accumulation of cases means progress. That each intervention stacks, that the work compounds, that you are building toward something. Later, you understand that the system is better at absorbing intervention than you are at delivering it. The woman with the wrapped fingers is not an exception to a generally improving story. She is the story.

Different country, different sector — fishing boat off the Thai coast, domestic apartment in the Gulf, construction site in Qatar — but the same quiet logic underneath it all.

Work that cannot stop. People who cannot leave. And a global economy that depends on both being true at the same time.

• • •

There are, according to the most recent authoritative estimate, fifty million people living in conditions of modern slavery on any given day. Fifty million. More than were taken from the African continent during the entire four centuries of the transatlantic slave trade. The number has not fallen since I began this work. It has risen.

This book is not about that number. Numbers of this scale do a strange thing to the human mind — they produce not outrage but a kind of cognitive shutdown, a helplessness in the face of an abstraction too large to feel. This book is about the woman in the room. And about why the room exists. Not in Bangladesh specifically, not in garment factories specifically — but why a world that has formally, legally, universally declared slavery to be among the worst things one human being can do to another has managed to produce more of it than at any point in recorded history.

The answer is not that we are uniquely evil. It is not that the criminals are too sophisticated or the governments too corrupt or the supply chains too complex. The answer is at once simpler and harder to live with.

We have declared slavery universally wrong. We have built a world that generates it at industrial scale. And we have told ourselves precisely the stories we needed to tell to avoid noticing the distance between those two facts.

This book is about those stories. There are six of them. Each one is a wall. By the last page, every wall will have been demolished — not so that you feel guilty, but so that you cannot claim, as I could not claim standing in that room in Bangladesh, that you didn’t know.

You do know. You have always known, in the way that civilisations know things they have decided not to act on.

The question this book asks — the only question that matters — is what you do with that knowledge now.

Brian Iselin
Brussels, 2026



Chapter Zero

The Paradox





Every civilisation in history has practised slavery. This is not a controversial claim. It is simply true, in the way that few large claims about human history are simply true. Mesopotamia practised it. Egypt practised it. Greece — the civilisation we credit with inventing democracy, philosophy, and the foundational concepts of Western ethics — built its golden age on the labour of enslaved people who outnumbered free citizens in some city-states. Athens at its cultural peak, the Athens of Socrates and Pericles, was a society in which perhaps one in three people was the property of another. Rome practised it at a scale that shaped the entire Mediterranean economy for five centuries; at the empire's height, historians estimate that enslaved people constituted between thirty and forty percent of the Italian population. China, India, the pre-Columbian Americas, the kingdoms of West Africa, the caliphates of the Islamic world — all practised it. Slavery is not a stain on an otherwise admirable human story. It is woven through the fabric of every complex society human beings have ever constructed.

For most of that history, no significant moral case was made against it. We tend to assume that the people of the past knew, on some level, that slavery was wrong — that they practised it despite their conscience, suppressing a guilt they could not quite articulate. The historical record offers no support for this assumption.

Aristotle — whose ethical framework still underpins much of Western moral philosophy, whose logic still structures our arguments about justice and virtue — argued explicitly in his Politics that some human beings were natural slaves: people constitutionally suited to serve others, incapable of the rational self-governance that defined full humanity. The natural slave, in Aristotle's framework, benefited from enslavement in the same way that a body benefits from being governed by a mind — the superior element providing structure and direction to the inferior one. This was not a fringe position advanced by a moral monster. It was the considered view of the most rigorous philosophical mind of the ancient world, and it reflected the common sense of his civilisation. Plato reached similar conclusions by a different route. Cicero, writing four centuries later, concurred.

The Greeks were not suppressing a guilty conscience about slavery. They had reasoned their way to a justification of it that they found entirely satisfactory. The institution required no justification in the modern sense — no apology, no euphemism, no elaborate legal machinery to render it invisible. It simply was, the way the seasons simply were: a feature of the natural order, unremarkable and unquestioned.

What changed was not, first, the moral reality of slavery. What changed was the story powerful people told about it.

The shift began — haltingly, partially, in ways that took centuries to produce any practical consequence — with the religious traditions that insisted on the spiritual equality of all human beings. Christianity, in its early formulations, declared that in the eyes of God there was neither slave nor free. Islam prescribed the manumission of enslaved people as an act of piety. These were not abolitionist positions — both traditions were, in practice, recruited to justify slavery as often as to challenge it — but they planted an idea that would eventually prove incompatible with the practice they initially tolerated: the idea that the person who could be owned was, in some fundamental sense, a person.

The Enlightenment gave that idea a secular vocabulary. Natural rights, human dignity, the self-evident truth that all men are created equal — these were the intellectual weapons that the abolitionist movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries turned against the institution of slavery. And between roughly 1780 and 1900, in a sequence of legal acts spread across the Atlantic world, chattel slavery was formally abolished. Britain abolished the slave trade in 1807 and slavery itself in 1833. France abolished it in its colonies in 1848. The United States, at the cost of 620,000 lives, abolished it in 1865. Brazil, the last major holdout, abolished it in 1888.

By 1948, the transformation was complete enough that the United Nations could include in its Universal Declaration of Human Rights, ratified by virtually every government on earth, a statement so unambiguous it required only eleven words: No one shall be held in slavery or servitude. Every government on earth has since reaffirmed that commitment through subsequent treaties, protocols, and conventions. The International Labour Organization's Forced Labour Convention has been ratified by 179 countries. The UN Protocol against Trafficking in Persons has been adopted by 178 states.

The moral consensus is total. The legal framework is universal. We are the first civilisation in human history to have achieved this.

There are currently fifty million people living in slavery.

Sit with that for a moment. Not the number — the number is too large to sit with, and we will return to why that is. Sit with the structure of what has just been described.

Every previous civilisation that practised slavery did so without the moral consensus that it was wrong. The slaveholders of Athens, of Rome, of the antebellum American South — they operated within intellectual frameworks that either justified slavery explicitly or did not seriously interrogate it. They were not hypocrites in the strict sense. Hypocrites profess one thing and do another. The classical slaveholder professed exactly what he did.

We are something new in human history. We have achieved universal moral consensus that slavery is among the worst things one human being can do to another — and we have simultaneously produced more enslaved people than at any point in the four thousand years of recorded history during which every civilisation practised it openly and without apology.

This is not a failure of the moral consensus. It is not a gap between our ideals and our practice that more education, more enforcement, more good intentions will eventually close. It is something more interesting and more disturbing than that.

It is the moral consensus working exactly as designed: as the story we tell ourselves to make the practice invisible.

We are the first civilisation to have abolished slavery in law and industrialised it in practice. We are also the first to have needed an entire apparatus of self-deception to live with that fact. The self-deception is not a side effect. It is the point.


WHAT ABOLITION ACTUALLY DID

To understand how we arrived here, we need to understand what abolition actually was — and what it was not.

The abolitionist movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were genuine moral achievements. The people who campaigned, organised, petitioned, and in some cases died to end the transatlantic slave trade were acting from authentic moral conviction, often at significant personal cost, against entrenched economic and political power. What they achieved was real and should not be diminished.

But abolition, in practice, eliminated the legal mechanism of slavery — the right to own a person as property — while leaving largely intact the economic incentive that had produced slavery in the first place: the desire for human labour at the lowest possible cost. And because the economic incentive remained, the system immediately began generating new mechanisms to satisfy it.

The British case is instructive in its specifics. The 1833 Slavery Abolition Act came with a £20 million compensation payment — roughly £2.4 billion in today's money. This payment went not to the enslaved people who had been freed, but to the slaveholders who had lost their property. The formerly enslaved received nothing except an obligation: they were required to continue working for their former owners, unpaid, for a further four to six years under an 'apprenticeship' system that bore a strong structural resemblance to the institution that had just been abolished. The economic relationship continued. Only the legal label changed. The British government paid the debt it felt it owed not to the people whose freedom it was acknowledging but to the people whose property it was confiscating — a choice that tells us, with documentary precision, exactly whose interests the abolition was designed to protect.

In the United States, the Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery 'except as a punishment for crime' — a clause that was immediately and systematically exploited. Within years of emancipation, Southern states had enacted Black Codes that criminalised unemployment, vagrancy, and a range of minor infractions, creating a supply of convicted labourers who could be leased to plantations, mines, and construction companies. Former Confederate officers became lessees. Former plantation owners became contractors. Historians have documented that convict leasing killed people at rates that would have been economically irrational under the ownership model — because under convict leasing, unlike under chattel slavery, the lessee bore no capital cost for a worker's death. The worker could simply be replaced. In this specific and measurable sense, abolition made the condition of enslaved people worse.

Across the British colonial world, indentured servitude replaced chattel slavery as the mechanism for supplying cheap labour to plantations. Between 1838 and 1917, approximately 1.3 million people — predominantly from India, China, and the Pacific — were transported under indenture contracts to the Caribbean, Mauritius, Natal, Fiji, and elsewhere. The contracts were formally voluntary. The conditions — debt-financed passage, fixed-term labour obligations, inability to change employer, housing controlled by the employer, criminal punishment for breach of contract — were structurally identical to slavery in everything except the legal title. The workers called it narak, the Hindi word for hell. Their employers called it progress.

Here is the pattern that the nineteenth century established, and that the twentieth and twenty-first have inherited: wherever the legal form of slavery is abolished without dismantling the economic incentive that produced it, new legal forms emerge immediately to satisfy that incentive. Debt bondage. Peonage. Sharecropping. Indenture. Convict leasing. Contract labour. Each was, in its time, technically legal. Each preserved the essential economic relationship of slavery — one person's labour controlled by another, for the other's benefit, at terms the labourer could not meaningfully refuse — while providing the legal cover that allowed the society hosting it to maintain its self-image as a society that had abolished slavery.

The cotton economy of the antebellum American South is worth pausing on, because it was not merely a slave economy. It was the world's first globally distributed supply chain — and it looked remarkably like the supply chains we operate today. Cotton picked by enslaved people in Mississippi was ginned in regional processing facilities, traded on commodity markets in New Orleans and New York, financed by banks in both cities and in London, insured by underwriters at Lloyd's, shipped across the Atlantic, and processed in textile mills in Lancashire and Massachusetts. The brand at the end of the chain — the British cloth merchant, the Boston textile company — was geographically, legally, and psychologically remote from the plantation where the raw material originated. The distance was the point. It allowed the mill owner to benefit from enslaved labour without owning enslaved people, to profit from the system without being identifiable as part of it. This architecture — value captured at one end of a long chain, exploitation concentrated at the other — is not a historical curiosity. It is the blueprint for the global economy we have built.

Modern slavery is not a new problem wearing an old label. It is the oldest economic problem in human history, wearing its newest legal costume.

THE INDUSTRIALISATION NOBODY ADMITS

In 1800, at the height of the transatlantic slave trade, there were approximately one million people enslaved in the United States and perhaps three to four million across the entire Atlantic slave economy. The total number of people held in chattel slavery globally at any point in the nineteenth century reached perhaps ten to twelve million — a figure that historians have established with reasonable confidence, because chattel slavery, being a legal institution, generated legal records.

There are fifty million people in modern slavery today.

This comparison requires care. The conditions of antebellum chattel slavery were, in specific respects, more extreme than the conditions experienced by many — not all — of today's fifty million. Legal ownership of a person as property produced specific brutalities that ownership logic makes almost inevitable: the separation of families as a routine commercial transaction, the breeding of human beings for sale, the total legal erasure of personhood. The enslaved person under chattel slavery had no legal existence. They could not testify in court, own property, marry, or exercise any right that the law recognised. These specific features were, in some ways, uniquely dehumanising.

But the arithmetic remains. We abolished a form of slavery that affected ten million people, and then — while congratulating ourselves on that abolition, while building museums to commemorate it, while teaching it to our children as evidence of moral progress — we quietly allowed the institution to expand to fifty million. We did not eliminate slavery. We industrialised it. We made it five times larger, distributed it across a hundred countries, embedded it in the supply chains that produce every good consumed in wealthy societies, and then constructed an elaborate set of stories to ensure that none of this registered as slavery at all.

To feel the scale of what that means: fifty million people is larger than the entire population of Colombia, of South Korea, of Spain. It is roughly the population of England. If modern slavery were a country — and in a sense it is a country, with its own geography, its own economy, its own internal logic — it would be the twenty-seventh largest nation on earth.

The mechanism that produced this expansion is not complicated once you see it. Take a shirt. A specific shirt, bought for nine pounds at a chain retailer on a British high street. The retailer's margin is set. The price paid to the factory is set. The factory, to meet that price and maintain its own margin, sets the wage it can afford to pay its workers. At the bottom of many such chains, that wage is below the cost of survival in the city where the factory operates — below what the worker needs to eat, to pay rent, to get to work. To extract labour from workers who cannot survive on what they are paid, employers need mechanisms of control: debt that cannot be repaid, documents that cannot be reclaimed, threats whose consequences the worker cannot risk testing.

These mechanisms are what we call modern slavery. They are not the creation of unusually evil people. They are the mathematically predictable outcome of a pricing decision made in a boardroom in London or Stockholm or New York, transmitted down a supply chain to the point where the only remaining variable is how little a human being can be controlled for.

The nine-pound shirt does not arrive at its price because the market is efficient. It arrives at its price because someone, at the end of a very long chain, is absorbing a cost that the price does not cover. That someone is always the person with the least power to refuse. In a supply chain configured to minimise labour cost, that person's minimum is the system's floor — and the system will push toward that floor as reliably as water finds its level.

This is what the industrial revolution that nobody discusses actually produced: not just cheap goods, but a global infrastructure for maintaining the economic floor of slavery without the legal inconvenience of calling it that.

The plantation did not disappear. It globalised. It distributed itself across a hundred countries and ten thousand supply chains, and in doing so it became invisible — which is to say, it became perfect.


FIFTY MILLION, AND WHY YOU CANNOT FEEL IT

The International Labour Organization and Walk Free Foundation's 2022 joint report — the most methodologically rigorous estimate yet produced — put the number of people in modern slavery on any given day at fifty million. Twenty-eight million in forced labour. Twenty-two million in forced marriage. Of those in forced labour, 6.3 million are in forced commercial sexual exploitation, and a further 17.3 million are in forced labour in agriculture, construction, manufacturing, domestic work, fishing, and the other industries that constitute the supply chains of the global consumer economy.

Fifty million is a number that means nothing to the human brain. This is not a rhetorical observation. It is a finding from decades of psychological research on what the psychologist Paul Slovic has called 'psychic numbing' — the well-documented and deeply uncomfortable phenomenon by which human emotional responsiveness to suffering does not scale with the number of victims. We feel strongly about one person. We feel somewhat less strongly about ten. By a thousand we are already abstracting. By a million the number has ceased to represent human beings at all and has become a unit of statistical accounting. At fifty million, we are so far past the threshold of felt response that the number functions as a kind of moral anaesthetic — its very scale insulating us from the reality it describes.

Slovic's most revealing experiment showed that people donated more money to save the life of a single named child — he called her Rokia — than to save the lives of multiple children in the same situation. More strikingly still: when Rokia's story was presented alongside statistical information about the broader famine she was caught in, donations fell. The statistics didn't add urgency. They crowded out empathy. The mind, confronted with the gap between the enormity of the number and its own inability to feel that enormity, resolved the discomfort by feeling less about the individual case, not more about the statistical one.

This mechanism is not a character flaw. It is cognitive architecture, the product of a brain that evolved to respond to proximate threats and immediate social bonds, not to abstract global systems. You cannot will yourself out of it through moral effort. What you can do — what this book attempts to do — is work with it rather than against it.

Let me try something, and fail in a way that is itself the point.

Somewhere in Bangladesh right now, a woman is sewing a seam she has sewn five thousand times before. Her fingers are wrapped in cloth. The debt she owes for her recruitment and her housing and her food increases each month by mechanisms she does not fully understand and cannot contest. She will not leave today, because leaving means abandoning the only path to debt relief, and because the broker who placed her has made clear — not through threats, exactly, but through implications understood by everyone in the room — that leaving has consequences she cannot afford.

In Thailand, at this moment, a man on a fishing trawler has not seen land in four months. His passport is in a drawer in an office on shore. He was told the trip would be six weeks. The captain has not told him when it will end.

In a suburb of a European capital, a teenager is cleaning a room in a house she has not left in three weeks. She does not know what city she is in. She is not chained. She does not leave because the man who brought her here has her documents, knows her family's address, and has explained what will happen if she makes contact with anyone outside.

Three people. Three rooms. Three of fifty million.

You felt something reading those three paragraphs that you do not feel reading the number fifty million. Slovic's research tells us why: the brain engages with a face, a situation, a specific texture of constraint. It disengages from a statistic. And this is precisely the vulnerability that the architecture of not-seeing exploits: by keeping modern slavery statistical, abstract, and geographically distant, the stories we tell about it ensure that the cognitive mechanism that might produce action — the visceral recognition of another person's captivity — is never triggered.

The room in the Preface to this book, and the three rooms above, are not rhetorical devices. They are the unit of analysis that the human brain can actually process. The argument of this book moves between the room and the system — between the specific person and the structural force that put them there — because neither, alone, is sufficient. The room without the system is a tragedy. The system without the room is a policy paper. Together, they constitute the thing that demands a response.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF NOT SEEING

If modern slavery is structural, systemic, and this vast — if it is woven into the supply chains that produce the goods of everyday life in wealthy countries — then it requires an explanation. Not an explanation for why it exists. That explanation is simple: it is profitable. It has always been profitable. It will always be profitable while it remains possible.

The explanation required is for something more puzzling: why don't we see it?

Not: why don't governments act effectively. Not: why don't corporations change their practices. Those questions have straightforward answers grounded in political and economic incentive. The deeper question is why people — informed, educated, morally serious people in wealthy countries, people who would be genuinely horrified to discover that the shirt on their back was produced under conditions of forced labour — why don't they see what is in plain sight?

The answer is not ignorance. Ignorance implies the absence of information, and the information about modern slavery is not absent. It has been available, in reports, documentaries, books, and news articles, for thirty years. The answer is something more interesting and more uncomfortable: organised not-seeing. A set of cognitive frameworks — stories — that process the available information in ways that discharge the moral discomfort it produces without requiring any change in behaviour.

These stories are not lies, exactly. They are more insidious than lies. Lies require deliberate construction and can be exposed by evidence. The stories this book examines are structures of interpretation that select which facts feel salient, which explanations feel satisfying, which responses feel adequate. They are what cognitive scientists call heuristics — mental shortcuts that allow us to navigate a complex world without examining every assumption from first principles. Most heuristics are adaptive. The ones this book is concerned with are the exceptions: heuristics that function specifically to make the intolerable tolerable, the visible invisible, the urgent deferrable.

The stories this book works through are six in number, and between them they account for most of what makes the problem tractable to the conscience while remaining untouched in practice.

The first story says: this happens over there — in poor countries, in corrupt systems, far from our cities and our lives. Modern slavery is a problem of the developing world, a consequence of poverty and weak governance in places we do not live. This story places the exploitation at the point of production and away from the point of consumption, which is a convenient geography. It allows the person whose purchasing decision funds the exploitation to feel no connection to it. It is also factually wrong, in ways that will be demonstrated in the next chapter — but its appeal is not factual. Its appeal is the comfort of distance.

The second story says: this is caused by supply — by poverty, criminal networks, and the desperation of people with no choices. Eliminate the supply of exploitable people, prosecute the traffickers, and the problem resolves. This story identifies the victim's vulnerability as the cause of the problem, which is both analytically backwards and strategically convenient: it points all interventions at the least powerful actors in the system while leaving the economic demand that drives the entire structure entirely unexamined. We have been running supply-side interventions against modern slavery for thirty years. The number of enslaved people has increased by twenty-four percent in the last five.

The third story says: this is primarily about sexual exploitation — about young women and girls trafficked across borders for prostitution. This story has a powerful emotional architecture, a clearly identifiable victim, a clearly identifiable perpetrator, and a satisfying rescue narrative. It also has the convenient property of covering, with great moral intensity, approximately seventeen percent of the actual problem — while leaving the eighty-three percent that consists of men and women in agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and domestic work almost entirely invisible. The funding, the policy attention, the public outrage — all calibrated to a minority of the problem. The majority goes unremarked.

The fourth story says: slavery means chains — visible, physical restraint, locked rooms and armed guards. If a person can walk out the door, they are not enslaved. This story sets an evidentiary bar that most of today's fifty million people cannot meet — not because they are free, but because their captivity is psychological, economic, and legal rather than physical. A woman who cannot leave because her debt is structured to be unpayable, because her documents are in her employer's desk, because her immigration status depends on maintaining the relationship with the person exploiting her — she is as unfree as a person in physical restraints. Her chains are invisible and none the less real for that.

The fifth story says: businesses cannot do anything about what happens in their supply chains. The chains are too long, too complex, too opaque for any single company to control. This story has the remarkable quality of being advanced most insistently by precisely the businesses that benefit most directly from the exploitation they claim to be helpless against. It is also contradicted by decades of evidence about what effective corporate due diligence actually looks like — but it provides, for companies that do not wish to look, a professionally defensible excuse for not looking.

The sixth story, and the hardest, says: modern slavery is a criminal aberration — the work of bad actors at the margins of an otherwise sound economic system. It is an unfortunate side effect of capitalism, not a feature of it. Route out the traffickers, strengthen the laws, improve governance in poor countries, and the economic system itself will produce just outcomes. This story is the capstone of the architecture — the one that makes all the others load-bearing — because if modern slavery is aberrational, then any individual reform can be presented as progress toward an achievable end. Whereas if modern slavery is structural — if it is what the economic system produces when it operates exactly as designed — then no amount of incremental tinkering will address it, and the only honest response is to examine the system itself. That examination is what this book's final chapter undertakes, and it is the reason this story is, of all six, the most strenuously maintained.

We have declared slavery universally wrong. We have built a world that generates it at industrial scale. And we have told ourselves precisely the stories we needed to tell to avoid noticing the distance between those two facts.


A NOTE ON COMPLICITY — AND WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT

Before we proceed, a clarification that matters enough to state directly.

This book does not argue that you are guilty of modern slavery. It does not argue that every consumer who buys a cheap shirt is morally equivalent to the person who confiscated the seamstress's passport. Moral responsibility requires some meaningful proximity between the agent and the harm — some reasonable possibility of knowledge, some capacity to act differently. Most consumers in wealthy countries have been systematically denied both, because the supply chains that produce modern slavery are deliberately designed to prevent the knowledge that would produce the discomfort that might produce the demand for change.

Nor is what follows an anti-capitalist manifesto. The argument here is not that markets are inherently exploitative or that the global trading system should be dismantled. It argues something more specific and more evidenced: that the current configuration of market incentives, combined with the current structure of corporate accountability and labour regulation, produces modern slavery as a predictable and rational outcome — and that changing those configurations and structures is both possible and necessary. The argument is not against capitalism. It is against a specific set of choices, made by identifiable actors with identifiable interests, that allow capitalism's logic of cost minimisation to reach a human floor.

And this book is not a counsel of despair. The fifty million number is not evidence that nothing can be done. It is evidence that the things we have been doing — the thirty years of supply-side interventions, voluntary corporate commitments, awareness campaigns, and disclosure requirements without penalties — are insufficient. Insufficient is not the same as futile. It is an instruction to try something different.

What this book argues — the argument that the six chapters following this one are designed to support — is that you are embedded in a system that produces modern slavery as a routine outcome, that you benefit materially from that system, and that the six stories examined in the following chapters exist precisely to prevent you from seeing your
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