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Abstract 
This theoretical article, based on bibliographic and documentary research using secondary sources, 
examines how state omission contributes to the perpetuation of degrading working conditions and, 
consequently, to the persistence of contemporary slavery. Its objective is to discuss the State’s failures in 
monitoring and addressing cases of labor analogous to slavery, with a focus on their implications within 
the scope of human rights. These aspects are addressed through a conceptual and normative analysis 
of the notion of contemporary slavery, which stands in contrast to decent work and, consequently, to 
the constitutional principle of human dignity. As preliminary findings, it was observed that although 
important mechanisms and public policies to combat contemporary slave labor have been developed 
over the decades, the eradication of contemporary slavery in the national territory remains far from 
being achieved. To fulfill its aim, the article adopts a deductive approach.
Keywords: combat; degrading conditions; human dignity; contemporary slavery; state omission.

Resumo
O presente artigo, de caráter teórico, fundado em pesquisa bibliográfica e documental para levantamento 
de dados em fontes secundárias, problematiza como a omissão estatal contribui para a perpetuação de 
condições de trabalho degradantes e, por consequência, na perpetuação da escravidão contemporânea. 
Como objetivo, busca-se discutir as falhas do Estado na fiscalização e atuação nos casos de trabalho 
análogo à escravidão, com enfoque em suas implicações no âmbito dos Direitos Humanos. Estes 
aspectos são abordados a partir de uma análise conceitual e normativa do conceito de escravidão 
contemporânea, que se encontra em contraponto ao trabalho decente e, consequentemente, ao princípio 
constitucional da dignidade da pessoa humana. Em sede de resultados preliminares, verificou-se que 
importantes mecanismos e políticas públicas voltados à repressão do trabalho escravo contemporâneo 
foram desenvolvidos ao passar das décadas. Contudo, ainda se está longe de alcançar a erradicação 
da escravidão contemporânea no território nacional. Para atender ao proposto, este artigo utiliza como 
método de abordagem dedutivo.
Palavras-chave: combate; condições degradantes; dignidade da pessoa humana; escravidão 
contemporânea; omissão estatal.  

Resumen
El presente artículo, de carácter teórico y basado en una investigación bibliográfica y documental para 
la recopilación de datos en fuentes secundarias, problematiza cómo la omisión del Estado contribuye 
a la perpetuación de condiciones laborales degradantes y, en consecuencia, a la persistencia de la 
esclavitud contemporánea. Como objetivo, se pretende discutir las fallas del Estado en la fiscalización 
y actuación en los casos de trabajo análogo a la esclavitud, con énfasis en sus implicaciones en el 
ámbito de los Derechos Humanos. Estos aspectos se abordan a partir de un análisis conceptual y 
normativo del concepto de esclavitud contemporánea, que se contrapone al trabajo decente y, por 
ende, al principio constitucional de la dignidad de la persona humana. En cuanto a los resultados 
preliminares, se constató que importantes mecanismos y políticas públicas destinadas a la represión 
del trabajo esclavo contemporáneo han sido desarrollados a lo largo de las décadas. No obstante, 
aún se está lejos de lograr la erradicación de la esclavitud contemporánea en el territorio nacional. 
Para cumplir con el objetivo propuesto, este artículo utiliza el método de enfoque deductivo.
Palabras clave: lucha; condiciones degradantes; dignidad de la persona humana; esclavitud 

contemporánea; omisión estatal.
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1  Introduction

Brazil stands out among American countries for having been one of the forerunners in the practice of slavery, 
as well as for having been the last to abolish it, although although formally extinguished at the end of the 19th century 
with the enactment of the Golden Law, slavery permeates today’s labor relations. 

Slavery in its colonial form, although formally abolished, has remnants in contemporary times, especially in the 
idea of the superiority of the service provider over the worker, which has a direct impact on current labor relations. 
Although there is no longer the figure of the slave as the master’s property, it is still possible to see the structural 
impacts of colonial slavery today. 

Currently, among the various forms of contemporary slave labor are work in degrading conditions, submission 
to forced labor and exhausting working hours and, not so common but still existing, the restriction of freedom. 

It should be noted that contemporary slavery stems from a long history of economic and cultural discrimination, 
internalized in the capitalist ideal, which has required, over the years, numerous fronts of action to seek the 
eradication of work in conditions analogous to slavery, through public bodies such as the Labor Prosecutor’s Office 
and the Federal Police, and through the creation of a criminal type, later expanded. However, these actions are still 
insufficient to combat the current forms of slavery, which have improved over time.

When we talk about slavery, whether in its primitive form, where slaves were the property of their masters, or 
in its contemporary form, where workers are subjected to undignified working conditions, we must emphasize that 
we are talking about a frontal and direct attack on the constitutional precept of human dignity, which is inherent to 
each and every person.

The problem with this article is: how does state omission contribute to the perpetuation of degrading working 
conditions and, consequently, to the perpetuation of contemporary slavery? 

Its general objective is to discuss the failures of the state to monitor and act in cases of work analogous to 
slavery, with a focus on its implications for human rights. Specifically, this article seeks to: (i) conceptually and 
normatively analyze what contemporary slavery is; (ii) discuss the urgent need to eradicate all forms of slavery in 
order to give effect to the constitutional precept of human dignity and; (iii) analyze contemporary slave labor as the 
result of structural omission, both by the state and by society. 

Therefore, this study is justified by the need for scientific production on the problem of contemporary slavery in 
order to analyze the omissions present in contemporary times, as a way of proposing mechanisms for its eradication 
or, at the very least, its mitigation.

To this end, we used the deductive research method and the bibliographical research technique, based on a 
review of qualified literature on the subject of this study.

2  Contemporary slavery: a conceptual and normative analysis

Contemporary slavery does not currently have a defined concept. According to Reis (2019, p. 249) “slave 
labor is, therefore, a reduced form of work in conditions analogous to slavery and which represents the antithesis 
of decent work”.

Thus, in the absence of a positive definition of the concept of contemporary slavery, the main reference is the 
definition of the crime of reduction to a condition analogous to slavery, enshrined in art. 149 of the Brazilian Penal 
Code (Brazil, 1940).

In its original wording, art. 149 of the Penal Code only imposed a penalty of 2 (two) to 8 (eight) years for 
anyone who committed the crime of reducing someone to a condition analogous to slavery (Brazil, 1940), without, 
however, regulating or even discussing which acts or omissions would characterize this type of crime. It was only 
in 2003, through the wording given by Law No. 10,803, that the concept of work in conditions analogous to slavery 
was broadened, and this amendment has remained in force. See below:

Art. 149 - Reducing someone to a condition analogous to slavery, either by subjecting them to forced labor 
or exhausting working hours, or by subjecting them to degrading working conditions, or by restricting, 
by any means, their locomotion due to a debt contracted with the employer or agent: (Wording given 
by Law No. 10.803, of 11.12.2003)
Penalty - imprisonment, from two to eight years, and a fine, in addition to the penalty corresponding to 
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the violence. (Edited by Law no. 10.803, of 11.12.2003)
§ Paragraph 1oThe same penalties apply to anyone who: (Included by Law No. 10.803, of 11.12.2003)
I - restricts the worker’s use of any means of transportation, with the aim of keeping them at the workplace;      
(Included by Law no. 10.803, of 11.12.2003)
II - maintaining ostentatious surveillance at the workplace or taking possession of the worker’s personal 
documents or objects in order to detain them at the workplace. (Included by Law no. 10.803, of 11.12.2003)
§ Paragraph 2oThe penalty is increased by half if the crime is committed: (Included by Law No. 10.803, 
of 11.12.2003)
I - against a child or adolescent; (Included by Law no. 10.803, of 11.12.2003)
II - for reasons of prejudice based on race, color, ethnicity, religion or origin. (Included by Law nº 10.803, 
of 11.12.2003) (Brasil, 2003, https://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/LEIS/2003/L10.803.htm#art149)

It can therefore be seen that it was only after the enactment of Law 10.803/2003 that the actions (or even 
omissions) that constitute the crime of reduction to slavery were clearly defined (Brasil, 2003).

As Arbex, Galiza and Oliveira (2018) explain, in order to be able to discuss the existence of contemporary 
slavery, it was initially necessary to deconstruct the stereotype of the “colonial slave”, who was the property of the 
masters, in order to then face the current problem objectively. Only then was it possible to modify the criminal type 
in art. 149 to its current wording:

With this, the exploitation of work analogous to slavery was also typified by “exhausting working hours” 
and “degrading working conditions”. Debt bondage and the restriction of freedom, now characterized by 
ostentatious surveillance, the retention of personal documents or the restriction of the use of means of 
transport (Brasil, 2003, § 1, items I and II), continued to be valid as defining criteria of slave labour, but 
the expansion of the concept to include situations of exhausting working hours and degrading conditions 
meant a crucial advance in that it set a criminal limit on practices that attack human dignity, previously 
punishable only by labour legislation (Arbex; Galiza; Olivera, 2018, p. 117). 

In this scenario, “Freedom is precisely the counterpoint to contemporary slavery, which affects what is most 
dear to human beings, which is their dignity” (Reis; Jaques, 2022, p. 289).

According to Brito Filho (2006, p. 133), contemporary slave labor can be defined as the “exercise of human 
labor in which there is a restriction, in any form, on the freedom of the worker or when the minimum rights for the 
protection of the dignity of the worker are not respected”.

Currently, the characterization of contemporary slavery is not limited to the restriction of the subject’s freedom 
of movement, but can also be manifested through the submission of workers to exhausting working hours, forced 
labour and degrading conditions (Reis; Jaques, 2022).

It should be noted that slavery, in its current form, stems from a long history of discrimination against people in 
the face of the economic scenario, rooted in the predominance of increasing capital over any cost and thing, even 
if this meant violating the rights inherent to the human person (Reis; Jaques, 2022). Finally, the amendment to the 
legal text of Article 149 of the Penal Code, introduced by Law 10.803/2003, was justified. 

Likewise, in line with the necessary legislative evolution that took place in 2003, Bill 2098/2023 is currently 
before the Federal Senate, which seeks to amend the criminal code to make the crime of reduction to a condition 
analogous to slavery imprescriptible (Kajuru, 2023). 

As the main arguments for the legal change, the author of the bill cites the Argument for Non-Compliance with 
Fundamental Precept (ADPF) 1.053, proposed by the Attorney General’s Office of the Republic on April 3, 2023, 
which states that the prohibition of slave labor stems not only from constitutional precepts, but also from international 
decisions and norms, which is why it is the responsibility of the government to adequately protect the subjects of 
rights and punish those who commit the crime, regardless of the time (Kajuru, 2023).

However, as a real legislative step backwards, the House of Representatives is currently considering Bill 
2464/2015, which seeks to change the current wording of Article 149 of the Penal Code, reducing the criminal type 
to only submission to forced labor and restriction of freedom of movement (Sperafico, 2015).

Despite all the arguments put forward in the bill’s justification, these are reduced to the argument of “legal 
uncertainty”, caused by the “lack of definition of the concepts” of exhausting working hours and degrading working 
conditions, for the legislative change (Sperafico, 2015).
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Thus, once these proposed changes are made to the criminal type provided for in art. 149 of the Penal Code, 
the likelihood of an increase in the possibilities of exploiting contemporary slave labor would be too high, added to 
the fact that a strong restriction would be created on the scope of inspection by state agencies.

It should be noted that, according to the definition set out in art. 149 of the Penal Code, the active subject of 
the criminal type can be anyone who subjects another individual to conditions analogous to slavery, not necessarily 
the employer. The passive subject, on the other hand, must be the employee, even if the employment relationship 
is not formally recognized (Reis; Jaques, 2024).

In this vein, when the active subject practices the incriminating criminal type, he or she is directly violating at 
least three of the fundamental rights provided for in our Federal Constitution: freedom, equality and the dignity of 
the human person (Reis; Jaques, 2024).

For this reason, “It seems important that the policy monitors and plans strategic actions to identify new spaces 
and new ‘forms’ of slave labor in the country” (Arbex; Galiza; Oliveira, 2018, p. 127). Similarly, Reis and Jaques 
(2024) state that in order to make the right to decent work a reality, it is necessary to value the dignity of the human 
person, in other words, it is necessary to recognize not only their dignity, but also the dignity of others.

Despite national and international legal provisions for the eradication of all forms of slavery, based on the 
principle of human dignity, which is intrinsic to everyone, it is violated on a daily basis. The various fronts of state 
action and inspection, coordinated mainly by the Labor Prosecutor’s Office and the Federal Police, are not unknown 
or ignored. However, this system is still precarious, given how many workers are subjected to conditions analogous 
to slave labor. 

In view of this violation of constitutional and international rights, the role of the state in combating degrading 
working conditions is analyzed from the perspective of human dignity.

3  The dignity of the human person: the urgent need to combat all forms of slavery

The right to decent work is part of the constitutional principle of human dignity, the cornerstone of Brazil’s 
federal system. As such, it is up to the state and civil society, in competition, to make it a reality (Brazil, 1988).

It should be noted that the right to work is included in the list of social rights in the Magna Carta, and is certainly 
not only a right attributed to the human person, but also an imposition on the state to guarantee its validity and 
effectiveness (Brasil, 1988). Therefore, “the employment relationship does not need to be seen as a relationship of 
antagonistic poles, but rather interdependent and complementary, with equal importance as human beings integrated 
into a society (Reis; Jaques, 2022, p. 289).

According to Sarlet (2007, p. 383):

[...the dignity of the human person is the intrinsic and distinctive quality recognized in each human being 
that makes them worthy of the same respect and consideration by the State and the community, implying, 
in this sense, a complex of fundamental rights and duties that ensure the person both against any act of 
a degrading and inhuman nature, as well as guaranteeing them the minimum existential conditions for 
a healthy life, in addition to fostering and promoting their active and co-responsible participation in the 
destinies of their own existence and of life in communion with other human beings (emphasis in original). 

It follows, therefore, that the constitutional principle of the dignity of the human person is inherent to each and 
every person, even if this precept is not always concretely realized (Sarlet, 2007).

However, it goes without saying that the dignity of the human person is also enshrined in Article 1 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which states that “all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They 
are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood” (UN, 1948).

It should be emphasized that the human person is a social being and “productive work is the bridge through 
which man overcomes the subject-object dualism and saves his isolation, becoming a social being, ensuring through 
work the existence of his species” (Olea, 1997, p. 52).

According to Bengoechea (2005, p. 27):

The essential mission of labor law is, perhaps, to ensure respect for the dignity of workers. There would 
be no true social and democratic rule of law without respect for the dignity of workers. It would be the 
enshrinement of the principle “pro dignitate lavoratoris.”
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Ferrari (1961, p. 13) points out that “economic relationships, properly organized, serve to create good 
material conditions of life for the benefit of all, since otherwise it would be unfounded to seek to establish such 
relationships between men”.

At this point, it should be pointed out that a life without alternatives, in which the worker is subjected to working 
conditions analogous to slavery, is not in line with what the legislator sought when he established the constitutional 
principle of the dignity of the human person, since life cannot be reduced to a mere economic character (Sarlet, 2013).

In this vein, Reis and Jaques (2024, p. 73-74) provide a valuable lesson:

[...] the fight against contemporary slave labor presupposes the adoption of measures in the areas of 
prevention, repression and also compensation, as well as public policies for the social reintegration of 
workers after they have been rescued, since only the removal of this condition by inspection agents 
will not be enough to fully restore the dignity of the human being. At the administrative level, the labor 
inspectorate checks whether workers are subject to forced labor, debt bondage, exhausting working 
hours or degrading conditions, by verifying basic living conditions on site, such as precarious housing, 
improper and insufficient food, undrinkable water, lack of registration on the CTPS, lack of compliance 
with occupational safety standards and physical or moral aggression. If such violations are found, the 
workers are rescued, paid the labor costs related to the termination of a contract and returned to their 
place of origin.

It should be noted that the existence of minimum rights to freedom, equality, compatible pay and work in decent 
conditions are minimum rights that are a prerequisite for the existence of work (Reis, 2019).

Reis and Jaques (2024, p. 87) state that “Working with dignity and equal opportunity, with the aim of general 
well-being, gives social rights the status of human rights, since work cannot be considered a mere input for production”.

Therefore, in order to create, improve and make effective the right to decent work, especially by combating 
all forms of slavery, it is up to the State to develop and implement public policies which, according to Reck (2018, 
p. 117) are “a unity of differences”.

Furthermore, Reck (2018) explains that public policies form a conglomerate that specializes in something, 
with values to be achieved through the necessary measures and means. In this respect, it is necessary to mention 
that, when talking about public policies, they are not reduced to mere Police Power, which is an instrument of public 
policy and not a synonym (Reck, 2018). In the words of Reck (2018, p. 120), “It is important to clarify that the mere 
use, for example, of Police Power, is not public policy. It is an instrument of public policy. Distributing condoms is 
not public policy, but a public health policy program.”

Therefore, it is up to the State to adopt the necessary measures to implement public policies with the aim of 
protecting the right to decent work and eradicating all forms of slavery, while the more the constitutional precept 
of human dignity is put into effect, the greater social progress will be with the consequent reduction of existing 
inequalities (Reis; Jaques, 2024).

According to Arendt (2003, p. 31):

The world is not human simply because it is made by human beings, nor does it become human simply 
because the human voice resonates in it, but only when it becomes an object of discourse. [...] We 
humanize what goes on in the world and in ourselves just by talking about it, and in the course of doing 
so we learn to be human. This humanitarianism that is achieved in the discourse of friendship was 
called philanthropy by the Greeks, the love of man, since it manifests itself in the readiness to share 
the world with other men.

Thus, in response to the precarious conditions of work, which is moving towards the existence of contemporary 
slave labor, the State is required, through the implementation of public policies, to analyze the global economic 
context in order to prevent and reduce degrading working conditions (Reis; Jaques, 2024).

In this vein, “The lack of adequate investment in education and child labor present a relationship that violates 
the essential right of the human being from birth, that is, the right to respect as a developing person” (Reis; 
Jaques, 2024, p. 93).

According to Reis and Jaques (2022, p. 292):

In the same way, the state has a social responsibility to contribute to overcoming social inequalities 
and guaranteeing access for all to the decent job market, since labor law arises from the perspective 

http://periodicos.unifor.br/rpen


6

Diogo de Almeida Ferrari, Suzéte da Silva Reis

Pensar, Fortaleza, v. 30, e16847, 2025

of fundamental rights with progressive state intervention to mitigate such inequalities and protect the 
autonomy of will, since this is relative given the need for survival of workers who, at least for the most 
part, would accept anything to stay alive, even if it meant a lack of dignity in working conditions.

In the same vein, Reis and Freitas (2017) state that the realization of the right to decent work is still an obstacle, 
especially considering the lack of compliance with both constitutional and labor precepts. In view of this, the next 
section analyzes contemporary slavery as a reflection of the omissions of both the state and society. 

4  Contemporary slave labor as a reflection of structural omissions

As mentioned above, while Brazil is moving towards the eradication of contemporary slavery, through inspection 
and enforcement groups, as well as public policies aimed at strengthening decent work, it is going backwards when 
legislators seek to restrict criminal legislation on work in conditions analogous to slavery, as is the case with Bill No. 
2464/2015, currently before the Chamber of Deputies, which seeks to exclude from art. 149 of the Penal Code the 
figure of “exhausting working hours” and “degrading working conditions” (Brazil, 1940).

In this sense, Arbex, Galiza and Oliveira (2018, p. 119) point out:

The progress experienced, however, does not mean that the policy of eradicating contemporary slave 
labor is consolidated, free of disputes and immune to setbacks. On the contrary, the disputes surrounding 
the concept of slave labor, the competence of fiscal actions and the penalties owed by those who practice 
it are permanent and have been intensifying within the Three Branches of the Republic in recent times.

We cannot ignore the growing state action that began in 1888 with the enactment of the Golden Law (Brazil, 
1888) in an attempt to reduce and eradicate all forms of slave labor. However, it should not be forgotten that the 
current national scenario, in which workers are still subjected to labor in conditions analogous to slavery, stems from 
the structural omission of both society and the state in creating and maintaining mechanisms designed to eradicate 
these practices from the colonial past.

It should be noted that, over the years, all labour practices have undergone changes, and this has been no 
different in relation to the practices that characterize contemporary slavery. Thus, what is clear is that slave labor 
was never actually abolished, but rather the forms of enslavement changed, while maintaining the invisibility of 
these workers (Costa, 2018).

According to Costa (2018, p. 46-47):

The new slaves occupy both rural and urban environments, as they have seasonality as a solution 
to their own social miseries. However, they remain “invisible”, serving as an instrument of domination 
and exploitation for their employer or employers, so that the owners of the machines have become the 
owners of the workforce that operates them, so that control over things becomes control over people, 
a situation that is repeated in all professional categories.

In this sense, it should be noted that while primary slave labor was legal, where the main characteristic was 
submission to forced labor and the restriction of the worker’s freedom due to debts, contemporary slave labor does not 
exclude these hypotheses, but also includes exhausting working hours and work in degrading conditions (Costa, 2018).

Therefore, contemporary slavery lies in the social miserability of the worker, who ends up accepting unworthy 
working conditions purely and simply because of the consideration they receive, even if it is minimal.

It should be noted that the worker and work form an inseparable two-way street, since for work to exist, human 
existence is presupposed, and the human person only develops through work. “Labor, therefore, is the basis of social 
segments, as well as being the driving force behind human identity and subjectivity (Miraglia; Oliveira, 2018, p. 84).

On the other hand, Zanella (2015) explains that reducing the human person to a solely capitalist viewpoint, 
as if they were a commodity (which is what happens when workers are subjected to unworthy working conditions) 
does not fulfill the constitutional precepts sought by the legislator when he established the dignity of the human 
person and the right to decent work. 

According to Miraglia and Oliveira (2018, p. 84) “Decent work is work that fulfills man as a being, allowing 
him to live and not merely survive”. In this sense, Reis and Jaques (2024, p. 72-73) highlight the need to recognize 
worker’s minimum human and social rights in order to eradicate contemporary slave labour:
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Human rights and the principle of solidarity are structural elements for the eradication of contemporary 
slave labor in Brazil, because, under the first aspect, it is denoted that knowledge of the bases of 
human rights, going through the historical background, the consolidation of the value of the person 
in international norms, the return of ethics as recognition of the Other as an equal, free and dignified 
being, education as an element of the formation of a citizen in a democratic context, as well as the 
pillars of freedom, equality, dignity of the human person and fundamental rights are constitutive in the 
search for world peace and social justice. These structural elements are essential in the eradication 
of contemporary slave labor, requiring public policy measures from the perspective of dignified and 
universal work focused on the human person as the primary value and capital as a means to achieve 
work in conditions of social well-being.

Thus, in order for everyone to be treated equally, without discrimination, whether cultural, social or racial, it is 
necessary for the government to adopt measures for both the protection and education of people, so that human 
dignity prevails over capital, thus providing greater effectiveness in combating slave labor (Reis; Jaques, 2024). 

Therefore, as Arendt (2007, p. 223) emphasizes, “the assumption that a person’s identity transcends, in 
magnitude and importance, everything they can do or produce is an indispensable element of human dignity”, which 
is why the condition of human dignity must be the focus of current and future debate, both by the state and society.

Therefore, it is worth remembering that Brazil is a signatory to Convention 29 of the International Labor 
Organization (ILO, 1930) on forced or compulsory labor, as well as Convention 105 of the same Organization (ILO, 
1957) on the abolition of forced labor. It should also be noted that in 1992 Brazil ratified the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (UN, 1966) and the American Convention on Human Rights (UN, 1969), which expressly 
prohibit slavery and forced labor.

In this scenario, specifically in relation to ILO Convention 29, which, although promulgated in 1930, was only 
ratified by Brazil in 1957, the State obliged itself to suppress all forms of forced or compulsory labor in the shortest 
possible period (ILO, 1930). Similarly, with regard to ILO Convention 105, Brazil also undertook to abolish forced or 
compulsory labor and not to resort to it in any way (ILO, 1957). However, more than six decades after its ratification, 
Brazil is still trying to eradicate work in conditions analogous to slavery. 

According to data from the Digital Observatory on Slave Labor in Brazil, between 1995 and 2024, 65,598 
(sixty-five thousand five hundred and ninety-eight) workers were rescued in conditions analogous to slavery, resulting 
in an average of 2,104.5 (two thousand one hundred and four virgula five) workers rescued every year (SmartLab, 
2025). In 2024 alone, 2,101 (two thousand one hundred and one) workers were rescued (SmartLab, 2025), an 
almost identical number to the average of the other years, which confirms the permanence of workers in conditions 
analogous to slavery today.

Furthermore, according to information from “Disque Direitos Humanos”, commonly known as “Disque 100”, 
between 2012 and 2019 workers were rescued working exhausting hours, representing a total of 26.9 (twenty-six 
point nine percent) of the total, followed by workers in degrading conditions, restriction of freedom and/or inability 
to leave the place or service, and, finally, workers in conditions of debt bondage, highlighting that the latter was a 
striking feature of the colonial slavery period.

It is said that contemporary slave labor stems, in addition to colonial practices, where the worker was the 
property of the master, from the primitive idea that still exists of the superiority of one over the other. In other words, 
there is a narcissistic wound rooted in society that makes society disciples of capitalism, while “We have barely 
begun to be colonized and we are already living with institutionalized enslavement” (Severo, 2021, p. 2).

In order to eradicate work in conditions analogous to slavery, it is initially necessary to recognize that there is 
normality in the difference between people and that, even if this difference exists, there is no justification for treating 
one worker or another unequally. As Arendt (2007, p. 1888) teaches, “if they were not different, if each human being 
did not differ from all those who have existed, exist or will exist, men would not need speech or action to make 
themselves understood”. 

In this respect, it is necessary to emphasize that, although in the colonial period the difference of race and 
social class was one of the determining factors in perpetuating slavery, today this idea must be eradicated, because 
“In man, the otherness that he has in common with everything that exists, and the distinction that he shares with 
everything that lives, become singularity, and human plurality is the paradoxical plurality of singular beings” (Arendt, 
2007, p. 189). In other words, singularity is what makes each subject of law a complete being, and discrimination 
or even enslavement on the grounds of skin color or socioeconomic status cannot be justified.
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This fact corroborates the observed trend that the dignity of the human person is gaining prominence in all 
scenarios, both social and state. This is because, according to Sarlet (2007), the dignity of the human person is 
intrinsic to it, being an element that constitutes the subject of rights and, therefore, inseparable from it. 

It follows that contemporary slavery stems from a long process of social evolution, as a reflection of colonial 
slavery and the discrimination that exists in our society. It is therefore an urgent need to maximize state action to 
reduce this primitive idea of one person’s property over another, as well as to curb the forms of discrimination and 
inequality that exist in today’s society.

5  Final considerations

Based on the analysis carried out here, it was possible to demonstrate that contemporary slavery is still present 
in Brazil through practices that have already become naturalized and invisible, such as exhausting working hours 
and degrading working conditions, which directly violate the constitutional precept of human dignity. Likewise, it was 
possible to verify that there is a structural omission on the part of the state and society, both in terms of inspection 
and in terms of drawing up and implementing public policies for the prevention, repression and social reintegration 
of rescued workers. It was also found that legislative proposals aimed at retrogression represent a real risk, as they 
weaken the entire protective structure that has been created so far.

In view of this, this article reinforces the urgent need for the state to work together with society to not only repress, 
but also to formulate mechanisms and public policies to prevent and curb all forms of contemporary slave labor. 
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