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Slavery definition: 
Forced to work without 
pay under threat of 
violence and unable to 
walk away.

Pesach (Passover) is when Jews all over the world come together to 
retell the story of the Israelites triumph over slavery. The Israelites were 
slaves in Egypt for 210 years and had to endure terrible conditions and 
degrading work. 

Exodus chapter 1

פָרֶךְ. רָאֵל, בְּ נֵי יִשְׂ עֲבִדוּ מִצְרַיִם אֶת-בְּ יג.  וַיַּ
13.  �And the Egyptians made the children of Israel to serve with rigour.

חמֶֹר וּבִלְבֵנִים,  ה, בְּ עֲבדָֹה קָשָׁ יהֶם בַּ  יד.  �וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת-חַיֵּ
ר-עָבְדוּ  ל-עֲבדָֹתָם, אֲשֶׁ דֶה--אֵת, כָּ ׂ שָּ וּבְכָל-עֲבדָֹה, בַּ

פָרֶךְ. בָהֶם, בְּ
14. � And they made their lives bitter with hard service, in mortar and 

in brick, and in all manner of service in the field; in all their service, 
wherein they made them serve with rigour.

(Source: www.mechon-mamre.org) 

It ended well for the Israelites with Moses fulfilling his leadership 
potential; the Israelites leaving Egypt; and, after wandering in the 
desert for 40 years, the Israelites received the Torah on Mount Sinai.

However, fast forward to the modern day and people all over the 
world are still subject to horrendous circumstances and inhuman 
conditions. Modern slavery, though comparable to historical slavery 
in most ways, differs due to:

•	 	�The lack nowadays for “legal ownership” – people can be 
temporarily possessed

•	 	�Nationality, gender, race, religion, ethnicity, age, class – 
nothing matters anymore, anyone can get caught up in 
slavery.

•	 	�Slavery’s business side – human trafficking – is not just 
sustained by criminal organisations but also corrupt officials, 
drug dealers, and even families. 

Our sages taught that “other people’s dignity should be as precious 
to you as your own” (Pirke Avot 2:15). As we sit together at the Seder, 
recount our history and seek to experience it, we are provided with a 
unique opportunity to consider those people who are oppressed or 
enslaved today. © Tzedek
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Facts about Modern Slavery:
•	 	�It is difficult to give an exact number of slaves in the 

world today as this is an underground economy. 
According to Siddharth Kara (one of the world’s 
foremost experts on modern day slavery and human 
trafficking) there were 29.2 million slaves at the end 
of 2009 (Sex trafficking: inside the business of modern 
slavery) 

•	 	�Slavery is illegal worldwide yet also practised 
worldwide

•	 	�The value of a slave has decreased over the years, 
therefore making slaves a more “throw-away” 
commodity. This is in stark contrast to the past when 
slaves were expensive to buy and consequently less 
disposable

•	 	�In 2008, of the 215 million child labourers in the 
world, two thirds of them (153 million) were between 
the ages of 5 and 14 years old (IPEC)

•	 	�Do you know where your chocolate bar came 
from? The US Department of State estimated that 
more than 109,000 children in Cote d’Ivoire’s 
cocoa industry work under “the worst forms of 
child labour,” and that some 10,000 or more 
are victims of human trafficking or enslavement  

(Source: www.laborrights.org)

Deuteronomy 24:14

רְךָ  כִיר עָנִי וְאֶבְיוֹן מֵאַחֶיךָ אוֹ מִגֵּ ק שָׂ  לאֹ תַעֲשֹׁ

עָרֶיךָ שְׁ אַרְצְךָ בִּ ר בְּ אֲשֶׁ
You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor and 
needy, whether he is your brother or one of the strangers 
within your gates.

Case Study:
When he was almost 12 years old, Aly Diabate was offered a new bicycle and 
$150 a year to support his family by a slave trader. Following a traumatic year 
and a half working for a cocoa farmer, he did not see either of these rewards. 

Aly and 18 other boys worked from 6am to 6.30pm every day for the cocoa 
farmer – trudging heavy, tall bags of cocoa beans from field to storehouse. 
The bags were often taller than the 4ft high Aly, so he would rely on the other 
boys placing them on his head in order to carry them. If he did not hurry, he 
was beaten with branches from a cocoa tree. 

Their evening meal would consist of burnt bananas and then the boys 
were ordered into their crowded room to sleep on wooden planks with no 
mattresses. Once they were in their room, they were not allowed to leave 
again.

One of the boys managed to escape (following previous failed attempts, 
after which he had been beaten severely) and alert authorities to their plight. 
Police managed to free the boys and send them back to their families in Mali.

Source: Yale School of Management
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Jewish texts
There is a lot of repetition throughout the Five Books of Moses (the Torah). Not only do we have 2 
stories of Creation in the Book of Genesis, but the majority of the Mitzvot (Commandments) are retold 
in the Book of Deuteronomy. 

Interestingly, during this retelling in Deuteronomy, some of the words and phrases are changed. This 
can often lead to a new interpretation on an older Commandment. Below you will find quotes on 
slaves from Exodus beside quotes in Deuteronomy. 

Are there discernible differences between the Books? Which should be followed? Why do you 
think these changes were made? 

Interesting websites

www.slaverymap.org 
scroll over the UK and find stories of modern slavery that people have written in 

www.notforsalecampaign.org

www.antislavery.org

www.amnesty.org.uk 

Videos

www.free2work.org/knowledge/173/Lets_End_Human_Slavery_in_Our_Lifetime  
Short clip about slavery - American-focused, but well made

http://www.documentarystream.com/the-dark-side-of-chocolate/ 
Documentary about child labour in the chocolate industry

Peulot resources

http://www.tzedek.org.uk/file/Pesach%20pack%20KS3&4_18a.pdf 
Though written for KS 3 & 4, this resource has lots of relevant information and 
activities

http://www.amnesty.org.uk/content.asp?CategoryID=10679 
A great source of educational materials 

www.stopthetraffik.org/downloads/stt-quiz.pdf 
Quiz and answers

http://www.notforsalecampaign.org/action/  
Resource

www.stopthetraffik.org/downloads/flexicard_download.pdf 
Resource

© Tzedek
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Exodus 21 on slavery
Exodus 21:2-4

When you acquire a Hebrew slave, he shall serve 
six years; in the seventh year he shall go free, 
without payment. If he came single, he shall 
leave single; if he had a wife, his wife shall leave 
with him. If his master gave him a wife, and she 
has borne him children, the wife and her children 
shall belong to the master, and he shall leave 
alone.

Exodus 21:5-6

But if the slave declares, ‘I love my master, and 
my wife and children: I do not wish to go free,’ 
his master shall take him before G-d. He shall 
be brought to the door or the doorpost, and his 
master shall pierce his ear with an awl; and he 
shall then remain his slave for life.

Deuteronomy 15 on slavery
Deuteronomy 15:12-15

If a fellow Hebrew, man or woman, is sold to you, 
he shall serve you six years, and in the seventh 
year you shall set him free. When you set him free, 
do not let him go empty-handed: Furnish him out 
of the flock, threshing floor, and vat, with which 
the L-rd your G-d has blessed you. Bear in mind 
that you were slaves in the land of Egypt and the 
L-rd your G-d redeemed you; therefore I enjoin 
this commandment upon you today. 

Deuteronomy 15:16-18

But should he say to you, ‘I do not want to leave 
you’ for he loves you and your household and is 
happy with you-you shall take an awl and put 
it through his ear into the door, and he shall 
become your slave in perpetuity. When you do set 
him free, do not feel aggrieved; for in the six years 
he has given you double the service of a hired 
man. Moreover, the L-rd and your G-d will bless 
you in all you do. 
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Education Director Tzedek, Jewish Social Action Hub, 152 West End Lane, London. NW6 1SD 

Please get in touch with us with your thoughts and ideas, and do call if you have any questions. 
Contact us by phone on: 0207 443 5121 or by email at: education@tzedek.org.uk

(Source: www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Bible/Torah/Deuteronomy/Biblical_Slavery.shtml)


