
Wednesday, July 31, 2019

8
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

CHENNAI: Five months into her pregnancy, Soniya was
still carrying heavy sacks up steps at the rice mill in south
India where she was forced to work to pay off a family
debt. By the time she was rescued, her baby had died.
Soniya spent four years in debt bondage, the most preva-
lent form of slavery in India, to pay off a family loan of
50,000 Indian rupees ($725). Like many women in her sit-
uation, she had no access to health care. Her rescuers said
she appeared malnourished, frail and on the point of col-
lapse, had her hands wrapped around her stomach and
refused to speak.

“Health checks are not mandated after a rescue, but the
lost expression in her eyes suggested that something was
amiss,” said Megraj Kasim, the local officer in charge of
rescue and rehabilitation of bonded workers. “We rushed
her to a hospital, but it was too late,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation from Vellore district in the southern
state of Tamil Nadu. A series of rescues this year have
highlighted the plight of the hundreds of pregnant and lac-
tating women working in brick kilns, rice mills and on farms
across India, often to pay off debts they did not incur.

“The women are silenced into submission by threats,
which is why their trauma is often unheard,” said Helen
Barnabas, a counselor with the International Justice
Mission, an anti-trafficking charity. “In almost every res-
cue, there is at least one pregnant woman or one nursing a
newborn, who have been denied medical access, forced to

work and gone through trauma that they are rarely able to
articulate. The cruelty is unimaginable.” India’s labor min-
istry did not respond to emails or calls from the Thomson
Reuters Foundation on the issue.

‘Heartbreaking’ stories
India identified more than 135,000 bonded workers in

its 2011 census despite banning the practice in 1976. It

says more than 300,000 people have been pulled out of
slavery since 1976 and has committed to rescue and reha-
bilitate more than 10 million bonded laborers by 2030.
Kasim said the testimonies of women who had lost their
children were the toughest to record, but gave the “true

picture of the extent of exploitation”. “The women don’t
speak easily and we work very hard on gaining their trust,”
he said. “But when they trust you enough to speak, their
accounts are heartbreaking. Even the toughest officials are
moved by their suffering, especially if they lose a child.”

Kasim has now mandated health checks in all rescues in
his region, a move the Tamil Nadu government is looking
to enforce across the state in the future. Barnabas said
women from tribal areas were often told to treat them-
selves like their grandmothers did using traditional herbs,
depriving them of access to modern medicine,” “But the
tragedy is that when they lose their child, they often don’t
blame the mill owners but themselves and say they have
angered their gods and goddesses,” she said. “It takes
them years to understand that it was not their fault.”

Born into bondage
Ashtama Devi, 35, spent the last trimester of her preg-

nancy in the searing heat of a brick kiln in the northern
state of Haryana. She went back to work within 15 days of
her delivery, leaving her baby boy in the care of her seven-
year-old son in their tin roofed hut next to the brick kiln.
When they were rescued six months later, the child had
blisters all over his body that Devi attributed to the intense
heat he was exposed to from birth. “I baked bricks and
worked 14 hours every day (during my pregnancy),” said
Devi by phone from Delhi after she was rescued last month.

“My employer would beat up my husband when he asked
for permission to take me to the doctor.” She recalled how
during her two earlier pregnancies, health workers in her
home village ensured she had nutritional supplements and
she also received 1,400 rupees cash from the government
when she delivered. In bondage, she had no such care and
gave birth to an underweight baby. “My baby weighed 2 kg
(4.4 lb) when he was born. He is really weak,” she said.

Devi, who was lured into bondage with an advance
payment of 15,000 rupees and the promise of a better life,
was among 80 people rescued last month, 32 of whom
were children. Nirmal Gorana, convener of the National
Campaign Committee for Eradication of Bonded Labor - a
network of campaigners - said Devi’s baby was severely
malnourished when he was rescued and his condition is
still critical. “The children when we reached the site were
all visibly weak, had skin diseases and none of them had
any clothes on. They were living in the searing heat next to
brick kiln under a tin roof shed,” Gorana said.

Manki Devi, who was among those rescued from
Haryana, gave birth earlier this month to a baby that died
within an hour. For Soniya, who still believes she is preg-
nant and is undergoing counseling, the days ahead will be
tough, Barnabas said. “We find that they go through long
spells of depression before they really understand what
happened,” she said. “And then the sadness will be
replaced by rage.” — Reuters

Freedom, money, babies: Indian women 
rescued from slavery count their losses
Series of rescues highlight the plight of pregnant women

News in brief

2 shot dead in Mississippi 

WASHINGTON: Two people died and a police officer
was wounded in a shooting yesterday at a Walmart in
Mississippi, US media reported. DeSoto County Sheriff Bill
Rasco told the Commercial Appeal newspaper that the
suspect had been shot and wounded in the shooting in the
city of Southhaven. The two people shot dead were
believed to be Walmart employees, the sheriff said, and the
suspect was an employee until Monday. He said the sus-
pect and wounded police officer had been taken to local
hospitals. Southhaven is a suburb of Memphis, Tennessee,
which lies just to the north over the state line. — AFP 

2 Somali refugees charged 

WASHINGTON: The US Justice Department announced
Monday the arrest of two refugees from Somalia who
were allegedly planning to travel to Egypt to join the
Islamic State group. Ahmed Mahad Mohamed, 21, and
Abdi Yemani Hussein, 20, were living in Tuscon, Arizona
when they hatched a plan to enlist in the radical Islamist
group’s branch in Sinai, according to an indictment filed
in the Arizona federal court. They told an undercover FBI
agent whom they believed was an IS follower that they
wanted to “kill so many people” and “behead those kuf-
far,” or infidels, and become notorious around the world.
“I am abu jihad, that’s my name,” Hussein told the agent
in June, according to the indictment. The two were
arrested on Friday at Tuscon International Airport after
checking into a flight for Cairo. — AFP 

Four murdered in Canada

ONTARIO: Four counts of first-degree murder have
been laid against a 23-year-old man who was arrested at
a home where three women and a man were found dead,
Canadian police announced on Monday. Menhaz Zaman
was taken into custody at the scene of the crime on
Sunday, when York Regional Police (YRP) responded to
a call shortly before 3 pm EDT to a residence in
Markham, Ontario, 30 km (18.6 miles) north of Toronto.
Upon arriving they found three women and one man
dead. Police have declined to identify the deceased, or
the cause of death. “We do believe that the man we have
in custody that’s now been charged is responsible for
these murders,” Andy Pattenden, a media relations offi-
cer with the YRP, told reporters on Monday. — Reuters

Women silenced
into submission 

by threats

America’s racial 
legacy front and 
center in 2020 
campaign
WASHINGTON: When Barack Obama
was elected as America’s first black presi-
dent in 2008, many believed it was a
watershed moment for a country bearing
the scars of slavery. Just over a decade
later, as the 2020 presidential campaign
heats up, the divisive issue of race is
occupying center stage, showing how far
the United States has come-and how far
it still has to go.

“The fact that we are as racially polar-
ized as we are now shows that electing a
black person president is not a panacea
to solving America’s racial problems,”
said Andra Gillespie, an associate profes-
sor of political science at Emory
University. “These are systemic and long-
lasting issues that have been around as
long as the country,” Gillespie said.
President Donald Trump has shown no
qualms about exploiting racial tensions
for political gain and has made white
identity politics a centerpiece of his 2020
reelection strategy. 

Jake Neiheisel, an associate professor
of political science at the University of
Buffalo, said that despite Obama’s elec-
tion, many people were “pretty skeptical
of the idea of a post-racial society. “I
don’t think they would have predicted the
rise of a Donald Trump,” Neiheisel said,
“but it’s not terribly surprising historically.
“You move in one direction you’re going
to have a counter-movement.”

The 1861-65 Civil War which led to the
emancipation of African-American slaves
was followed by a period known as
Reconstruction-the reintegration of the
southern states into the union-and of
blacks into American society. Any gains

for African-Americans under
Reconstruction were short-lived, howev-
er, and were largely reversed during the
Jim Crow era of racial segregation which
lasted until the Civil Rights Act and
Voting Rights Act of the 1960s. 

Since then, American politicians have
generally trod carefully when it comes to
issues of race. Not so for Trump. “The
civil rights movement created some norms
against saying things that were blatantly
racist,” said Celeste Montoya, an associ-
ate professor of women and gender stud-
ies at the University of Colorado. “Donald
Trump has kind of broken those norms.”

Racial resentment 
Trump rose to political prominence as

a “birther”-questioning Obama’s origins-
and he launched his 2016 campaign with a
vitriolic attack on immigrants. Since then,
he has been embroiled in one racial con-
troversy after another. In 2017, Trump
reacted to clashes between neo-Nazis
and counter-protestors in Charlottesville,
Virginia, by saying there were “very fine
people” on both sides.

This month, he said four Democratic
lawmakers of color should “go back” to
where they came from. Most recently,
Trump disparaged the African-American
congressman whose district encompasses
Baltimore, a majority black city which the
president called a “dangerous & filthy
place.” Vincent Southerland, executive
director of the Center on Race, Inequality,
and the Law at New York University, said
Trump is “a symptom of this larger dis-
ease of racial inequity that we are con-
stantly grappling with.” “In order to turn
away and move it to the past, we have to
first confront it and I think that’s some-
thing that we have not quite yet done,”
Southerland said.

Trump’s “Make America Great Again”
campaign slogan “harkens back to a peri-
od of time when America was not actually
great for a whole host of reasons for a lot
of people,” he said. Montoya said Trump
has successfully used racial resentment to
mobilize voters. “Immigrants and racial

minorities become the scapegoats for
why people are suffering,” she said. To
some extent this is politics as usual,
according to Neiheisel. “Arguably, politics
has always been about group conflict,” he
said. “If you can pit people against each
other that’s an easy way to mobilize.”

Reparations 
Race has also featured prominently in

the Democratic primary contest as the
candidates seek to reforge the multi-
racial coalition of voters who propelled
Obama to victory. Racial inequality and
the “Black Lives Matter” movement have
been a subject of debate among the
Democrats and the candidates have also
been discussing whether reparations
should be paid to descendants of slaves.
Senator Kamala Harris , one of two
African-American candidates in the
Democratic race, surged in the polls
after attacking former vice president Joe
Biden over his record on racial issues

while serving in the US Senate.  “Part of
that is a response to Trump and the
rhetoric that he has raised and his
efforts to make race a central issue of
the campaign from a negative stand-
point,” Southerland said. But it’s also
because Democrats need black votes if
they hope to recapture the White House.
“In order to excite and turn out commu-
nities of color, you need to signal to
them that you’re paying attention to the
inequalities and experiences that they
have,” Gillespie said.

The relatively poor turnout of African-
Americans for Democratic candidate
Hillary Clinton in 2016 is frequently cited
as one of the main reasons for her upset
loss to Trump. While blacks voted over-
whelmingly for Clinton they did not cast
ballots in the overall numbers seen during
Obama’s two successful bids for the
White House. “If Democrats can’t turn out
voters of color, they’re not going to win
this election,” Gillespie said. — AFP 

US move to resume 
death penalty bucks 
international trend
GENEVA: The United Nations human rights office said
yesterday the Trump administration’s decision to reinstate
the death penalty at the federal level goes against the
domestic and international trend to abolish or halt execu-
tions. The US Justice Department last Thursday reinstated
a two-decades-long dormant policy allowing the federal
government’s use of capital punishment and immediately
scheduled executions for five federal inmates.

The United Nations has long opposed the death penal-
ty, arguing for its abolition or at least a moratorium. Critics
in the United States say it is disproportionately applied to
minorities and the poor. “It’s also based on the unaccept-
able risk of executing innocent people,” UN human rights
spokesman Rupert Colville said at a news briefing.

“And there have been reports in the United States
showing, using DNA evidence etc, that innocent people
have been executed there,” he said. Colville said the
Justice Department’s decision was “rolling back progress.”
“I would also note that the decision by the US Attorney
General (William Barr) very much goes against the trends
in the United States as a whole, as well as against the
international trend,” Colville said.

The last federal execution in the United States took
place in 2003. Since then, protracted litigation over the
drugs historically used in injection executions prevented
the government from continuing the practice, according to
Justice Department officials. US President Donald Trump
has called for increasing the use of the death penalty for
drug traffickers and mass shooters, a request the Justice
Department has since laid the groundwork to carry out.

Currently there are 62 federal inmates on death row,
including Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, who planted a deadly bomb
at the Boston Marathon in 2013. — Reuters

The targets of
Trump’s racially
charged ire
WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump has
unleashed a vitriolic barrage in recent weeks against
fierce adversaries, and most of them are minorities.
Each has accused Trump of seeking to sow discord in
the country while rallying his base of largely white male
conservatives ahead of the 2020 elections. Trump has a
reputation for punching back hard, then doubling down
as his critics cry foul. Here is a look at those recently
targeted by the president.

‘Con man’ Al Sharpton 
The outspoken and controversial Reverend Al

Sharpton has been a fixture in the African-American
community for 30 years, rising from an impassioned
supporter of black causes in New York to influential
civil rights activist. When he announced Monday he
would be visiting Baltimore to defend the majority-
black east coast city that Trump recently attacked as
“rat and rodent infested,” the president pounced. “Al is
a con man, a troublemaker,” Trump, who has known
Sharpton for decades, boomed on Twitter. “Hates
Whites & Cops!”

Sharpton, now 64, made a name for himself as a
voice for the disaffected, often marching in support of
victims of police brutality. He was occasionally jailed for
his activism. As his stature grew, he found himself
accused of misusing funds, ran into tax trouble, and
faced accusations of stoking racial divisions. He has
tempered his approach in recent years, and began host-
ing a cable television show in 2011, but he remains
provocative. On Monday he fired back at the president,
saying “I make trouble for bigots,” and that Trump “has
a particular venom for blacks.”

‘Racist’ Elijah Cummings
Last weekend saw the president launch an ugly attack

on Elijah Cummings, a well-liked and respected 23-year
veteran of Congress. Cummings, who is black, is a high-
profile Trump critic in Congress where he chairs the
House Oversight Committee, which is conducting investi-
gations of Trump and his administration. He was born and
raised in Baltimore, and represents the Maryland city just
45 miles northeast of the White House.

On Sunday, in language that Democrats immedi-
ately decried as racist, Trump branded Cummings’s
congressional district a “disgusting, rat and rodent
infested mess” where “no human being would want
to live.” Trump pressed on, blasting Cummings him-
self as “racist,” and saying “his radical ‘oversight’ is a
joke!” Cummings, 68, prides himself on being an effi-
cient, respectful lawmaker, but he is also prone to
passionate outbursts. He has largely opted to stay
above the fray over Trump’s attacks, tweeting
Sunday: “Mr President, I go home to my district dai-
ly. Each morning, I wake up, and I go and fight for
my neighbors.”

‘Anti-Israel’ squad 
Trump’s weeks-long racially charged tweet storms

began mid-month with his startling call for four ethnic
minority congresswoman-all US citizens-to “go back”
to other countries if they don’t like America. Trump’s
demeaning tweets, in which he assailed the lawmakers
as “a bunch of Communists” who “hate” Israel and
America, were aimed at the so-called squad. The
powerful, progressive first-term lawmakers are Ilhan
Omar and Rashida Tlaib, the first two female Muslim
members of Congress, along with Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez and Ayanna Pressley. 

Trump has taken particular issue with Omar, a
Somali refugee who found herself in hot water this
year when she suggested money is why so many US
politicians support Israel. Ocasio-Cortez is a pop-
ulist firebrand who introduced the Green New Deal,
which sets out drastic measures to cut carbon emis-
sions. Trump branded it a socialist takeover of the
economy. Tlaib made waves when she used crude
language to describe her desire to impeach Trump,
while Pressley raised eyebrows for warning that the
Democratic Party did not need “any more black
faces that don’t want to be a black voice.” Each has
rebuked the president for his tweets. — AFP 
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CALIFORNIA: Traffic moves through an interchange along Interstate 580 in
Oakland, California. — AFP 


