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HE SHEilS CALL PIERCED THE BARELY PINK-RIMMED 

sky. For the past many weeks in Asmara, the five a.m. 
call to prayer had sent our heads burrowing into the 

pillows, bU[ this time we tumbled OU[ of bed. It was the first day 
of voting in Eritrea's referendum on independence. Crowds 
would already be lining the streets around the polling places. 
Voting would begin in rwo hours. 

BREAKTHROUGH II 

A million and a halfEritrean voters would tear their ballots 
in half, separating the blue side (yes) from the red side (no) and 
dropping one or the other into the ballot box. Eritreans had 
waited two years-or fifteen-or forty-or one hundred years 
(see History of a Disappeared Country, page 6) for this day, 
which could have come at any of those times: the 188os when 
the Italians seized the Red Sea coast and some villages resisted-
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or 1950, with haly defeated, when the 
UN endorsed the swallow-up of Eritrea by 

Haile Selassie's imperial Ethiopian state-or 
1977 when two liberation fronts, the EPLF and the 
ELF, were poised for a conclusive military victory. 
Or independence could have been declared in May 
1991, when the EPLF swept into Asmara and the 
panicking remnants of 150,000 Ethiopian troops, 
their officers taking off in tanks and jeeps, fled inland 
toward the Ethiopian and Sudanese borders, just as 

Ethiopia's Soviet-backed Mengistu tyranny collapsed. 
Now, on April 23, 1993, two years later, Eritreans 

were going to vote for-the outcome was certain
independence. Elsewhere in the Horn of Africa, noth
ing was certain. Somalia, and especially Mogadishu, 

had devolved into armed compounds, the streets pa
trolled by beleaguered U.S. and UN troops. In Ethiopia, 
Oromos and Amharas still contested the legitimacy of the 

new government in Addis Ababa. Civil war seethed in 
Sudan. But io Asmara, Eritrea's capital, civWans had no 
weapons and fighters displayed none. Enthusiasm for the 
referendum cut across religious and ethnic lines and politi
cal allegiances. ELF leaders, their organization long 
inactive, had flown into Asmara, stating support for the 
vote and respect for their rival 's, the EPLF' s, Provisional 
Government. 

. .. 
IN AND OUT OF THE POLLS 

Ourside, even in the back streets, there was a 
rush of exci,tement. White-swathed women and 
men (many men, on this day, had eschewed their 
western suits or work clothes for crisp white 
tunics and head wrappings) walked purposefully 
to the schools and offices designated as polling 
places to find, as we did, lines stretched around the 
corners. Women and men glowed with happiness. 
Some had begun to line up at 4:00a.m. Oignitar-















THE GLOBAL TRAFFICKING OF WOMEN 

E NTERTAINMENT GIRLS, HOSPITALITY GIRLS, 

massage girls, prosrirures, it all means the 
same thing. They're parr of the globalization 

of rhe world's economy. Goods ro be shipped across 
borders, sometimes overland, sometimes by sea, hom 
one airport to another. Commodities in a multibillion 
dollar industry. But this time the products are women 
and children being sold for profit. We're calking here 
about international sex crafficlcing. 

There are several categories of trafficking. The 
first and largest (which this article will concentrate 
on) is char of the transnational sex industry: interna
tional prostitution. There is also the mail-order 
bride industry. The ocher main category is that of 
exporting workers in exchange for foreign capital to 
be sent back home. In the case of women, these are 
usually domestic workers or nurses. The women all 
perform services that are deemed necessary and vital 
ro the host countries, yet they live in the margins, 
more often than not, invisible. 

The traffick is char of poor women to richer men. 
The flow of poor women from the South to North is 
the largest, although now there is also an increase of 
women from the former Eastern bloc. The most fre
quent destinations for the women are Europe, North 
America, Japan, Australia, and the Middle Ease. 

The women come from rural areas and city slums. 
They are either recruited as tourist workers or are often 
kidnapped and forced into sexual slavery. Others are 
simply sold outright. In some countries there are 
actual markers where women are sold in the streets. 
Actually to call most of them women is a misnomer, 
for often they are young girls, ages Io-15. Some have 
nor even reached the age of menstruation, many 
have no idea what sex is. 

' 
by Judith Mirkinson 

Imagine you're a young girl brought from Burma 
to Thailand, you have been kidnapped or bought. 
You're terrified. You have no idea where you are, 
whaccoumryyou'rein, what's going to happen to you. 
If you haven't been raped along the way (or some
times even if you have) you're immediately brought 
to the "Room of the Unveiling of the Virgin."There 
you are raped concinuously-umil you can no longer 
pass for a virgin. Then you are pur to work. 

These girls are bought for s4oo-s8oo. They're 
rold they will have co earn this money back before 
they can leave the brothel. They' re charged for all 
their cloches, food, and board and usually receive 
only 20 percent of rhe money they earn. In reality 
they often earn back four to five times what they owe 
before the managers tell them they're on their own. 
Once that happens the women are often no better off 
than before. They have no livelihood ocher chan sex 
work, they have no home, and they've been stigma
tized fo r life. 

It's nor chat any of this is exactly new. Women 
have been bought and sold for thousands of years. 
We're all only too familiar with the "world's oldest 
profession." Mail-order brides have also been com
monplace-did you see The Piano? But the selling 
bas become more organized and systematized. It's 
the scope, money, and reasons involved chat make 
this business one char has reached catastrophic pro
portions. 

The numbers are staggering. Here are justa few of 
the statistics. lt' s estimated that from one to two 
million women and children are trafficked each 
year. During a 1991 conference of Southeast Asian 
women's organizations, it was estimated char 30 
million women have been sold worldwide since the 
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and settlement projects that have been carried out in 
the city. Never will millions of Palestinians be al
lowed to return, for that is a serious security threat 
to Israel, the Israeli Prime Minister also stated. And 
never will Israel go back to its 1967 borders. "Ad
ministrative autonomy is all that the Palestinians 
will get, and nothing more. If Mr. Atafat wants to 

promise them a state, then that is his problem. But 
that is not what they will get," said Rabin to his 
parliament. He, and other Israeli leaders, went on to 
argue that the essence of the agreement is to achieve 
stability for Israel by making Arab markets fully 
dependent on the Israeli economy, a NAFTA-like 
agreement in the Middle East. 

In fact, and contrary to popular perception, "Is
rael has escalated its expropriation of Palestinian 
land and expansion of Jewish settlements and infra
structure in the Occupied Territories, since the 
signing of the Declaration of Principles." Such was 
the conclusion of a January 1994 joint statement by 
four well-recognized Palestinian institutions-the 
Palestine Human Rights Information Center, the 
Land Research Committee, the Palestine Geo
graphic Research and Information Center of the 
Arab Studies Society, and the Society of St. Yves. 
The statement went on to document what they 
called "disturbing developments, all in violation of 
customary rules of international law, the individual 
and collective rights of the Palestinian people, and 
the terms of the Israei-PLO agreement." 

According to the four organizations, "over 46,ooo 
dunums of the West Bank land were expropriated 
from September 13 through the end of 1993; direct 
expansion of settlements occurred on 1,025 dun urns, 
entailing the uprooting of 5,540 fruitful trees; eight 
new Israeli nature reserve projects were initiated on 
Palestinian lands, and eight new roads connecting 
settlements were constructed; 46 extended families 
were evicted from their lands, and 63 homes were 
demolished." 

Now that the December 13 deadline for the start 
oflsraeli military withdrawal has passed and nego
tiations are stalled-agreement could not be reached 
even over simple issues like the size of] ericho and the 
control of entry points-Arafat' s promises to deliver 
an independent Palestinian state have suddenly be
come even more distant. As a result, the Chairman's 
political bloc has lost nearly all of the local elections 
held after the signing of the accords, including those 
for student and trade unions. And while his critics 
have been gaining momentum, his support in refu
gee camps in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan has 
dwindled to almost nothing. Many Fateh fighters 
and Intifada activists, who early on obeyed his orders 
to surrender to the Israeli authorities, have once 
again joined the resistance movement. International 
donors have withheld much of their promised aid 
poinring to the serious incompetence of the 

Chairman's proposed government. And Israel, grati
fied by the weakening of the PLO as a result of the 
agreement, now insists that if Arafat does not like 
their deal, he does not have to take it, for they have 
nothing to lose. Thus, Israel has skillfully placed the 
Palestinian leadership in a very difficult corner: 
either they further concede to all new Israeli de
mands, or admit their mistake in accepting the 
agreement in the first place, risking damnation by 
the Palestinian people for surrendering their rights 
and struggle. What a choice the Chairman has to 
make! 

Defenders of Arafat's political line currently ar
gue that it is the Israeli leadership that is hindering 
the peace process. They charge that while it is true 
that the letter of the Declaration of Principles does 
not provide much for the Palestinians ar the present 
time, the spirit of the agreement, if respected by all 
parties, is certain to resuJ tin a Palestinian state in the 
near future. The supporters of the agreement once 
again are dependent on the "goodwill" of the Israeli 
government, and are driven by the international 
hoopla welcoming their steps. 

They forget that last December, while the secret 
talks were underway in Oslo, Israel deported 415 
Palestinians; and that during the same period Pales
tinian prisoners went on the largest-ever hunger 
strike in protest of the extreme conditions and 
torture they live under. They also do not remember 
chat it was only a few months before the agreemem 
was signed that Israel closed off the West Bank and 
Gaza, plunging the area into conditions of exueme 
economic stagnation and hardship. How then could 
a,government that carries out such acts of subjuga
tion, headed by a prime minister who, as Defense 
Minister in 1988, instituted and carried out the 
brutal policy of bone-breaking in order to quell the 
Intifada, deliver the Palestinian people to peace-all 
without guarantees, all without international en
forcement of law, and alJ without an intent to 

establish peace? 

A CURIOUS DOUBL.E STANDARD CHARACTERIZES 

the perception of the international commu
nity of the Palestine Question versus that of South 
Africa. In Palestine, the movement is hailed and 
cheered on as it buckles under pressure into accept
ing socio-economic and political segregation and 
aparrness-the very concept the people of South 
Africa have been struggling against for decades, and 
another form of the apartheid system that the world 
has denounced over and over again. It is as if the 
Palestinians are being told that the very best that can 
be done for them, and the most that they deserve, is 
an apartheid government and a Bantustan existence. 
The offer by Israel to completely enslave Palestine, 
and to forever destroy irs cultural fabric and histori
cal continuity, is not only accepted but, in fact, is 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------- BREAKTHROUGH III 

Xiaoping. Today many ofSLORC's modern weap
ons-including tanks, jet fighters, and rockets-are 
purchased with profits &om Burma's heroin trade 
via the Chinese Polytechnologies Corporation, a 
corporation managed by Deng Xiaoping's son-in
law. Looking beyond the simple profit motive, as the 
Soviet Navy is dismantled and U.S. forces are drawn 
elsewhere in the world, China can at last implement 
its vision of a blue-water navy. Burma has been 
courted as an important ally, with deep water ports 
necessary for China to extend military power across 
the Indian Ocean. 

Military goals not withstanding, other ASEAN 
nations (Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, 
the Philippines, and Brunei), along with Japan, 
Korea, Taiwan, etc., are similarly involved in the 
intense competition for new markets and new sources 
oflabor and resources in a region where economic 
development is still surging ahead of much of the 
world. 

THERE IS MUCH TO DO 
Amnesty International is deeply committed to 

the cause of human rights in Burma. The U.S. 
government, including the president and Congress, 
are on record against the abuses ofSLORC, and have 
instituted a ban on textile imporcs, which, while 
symbolic, has almost no economic impact. More to 
the point would be further conditioning or revoca
tion of China's Most Favored Nation trade status for 
the scope of its arms sales tO Burma and throughout 
the region. U.S. corporations with capital invest
ment in Burma such as Amoco, Unocal Petroleum, 
Pepsi Cola, Dean Hardwoods, and others are targets 
of first oppottuniry for letterwriting and consumer 
boycotts. 

I would especially encourage you to support the 
organizations below that work direcdy with the 
Burmese insurgents and those at risk. In each case 
these are people that we at the Buddhist Peace 
Fellowship have met and continue to work with. We 
are also happy to provide you with further informa
tion, analyses, and to serve as a channel for any funds 
you may have in support of the Burmese. 0 

Alan Smauke is National Coordinator of the Buddhist 
Peau Felkwship. He is also an ordained priest at the 
Btrkt!ty Zen Center, where he lives with his family. 
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Alan Clements, Burma: The Next J(jlting Fields? 
(Emeryville, CA Odonian Press, 1992) 

Bcnil Lintner, Land Of jade (Edinburgh, Scotland: 
Kiscadale Publications, 1990) 

Benil Lintner, Outrage: Burma s Struggle for Democ-

racy (Edinburgh, Scotland: Kiscadale Publications, 
1990) 

Alfred W. McCoy, The Politics of Heroin; CIA 
Complicity in the Global Drug Trade (Brooklyn, NY: 
Lawrence Hill Books, 1991) 

Edith Mirante, Burmese Looking Glass: A Human 
Rights Activist on the Forbidden Frontier (New York: 
Grove Press, 1993) 

Sulak Sivaraksa, Seeds of Peace (Berkeley, CA: Paral
lax Press, 1992) 

Martin Smith, Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of 
Ethnicity (London & New Jersey: Zed Books, 1991) 

Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom From Fear and Other 
Writings (New York: Penguin, 1991) 

Towards Democracy in Burma (Washington, DC: 
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RESOURCES 

Buddhist Peace Fellowship, P. 0. Box 4650, Berkeley 
CA 94704, (5IO) 525-8596. 

Acts as a clearinghouse in the U.S. for informa
tion and funds related to Burmese freedom. Slide 
show is available. 

Burmese Relief Centre, P. 0. Box 48, Chiangmai 
Univ. Chiang Mai 50002, Thailand. 

Small but deeply respected organization provid
ing food and medical relief on both sides of the Thai/ 
Burma border, regardless of any factional align
ments. In many places they represent the only out
side suppott. 

Daughters Education Project, P. 0. Box ro, Mae 
Sai, Chiang Rai 573IO, Thailand. 

Provides an alternative to prostitution for young 
girls, offering basic education, vocational training, 
with an emphasis on collective values and self
esteem. 

All Burma Student Democratic Front (ABSDF), 
P. 0. Box 22, Mae Sot, 6pro, Thailand. 

The main organization of students in the border 
region. They provide medical support and educa
tion to refugees and serve as combatants with the 
alliance of ethnic armed forces, the NDF. 

SoutheastAsianlnformationNetwork (SAIN), P. 0. 
Box2I7, Chiangmai Univ, ChiangMai50002, Thailand. 

An organization of non-violent activists who train 
environmental documentation and journalism. They 
have excellent contacts with all groupings among the 
insurgents and are developing first-rate documen
tary materials. 
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ERITREA, from page 9 
a constitution char will lead to multi-party elections. 
The EPLF has said , since the war's end in 1991, that 
it will dissolve, the cask of a liberation fron t having 
ended. It will, certainly, transform into one or more 
political parties. But the EPLF is the government 
now, and will be for the next several, crucial years. 
There is every reason to expect that it is a govern
ment that will protect the interests of its people, 
despite a world economy that pressures poor coun
tries to provide carte blanche foe exploiters; that it 
will organize development based on indigenous 
models, advance the interests of women, preserve 
ethnic culture while building national identity, fos
ter tolerance and equality among Christians and 
Muslims and highlanders and lowlanders, bring the 
scattered Eritreans home, and provide political lead
ership in the Horn of Africa. 

CELEBRATION 
On Tuesday, April 27, people were saying chat 

election results m ight be announced that afternoon. 
In the morning we drove out to Nefasit and Ghinda. 
We wanted co talk to people and take pictures of the 
celebrations we'd heard were going on in all the 
villages. Nefasit was dreary, literally falling off the 
bare, muddy hills its stone houses hug- people were 
digging their huts out of the mudslides chat a heavy 
rain had brought the night before. But Ghinda was 
all smiles and celebration. We were ushered into a 
courtyard where women were cooking for the fes
tivities, producing huge stacks of injera from a 
steamer trunk full of batter and a single magogo, the 
round charcoal-fired baking griddle, and cutting 
and cooking meat and vegetables. A party atmo
sphere prevailed, with enormous enameled cups of 
swa, homemade beer, close at hand. W e were 
treated to the resulting delicious stew, and tiny cups 
of sweet black coffee. At che same rime, down the 
road, contingents of men and women were drum
ming, clapping, singing, and chancing. When we 
joined them, about 200 Tigre women, in bright 
yellows, purples, and pastels, were crowding and 
dancing into the road under strings of EPLF and 
Eritrea flags. 

Back in Asmara, about 3:00 p.m., Dr. Amare 
T ecle, the head of the Referendum Commission, in 
a hastily called press conference at the Ambassoira 
Hotel, announced chat 1,516,280 Eritreans had voted 
and 99.805 percent of them had voted yes- 99.8 
percent! 

Much of what followed we heard in snatches, 
from the summary translations of Eritreans clus
tered around radios in the street, in hotels, in a few 
offices where people gathered to share the news. Italy 
immediately extended recognition , followed by the 
U.SA., Ethiopia, and Sudan. The first speech broad-

cast came from the Ethiopian representative and was 
an important symbol ofMeles Zenawi' s government's 
unequivocal endorsement ofEritrean independence. 

As dusk fell, crowds surged into the streets. The 
music and drumming started up again. For us that 
night was bittersweet, as we ran into friend after 
friend to hug, congratulate, and bid farewell- in a 
few days we would be leaving Eritrea and the rare 
company of people who face a daunting future 
with brave and joyous hearts. So our joy was 
mixed with sadness. But soon we d idn' t care. We 
were dancing. 0 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 

· 9overnrnem of Eritrea publications, including a 
mont.hiy newsletter, are available from the Embassy "' 
ofEritrea, P.O. Box65685, Washington, DC20035. 

The Erirrean Relief Committee sponsors material 
aid Rroje£ts in the U.S. Contact ERC at 1325 Fif
teenth Street, N.W., Washington, DC 20005. 

Thomas Keneally, author of Schindler's List, novel
ized theEPLf in To.A.rmara (Warner Books, 1989). 

The following books- are published by the Re4 Sea 
Press, 13 Industry Court, Trenton, NJ o8638t 

• Dan Connell, Against All Odds: A Chronicle of ihe 
Eritrean Revolution (1993). Connell has witnessed 
and reponed on the Erirreanindependence struggle 
since 1976. 

• Abeba Tesfagiorgis, A Painfol Season '&a-Stubborn 
Hope: The Odyssry ofanEritrean Mother (1992). A 
moving personal aceountof repression and impris
onment inAsmara during the Ethiopian occupation. 

• Robert Papstein, Eritrea: R,evoiution at Dusk (1991). 
Eyewitness repon and 175 striking black and white 
photos of the EPLF and Eritrea's liberated villages 
and farms. 

• Amrit Wtlson, The Challenge Road: Women and the 
Eritrean Revolution (1991). lnterviews and analysis 
re£ount women's emergence from: feudal patriar
chy and their role in the armed struggle. 

• Roy Paceman, Eritrea: Even the Ston,es. are Burning 
(1990). Compr~he~ive analysis of the-history and 
politics ofErirrean struggles from ancient times to 
the eve of .independence. 

• James Firebrace & Stuart Holland, Never Kneel 
Down: Drought, Development and Liberation in 
Eritrea (1985). Detailed account of"fhe EPLF's 
popular revolutionary programs. 
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