
Understanding Root Causes = Understanding ‘Freedom’ 
 
Thank you Helga, thank you everybody. I appreciate the warm welcome, the openness 
in accommodating this scheduling change, and of course the invitation in the first 
place. 
 
What I’m going to talk to you about now and over the next few minutes are some of 
the so-called ‘root causes’ of severe exploitation and unfreedom, along with a simple 
but potentially revolutionary response to them. 
 
The talk is based on my academic work with victims of ‘trafficking’ and on the 
structural underpinnings of their exploitation, as well as on my media work with the 
organisation ‘openDemocracy’.  
 
In one sense, my talk will be complicated – in that it deals with an important 
conceptual nuance. But in another, it will be very simple indeed, because what it 
argues is intuitively clear to almost all of us, all of the time.  
 

… 
 

Now, in the policy world, we typically hear that problems like trafficking and slavery 
have root causes and that the most important of them is ‘poverty’. People are victims 
of trafficking and slavery, they are ‘un-free’, ultimately because they are poor. ‘Well 
that’s fine’, you might think – of course poverty is bad and of course it leads to these 
very bad things.  
 
But the thing is, it’s not that simple. Because something in this story doesn't quite fit. 
Let me explain.  
 
The mainstream understanding of what ‘freedom’ is, is the ‘negative’ understanding 
of freedom, which comes from Isaiah Berlin’s famous essay On Liberty, and can be 
explained as ‘freedom as freedom from inteference’. This understanding of freedom is 
the one embedded in the Palermo Protocol, the Anti-Slavery Convention, and now in 
all modern slavery discourse.  
 
Berlin says: ‘I am normally said to be free to the degree to which no man or body of 
men interferes with my activity. If I am prevented from doing what I could otherwise 
do, then I am to that degree unfree’.  
 
What this means in normal language of course is just that trafficking or slavery 
equates to the act of one person limiting another person’s freedom to spend their time 
as they want to to the extent that they are force the other person to do things they 
wouldn't want to 
 

… 
 

BUT…BUT There is a major problem here. Because how can that idea of freedom 
square with the idea that trafficking and slavery have ‘root causes,’ and that one of 
them is ‘poverty’? The answer is quite simply that it doesn't. 
 



A ‘root cause’ is a fundamental reason for the occurrence of a problem. It is the 
underlying, original source of action, that sets in motion a chain of other actions 
leading to an event. But ‘poverty’ is an abstract concept. It’s a word we use to 
describe to the fact of having basically nothing. So, if poverty is a root cause of 
people being un-free, it is only because we understand the poor to be ‘pushed’ into 
situations of exploitation and un-freedom by the fact that they lack the alternatives 
that they would have if they had money.  
 
Why is this important? It’s very simple: because what this framing of poverty as a 
root cause of trafficking or slavery implies is an implicit theory of freedom that is 
MUCH MUCH broader than the traditional understanding of freedom as negative 
non-interference – ‘leave me alone’.  
 
That broader theory of freedom INCLUDES the ability for people to do other things, 
in order to guarantee their freedom. In other words, when we say that ‘poverty’ is a 
root cause of unfreedoom, what we’re really saying is that we believe in a theory of 
freedom as the power to say no – that is, the possessing of an exit option. 
 

… 
 
Now let me pause here for a second, because what I am saying has exceptionally 
powerful implications for how we understand unfreedom and injustice and for how 
we understand what causes it. When we say that poverty is a root cause of things like 
human trafficking, we acknowledge that people’s freedom from being trafficked by a 
trafficker will be violated because they lack an exit option, because they’re too poor 
to say no to this trafficker. We therefore place the violation of a person’s freedom to 
say no as the underlying cause of the subsequent violation of her freedom that is 
coercion on the part of the trafficker. 
 
This FORCES us to shift how we conceive of coercion and vulnerability. Because on 
this understanding, coercion has to be viewed – and therefore addressed politically – 
as a structural and not simply individual phenomenon. For example, if me forcing you 
to work for me relies on you not being able to say no to me, and if you cant say no 
because the organisation of our society means that you don't ave the money to do so, 
then the real root cause of you being trafficked by me is the social creation of your 
poverty. Likewise, your being ‘vulnerable to trafficking or slavery’ means your 
inhabiting a position within the social world that structurally limits your alternatives 
to being trafficked.  
 

…. 
 
So what does this mean? Again, ironically, it’s very very simple. Firstly, once we 
confront the true implications of the idea that poverty is a root cause of trafficking 
and we therefore accept that we implicitly endorse an idea of freedom that is wider 
than not being in chains but includes the power to say no to those chains, then we 
have to accept that any structural force which limits your freedom to say no to chains 
must be also considered a ‘root cause’. Second, we have to ask ourselves where these 
limits to freedom come from; in other words, who is responsible for designing the 
system that perpetuates them? 
 



On the first question, there are four easily identify-able things.  
 
1. ‘Poverty’. The fact of not having enough money. Which, crucially, is always 
relational. You’re not poor because you are fundamentally poor. You’re poor because 
the social distribution of wealth is such that I have lots and you have none.  
 
2.  Migration Regimes. In other words, who has the right to move and who doesn’t, 
who has the right to access protection or the labour market when they do. Let us be 
clear on this: borders kill people, and the exclusion of asylum seekers from the job 
market forces them into the hands of exploiters. All these stories we see in Lebanon, 
Turkey or Greece of Syrian teenagers being ‘sex trafficked’: they’re only being 
trafficked because someone has put a wall in their path or prevented them from 
accessing work.  
 
3. Discrimination. Racism, sexism, nationalism. These social forms of discrimination 
divide us into how human we are, what we are worth, and they determine who can 
(and will) be exploited, whose freedom to say no can be limited.  
 
4. Finally, Labour Protection. In the absence of strong labour rights and massive 
labour inspectorates to protect you even in the informal economy, you could be 
vulnerable, your freedom to say no to an exploited, a trafficker or whatever could be 
compromised. 
 
These structural limitations on ‘real freedom’ are all political. They are all a 
consequence of the organisation of our societies and the sheer hypocrisy or our 
political leaders. Men, women and children are not trafficked because some nasty 
trafficker wants to exploit them. They are trafficked because of the social inequalities 
and injustices that deny them freedom as the power to say NO to their nasty 
traffickers. 
 

… 
 

What does all this mean about what we can do, about how to go ‘beyond trafficking 
and slavery’, about how we can understand root causes well enough to turn challenges 
into opportunities? IT’S SIMPLE AND IT’S CLEAR. 
 
- First, we have to stop this facile rubbish about traffickers and understand and 
explain freedom as the power to say no, and understand root causes as the absence of 
a person’s freedom as the power to say no.  
 
- Next, we need to argue for, mobilise, organise towards, and DEMAND, an 
expansion of people’s freedom to say no. This means putting an end to the market 
fundamentalism of our governments, the EU, Shauble, Cameron et al. It means 
opening our borders, speaking the truth that people are dying because of our borders. 
It means welcoming those at the borders into our countries and giving them the right 
to work. And, if we choose not to do that, being honest about our choice, rather than 
pretending that they are sex slaves at our borders because of some enslaver instead of 
because we shut the door when they tried to run away from him. We need also to fight 
against the racism that allows all this to happen, and we need to expand our labour 
protections for anyone already here and working.  



 
Without this, nothing is likely to change. 
 
 
 
 


