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ABSTRACT
This article contributes from a sociology of knowledge perspective
to the ongoing sociological debate about statistics produced by
international organisations taking the Global Estimates of Forced
Labour published by the International Labour Organization (ILO)
as a case of international quantification. We ask: what stages of
negotiation were involved in the transformation of a legal
category into a statistical category of forced labour oriented
towards political action? The analysis combines the historical
reconstruction of the political and organisational processes
behind the production of the estimates with the study of the
measurement framework of forced labour. The qualitative case
study is based on semi-structured expert interviews and ILO
documents. Our results highlight the processes by which a legal
category was made practicable for statistical work and thereby
point to the specific arrangements and connections between law,
statistics, and policy within international organisations. As we
argue, the estimates have provided consistency to a fragile social
construct that originated in the imperial context of the interwar
period, and that was turned into a ‘visible’ social and global
phenomenon of the twenty-first century.
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Introduction

In 2005, the International Labour Organization (ILO) estimated the number of cases
of forced labour worldwide for the first time at 12.3 million. The estimates were
updated in 2012 to 20.9 million cases and in 2017 to 25 million (ILO, 2005a,
2012b, 2017). The quantitative gap between these figures raises sociological questions
concerning the construction of the framework of measurement. Sociological research
on the construction of statistics, especially in an international context, has expanded
in recent years to cover more and more fields (see Mennicken & Espeland, 2019).
However, in-depth analyses of the conditions of production of figures by international
organisations, the concrete operations involved, as well as the institutional
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configurations in which they are embedded, are still scarce (see however Cussó, 2016;
Wobbe & Renard, 2017). The present article contributes to this ongoing debate by We
use a sociology of knowledge perspective by the ILO as a case in point of international
quantification. Our goals and contributions are twofold: first, we reconstruct the gen-
esis of the statistical category and explore the interface between statistical and legal
expertise within the ILO. Second, by providing insights into the knowledge instru-
ments involved in the reorientation of ILO campaigns against forced labour after
2000, we aim to demonstrate the specific role played by statistics in international
organisations and their political action today.

Forms of work marked by violence, coercion, and dependency1 have been summed up
and legally codified by the ILO since 1930 under the category ‘forced labour’ (ILO Con-
vention No. 29 (1930); ILO Convention No. 105 (1957); Protocol of 2014 to the Forced
Labour Convention). In this paper, we use the term forced labour to refer to the ILO’s
legal or statistical category, but we refrain from employing it as a sociological category
of analysis. In the context of the reorientation of the ILO at the end of the 1990s, cam-
paigns against forced labour were supported by statistical expertise and the production of
estimates. This article investigates 1) the specific quality of the statistical category, beyond
and complementary to the legal category, and 2) to what extent the estimates were
embedded in a broader political strategy against forced labour. What stages of nego-
tiation were involved in the transformation of a legal category into a statistical category
of forced labour oriented towards political action? Our findings highlight the processes
by which a legal category was made practicable for statistical work and thereby point to
the specific arrangements and connections between law, statistics, and policy within
international organisations. We show how, on the one hand, the statistical category
emerged, sui generis, in its own right, shaped by ILO statisticians, and how, on the
other hand, it remained as close as possible to the legal definition. As we argue, the esti-
mates have provided consistency to a fragile social construct that originated in the imper-
ial context of the interwar period, and that was turned into a ‘visible’ social and global
phenomenon of the twenty-first century. Examining this process reveals collectively
shared (gendered) patterns of interpretation about what work is and what forced labour.

In the first part, we develop a conceptual framework and research design inspired
by the historical sociology of knowledge in order to analyse the production of statistics
by international organisations. Our methodological approach and data for the case
study are presented thereafter. In the following section, we outline the organisation
of legal and statistical expertise at the ILO and illustrate its specific temporality in
the case of forced labour. We then turn to the findings of our study, by first recon-
structing the genealogy of the Global Estimates and the historical as well as political
impulses behind it. Subsequently, we analyse the concrete steps in the construction of
a framework of measurement, including the lessons learned from qualitative studies,
the construction of a statistical definition, the selection of indicators, and the stan-
dardisation of procedures of data collection. Using the concrete classification processes
in the cases of forced begging and forced marriage as examples, we trace how statis-
ticians shaped the framework of forced labour quantification by negotiating both stat-
istical standards of classification and legal norms. The article ends with a discussion of
the main results and concluding remarks on the heuristic value of statistical
categories.
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Conceptual framework and research design

Exploring the connections between legal and statistical knowledge

We use a sociology of knowledge perspective to address the practices involved in the pro-
duction of international statistics. In particular, we draw on studies dedicated to statistics
as a knowledge technology of classification, objectification and hierarchisation for the
construction of political problems (see Antonelli, 2016), with a special focus on the policy
domain of work (Berrebi-Hoffman et al., 2019; Vanderstraeten, 2006; Wobbe, 2012; Zim-
mermann, 2001). One aspect that has not yet been sufficiently explored by sociological
research is the articulation between legal and statistical expertise in international organ-
isations. Law and statistics are often analysed as two parallel, yet separate knowledge
technologies of modern organisations (see Wobbe et al., 2017). This is as much the
case in international organisations as it is in national bureaucracies. Legal and statistical
knowledge are the products of different, partially autonomous social fields and pro-
fessional expertise that follow their own logic, have their own rules of legitimacy, and
speak their own languages. According to Pierre Bourdieu, the legal field is characterised
by ‘a confrontation among actors possessing a technical competence (…) which consists
essentially in the socially recognized capacity to interpret a corpus of texts sanctifying a
correct or legitimized vision of the social world’ (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 817, emphasis in
original). By contrast, the competences involved in statistical expertise imply the trans-
lation of qualitative and isolated phenomena into a numeric language that is easily trans-
posable and readable in other social spheres. Whereas legal expertise draws its legitimacy
both from ‘the positive logic of science and the normative logic of morality’, therefore
‘compelling universal acceptance’ (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 818), official statistics claim to
be objective and neutral on the basis of an original combination between administrative
and scientific logics (Desrosières, 1998, p. 71). What distinguishes numbers from other
kinds of media is their permeability, combinability, and malleability (Heintz, 2007,
p. 79). As a result, statistical and legal knowledge not only differ in their means and
resources to achieve authority. The categories produced by both types of expertise also
vary in their degree of circulation, normativity, and sanction in case of non-conformity.
While legal statements must require interpretation by legal experts to be understood by
lay people (Bourdieu, 1987), numbers are deemed immediately accessible to a wider
audience.

Our goal in this article is not to challenge the separation and particularities of legal vs.
statistical knowledge. Rather, we aim to explore their possible connections, especially the
way in which statisticians draw on legal experts and their authority to interpret the law in
order to build statistical frameworks of categorisation and measurement. Statistical
classification implies the rigorous selection of criteria to allow clear-cut distinctions
between phenomena prior to their measurement. According to Desrosières (2001),
these classification decisions build on previous or emerging ‘conventions of equivalence’
– firstly between heterogeneous, individual instances, and secondly between a case and
the general category. These conventions may originate in law or be the result of statis-
ticians’ work (Desrosières, 2001, p. 116). We understand ‘conventions’ in a sociological
sense as patterns of interpretation and orientation for action that are based on the codifi-
cation and solidification of a social consensus (on the concept of convention in the
French pragmatist school of social sciences, see Diaz-Bone & Thévenot, 2010). The
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standardisation of classifications, definitions, methods, and instruments is not determi-
nistic but negotiated among diverse socio-political actors who may follow different con-
ventions and thus act on the basis of diverging interpretative schemes (Antonelli, 2016,
p. 361). ILO statisticians had to deal with legal and statistical conventions of equivalence
in order to produce the estimates of forced labour.

We argue that, because of their differences in terms of accessibility to a non-expert
audience, the transformation of a legal into a statistical category served the ILO’s renewed
strategy to combat forced labour after 2000. As numbers are easily transposable and seem
easily understandable in contexts of communication that are not their context of emer-
gence, statistical constructs like the estimates are designed to be shared with other fields
of knowledge and action, ‘to be used as an instrument of proof’ (Desrosières, 1999,
p. 127). Statistics have been ‘a privileged tool for translating semantic entities with still
uncertain contours into categories for political action’ (Zimmermann, 2001, p. 16,
own translation). Because it is thought to represent a pre-existing and exterior reality,
quantification supports political programmes and allows ‘making decisions without
seeming to decide’ (Porter, 1995, p. 8).

Moreover, as a political knowledge technology, statistics make ‘the social’ visible and
available for political intervention (Köhler, 2008, pp. 75–76), and in the same movement,
make the social operations and political standpoints behind statistical knowledge invis-
ible. However, making certain things visible implies that other aspects have been
excluded for the sake of international comparability. We will demonstrate how the esti-
mates have been designed to draw public attention to the prevalence of forced labour in
today’s global world.

Towards a historical sociology of international quantification

In relation to our first objective, a second goal of this article is to contribute to an emer-
ging and ongoing sociological debate about statistics produced by international organi-
sations (see e.g. Wobbe & Renard, 2017), and especially their role in international
political campaigns. Roser Cussó’s work (2016, 2020) has paved the way for a historical
sociology of international quantification and calls for ‘more detailed analysis of the insti-
tutional particularities of quantification’ with regard to international intergovernmental
organisations (IO) (Cussó, 2020, p. 55). Cussó identifies three distinctive elements of
international quantification, in contrast to quantification by national producers: 1) the
‘standardization of international statistical methods and categories’; 2) ‘intergovernmen-
tal cooperation and technical assistance’; and 3) the ‘collection and publication of inter-
nationally comparable data by IO’ (Cussó, 2020, p. 2).

Building on the aforementioned historical-sociological approaches to knowledge and
international quantification, our analytical framework combines the historical recon-
struction of the political context and organisational processes that prompted the pro-
duction of estimates with the sociological study of classification, the construction of an
international measurement framework, and the encoding of specific cases as instances
of forced labour. We aim to identify legal sources of origin, actors involved, the purpose
of the inquiry, the definition of the phenomenal field, the source of the data and meth-
odologies (Antonelli, 2016, pp. 362–364). The ‘opportunities of use’ (Antonelli, 2016,
p. 364) of the estimates on the global and national level require further research and
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are not part of our analysis. We intend both to situate the production of estimates within
broader political, organisational, and social processes, and to reconstruct the specific and
contingent chain of events within the ILO as a producer of statistics. We also pay atten-
tion to the actors involved and their expertise and situate them within the specific insti-
tutional context of the ILO. ILO statisticians not only act within their logic of expertise
and shared conventions but are also bound by the ‘consensual ethical objectives’ of the
organisations’ mission (Cussó, 2016, p. 60). This constitutes a crucial difference com-
pared to the claimed neutrality of civil servants in national administrations. Since its cre-
ation, ILO’s official mission has been the promotion of social justice as a means of
building peace and improving labour and living conditions by setting social and labour
standards (see Wobbe, 2020, p. 148). As we will see, the statisticians’ professional ethos
combined with the organisations’ ethical objectives impacted classification decisions and
the orientation of the estimates.

Methodology and data

With regard to methodological strategies, only few studies on quantification rely on eth-
nographic methods like direct observation of practices or interviews with statisticians
(see however Boersma, 2020; Petzke, 2021). We conducted a qualitative, historical-socio-
logical case study based on semi-structured expert interviews with current and former
ILO staff. The interviewees were either members of the Special Action Programme to
Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL), of the FUNDAMENTALS Department, or of ILO pro-
grammes against forced labour in specific countries. Most of them held or still hold lead-
ing positions and were thus key actors in shaping the direction of their organisational
structure as well as decision-makers in the construction of the statistical category of
forced labour. They were involved in the negotiation processes around the operationali-
sation of the legal category into a measurement tool and took part in the implementation
on the national level. Their personal profiles embody the specific intersection between
professional expertise and the ‘ethical’ programme of the ILO: they combine an academic
background in economy, mathematics and/or statistics with social activism, e.g. against
child labour or in anti-slavery NGOs. As other international experts and staffmembers of
international organisations, they

hold a strategic position, at the intersection between practitioners, policy-oriented research-
ers and academics. Not only are they experts in their field of intervention, but they are also
experts in bridging different professional fields and in navigating between various insti-
tutional languages and configurations. (Louis & Maertens, 2021, p. 30)

The interviews were conducted between June 2020 and April 2021. Due to the COVID-19
pandemic, all interviews took place online and it was not possible for us to conduct eth-
nographic observations of work meetings in Geneva, as originally planned. With the
interviews, we aimed to explore the experts’ interpretation and legitimation of their
actions, as well as the implicit, collectively shared assumptions about what constitutes
forced labour and what does not. In addition to the interviews, ILO documents were ana-
lysed to reconstruct the chronology of events in order to understand focal points and
points of contention in the construction of the statistical category. Our corpus contains
ILO publications as well as working documents available online, especially reports shared
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at the International Conference of Labour Statisticians on forced labour statistics and the
concept of work. The entire material was analysed following a qualitative content analysis
approach that combines deductive and inductive strategies (cf. Kuckartz, 2012) and with
the help of the software MAXQDA.

The historical and institutional setting of the estimates: the ILO as a space
of legal and statistical expertise

Since its creation in 1919, the ILO has contributed to the legal codification of inter-
national labour standards in the form of conventions and recommendations. Legal
expertise was soon accompanied by the creation of administrative structures for scientific
inquiries and the collection of international statistics in the framework of the ILO’s sec-
retariat, the International Labour Office. Today, legal, economic and statistical expertise
cohabit in the Office. The cooperation of labour lawyers and labour statisticians under
the banner of social justice characterises this organisation.

The organisational logics of legal and statistical expertise at the ILO

The legal logic at the ILO consists of (1) standard-setting through translating political
struggles into legal instruments of labour conventions, protocols (both binding for the
member states after ratification), or recommendations, and (2) monitoring the
implementation of international labour standards. The structure responsible for the dis-
cussion and adoption of standards is the International Labour Conference (ILC), the par-
liament of the ILO, in which governments, employers and workers are represented
according to the tripartite organisation. The Committee of Experts on the Application
of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR), created in 1926, is in charge of observ-
ing the degree of compliance of national legislations and practices with ILO standards.
The Committee drafts reports as well as direct requests to governments identifying
implementation gaps or cases in which labour rights and principles are disregarded.
However, it has no direct power to impose sanctions.

In addition to establishing and monitoring international labour standards, the ILO has
been dedicated since its foundation to compiling internationally comparable statistics
and establishing international classifications. Article 10 of the ILO constitution (part
of the Treaty of Versailles, 1919) includes the ‘collection and distribution of information’
as a core mission of the organisation. The International Conference of Labour Statis-
ticians (ICLS) started in 1923 as a forum of exchange and standard-setting for labour
statisticians worldwide. Similarly to the ILC, the ICLS is a space of practiced tripartism
involving representatives of governments – predominantly from labour ministries and
national statistical offices – trade unions and employers’ organisations in the negotiations
and decision-making processes. The encounters of ILO-internal and member states’
expertise as well as external stakeholders’ expertise (e.g. regional or transnational
NGOs and other interest groups) in this space are significant moments in which conven-
tions of equivalence might be validated, re-institutionalised or challenged. The drafts,
resolutions and guidelines concerning the standards of measurement set at ICLS meet-
ings result from negotiation processes and consensus building to determine the social
and political perception to be attributed to phenomena in the world of work. Therefore,
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‘what was originally intended to facilitate the debate [international standards of classifi-
cation] becomes an object of discussion in its own right’ (Piguet, 2018, p. 43, own trans-
lation). The classification schemes and definitions are used to develop national statistics
(ILO, 1985, Art. 2) and, at the same time, form the basis for generating internationally
comparable statistics (see Wobbe, 2020).

The particular temporalities of legal and statistical expertise on forced labour

In the field of work and labour market policies, statistical categorisation mostly precedes
or is contemporary to legal codification (for the German national context, see Renard,
2019a; Zimmermann, 2015). At the international level, standards of statistical classifi-
cation of industries, professions, accidents at work, strikes, labour and living conditions
were already discussed and partly set by the ICLS in the interwar period (Kévonian, 2008,
p. 98; Piguet, 2018, 2022). These discussions however implicitly focused on industrial
work in metropolitan or independent countries. By contrast, the discussions that led
to the adoption of Convention No. 29 against forced labour principally concerned
work in colonised territories (Wobbe et al., 2023). The legal codification preceded the
statistical categorisation that took place only in the 2000s. We assume that this particular
temporality is linked to the colonial connotation of forced labour and its allocation to a
specific field of action in the interwar period.

In the late 1920s, the category of forced labour was modelled by selected international
experts and shaped by international discussions at the ILC, leading to the adoption of Con-
vention No. 29 in 1930 (Wobbe et al., 2023). Legal expertise and colonial knowledge on so-
called ‘native workers’ were mobilised by the ILO to define the category of forced labour in
this period. In the interwar period, colonial knowledge had little basis in statistics but was
imbued with what George Steinmetz has called ‘ethnographic capital’, i.e. a colonial knowl-
edge ‘that claim(s) to represent the culture or character of a community defined variously
as an ethnic group, race, nation, community, or people’ (Steinmetz, 2007, p. xiii). Following
the practices in colonial empires that distinguished statistical enumeration, methods, and
classification for the colonies and for the metropole (cf. Renard, 2019b, 2021), the obser-
vation of work in metropolitan and colonised territories at the ILO was separated, taking
place in different arenas and on the basis of different kinds of expertise.

Convention No. 29 crystallised a certain consensus obtained during the sessions of the
expert committees and at the ILC and was shaped by the imperial context of the time.
According to the Convention, forced labour describes ‘all work or service which is
exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person
has not offered himself voluntarily’ (ILO, 1930, Article 2(1)). The processes of categoris-
ing forced labour were historically embedded in gendered and colonial relations of confl-
ict and power. Women’s activities in colonised territories were seen through a gendered
lens and excluded from the field of reference of forced labour (Wobbe et al., 2023, p.184).
Even if the perspective on forced labour inherited from the imperial context has been
challenged on different occasions in the twentieth century (first during the Cold War
and decolonisation and later in the 1990s; see Maul, 2007; Wobbe, 2020), Convention
No. 29 and its definition of forced labour are still in force today.

In 1998, the ILO initiated a new approach and new means of action by connecting
labour rights with universal human rights (see Wobbe & Renard, 2019). The Declaration
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of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, adopted in 1998, established the elimin-
ation of forced or compulsory labour and the abolition of child labour as part of four fun-
damental principles and rights at work that are binding for all member states ‘even if they
have not ratified the Conventions in question’ (ILO, 1998, p. 7). Within the framework of
so-called ‘follow-up’ reports and projects to the Declaration, the ILO has been providing
‘technical assistance’ as well as financial resources to member states and its constituents
(employers’ and workers’ organisations) in order to promote and implement the four
principles globally (ILO, 1999a, p. 5). It was in this specific institutional setting that
the Special Action Programme to Combat Forced Labour (SAP-FL), was created by
the Governing Body of the ILO in 2001.

In contrast to the interwar period, the renewed interest in forced labour since 2000
was supported by investment in the production of statistics. The fact that the ILO turned
to quantification as a further strategic tool in its campaign against forced labour, 70 years
after the adoption of the Convention, reveals a need for clarification and plasticity.

Findings

The global estimates as an instrument of proof for political campaigns against
forced labour

In the early 2000s, new instruments for producing knowledge and expertise on forced
labour were introduced. Both internal and external impulses pushed for the production
of estimates. Contrary to interwar discussions, the renewed discourse on forced labour
was embedded in the broader international framework of human rights that had prevailed
since the 1990s (Wobbe & Renard, 2019). Against the background of the expansion of glo-
balisedmarkets and international mobility of labour power – structured by economic dereg-
ulation and restrictive immigration policies – an increasing number of voices from civil
society as well as governmental sources pointed to the negative socio-economic impacts
of globalisation. The ILO embraced these interpretations and started to criticise the ‘under-
side of globalisation’ (Interview with former SAP-FL Director). In 2001, the Director-Gen-
eral’s Global Report ‘Stopping forced labour’ (ILO, 2001) highlighted both the persistent
problems and the ‘changing face of forced labour’ (Plant & O’Reilly, 2003, p. 74).

We started drawing distinctions between traditional forms of forced labour and modern
forms of forced labour. (Interview with former SAP-FL Director)

By distinguishing ‘traditional’ from ‘modern’ manifestations, the framework of refer-
ence on which social phenomena are considered forced labour was broadened; new
layers of meaning were brought into the picture. On the basis of CEACR reports, the
Office argued that forced labour has evolved and ‘new forms and practices have
emerged’ (ILO, 2013b, p. 2) since Conventions No. 29 and No. 105. According to
the ILO, the following elements constituted a novelty: 1) forced labour imposed by pri-
vate companies (as opposed to state-imposed forced labour which was the focus of
Conventions No. 29 and 105); 2) migrants as specifically vulnerable populations for
forced labour, in relation to restrictive migration policies in the 1990s (cf. ILO,
1999d); 3) gendered forms of forced labour especially in the areas of domestic work
and commercial sex.
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This political reorientation was accompanied by the allocation of resources towards
the development of new ‘instruments of proof’. One objective of the SAP-FL was to assess
the prevalence of forced labour in the world and to show that it was by no means a mar-
ginal phenomenon in order to mobilise governmental action (Wobbe, 2021). This
impulse was based on the assumption that it is possible to research and depict forced
labour as a social problem, if not exactly, then at least approximately, no matter how
difficult data production might be (ILO, 2012a). Since 1930, the CEACR had regularly
called governments out for their detrimental practices and their lack of implementation
of conventions regarding forced labour. However, it was deemed easy for governments to
deny the veracity of such accusations, since those were not based on any official numbers
(Interview with former SAP-FL Director). Repeatedly, the CEACR pointed out the pro-
blem of missing data on forced labour in its reports, which was explained by ‘the fact that
the exaction of forced labour is usually illicit, occurring in the underground economy and
escaping national statistics as well as traditional household or labour force surveys’ (ILO,
2005a, p. iii.).

In this context, the Office aimed to establish that forced labour was a persistent and
significant issue on a global scale, justifying political attention and action:

The number was less important. The idea was that it will attract people when you give a
number. (Interview with independent consultant, former ILO statistician)

In her analysis of quantitative knowledge production through indicators, Nicola Phillips
has demonstrated the data’s ‘political usefulness in establishing a narrative’ (Phillips,
2018, p. 55). Hence, the generated numbers in themselves are less relevant than the nar-
rative they convey. The narrative creates a common ground of reference, framing the
debate and action in civil society, state action and in international development
cooperation spaces.

Moreover, the impetus to create a new political campaign based on new tools of knowl-
edge is to be understood against the background of two related issues rooted in transna-
tional social movements – human trafficking and child labour. Whereas forced labour
and trafficking had been discussed and legally coded separately in the ILO and League
of Nations in the interwar period (Wobbe et al., 2023), the ILO broadened its framework
of reference in the 2000s in order to explicitly include human trafficking (ILO, 2001; Plant
& O’Reilly, 2003). Human trafficking for sexual exploitation was a dominant object of
international concern in the late 1990s that led to the adoption of the UN Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime in 2000 and further Protocols (Limoncelli,
2017). The ILO supported the introduction of international legal instruments on the
issue of trafficking, but at the same time contested the dominant focus on sexual exploita-
tion (ILO, 1999b, p. 10). The ILO was concerned with the eclipsing effect the discussion
around sex trafficking, distinct from labour abuses, might have on campaigns against
forced labour (interview with former SAP-FL Director) (for sociological and historical
accounts of transnational anti-trafficking movements, see Laite, 2017; Limoncelli, 2010).
Consequently, data generation by national statistical offices concentrated to a great extent
exclusively on sexual exploitation (ILO, 2006, p. 4). The SAP-FL research on trafficking
was meant to ‘redress the balance in popular perceptions’ (Plant & O’Reilly, 2003, p. 79)
and to highlight violations of labour rights. The ILO needed a statistical instrument of
proof to demonstrate the relevance of the issue. For the purpose of countering the claims
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that exploitation in the sex sector constitutes the largest part of forced labour, ILO statis-
ticians classified and presented the data in two distinct categories: forced labour exploita-
tion and forced sexual exploitation. The distinction allowed the statisticians to compare
the prevalence in both categories separately and to assess ‘Forced commercial sexual
exploitation represents 11 per cent of all cases, and the overwhelming majority share –
64 per cent – […] for the purpose of economic exploitation’ (ILO, 2005b, p. 12). However,
the separation of labour and sexual exploitation in the estimates for the aim of demon-
stration has a side effect, since it still conveys the idea that coercive practices in sex indus-
tries must be addressed separately from labour violations.

The second top issue of concern in the late 1990s was child labour, which, in contrast
to human trafficking addressed by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, rep-
resented an ILO flagship area of action (along with the United Nations Children’s Fund –
UNICEF). Drawing on the long history of in-house expertise in that area, the same ILO
statisticians who conducted the first estimates on child labour on a global scale in 1996
(ILO, 1996) were also involved in the quantification of forced labour in the early 2000s. In
the interplay with social movements who pushed for political measures, the statistics on
child labour in international debates fostered the adoption of Convention No. 182 on the
Worst Forms of Child Labour in 1999.2 However, due to conceptual and methodological
challenges, forced child labour was not surveyed in the 1990s (Anker et al., 2002, p. 17).
The new forced labour surveys therefore had to include this issue. In 2013, the overlaps
between both fields of expertise became even more manifest when the SAP-FL was
merged with the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour
(IPEC). Today, those statisticians who work on the global estimates of forced labour
are also responsible for the topic of child labour.

With the creation of the SAP-FL and its surveys, the ILO initiated a new political cam-
paign with different, extended means (technical assistance and data generation), and
reinforced its role as an international actor who – as the patron of Conventions No.
29 and 105 – holds the authority and expertise for the international community to
address forced labour, including human trafficking. The ILO expanded its technical
expertise and ensured the allocation of financial resources for further projects. Moreover,
with the broadening of the framework of reference for forced labour to include social
arrangements of work thereafter labelled as ‘modern’ forced labour, the interpretations
of the category shifted.

From a legal to a statistical category

The ICLS first discussed the measurement of forced labour at its 17th conference in 2003
(ILO, 2003). The conference requested a global estimate of ‘forced labourers’ and to
‘define more easily observable criteria that might be used as direct or indirect indicators
of the existence of a forced labour situation’ (ILO, 2003, pp. 26–27). Even though the legal
definition needed to be adapted to a statistical logic, the criteria identified in the interwar
period during the legal process of codification continue to persist to a considerable extent
to this day.

Knowledge objects like forced labour that are not ‘physically given and directly obser-
vable’ (Mayntz, 2007, p. 7) represent a cognitive challenge for data producers (in the
ILO’s own words: ‘Hard to see, harder to count’ (ILO, 2012a)). What series of cognitive
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and technical operations were necessary to translate a legal category into a framework of
measurement? The construction of a framework of measurement for forced labour fol-
lowed a path from law to statistics via qualitative studies. The steps included: 1) opera-
tionalising the criteria contained in legal instruments and reports for scientific
observation, 2) conducting qualitative case studies in selected regions and sectors to
obtain an up-to-date overview of the phenomenon, 3) finding a general definition and
selecting indicators for further measurement and aggregation at the global level, 4) har-
monising and standardising procedures for the replication of surveys in different regional
and national contexts. At every stage, decisions were made with regard to equivalence
and non-equivalence between individual cases.

First, after consulting legal expertise at the ILO, the definition of forced labour con-
tained in Convention No. 29 was confirmed as a legal point of reference. Based on the
Convention and observations of the CEACR, the ILO statisticians agreed to cover the
two core elements of forced labour according to Convention No. 29 – involuntariness
and menace of penalty. Even though a change in current manifestations of forced labour
was depicted compared to the past, the criteria defined in 1930 were reaffirmed as still
valid for addressing contemporary instances of forced labour today: ‘Over these almost
100 years, the phenomenon has changed but the criteria for assessing it has not changed.’
(Interview with independent consultant, former ILO statistician).

In order to develop statistical instruments (operational definition, questionnaire, indi-
cators), the statisticians could rely on legal experts from the ILO Legal Department, who
are understood by one interviewee as interpreters:

Every year there are committees of experts and they make reports. […] It’s not very clear,
because it’s language, it’s not data […]. So, we have to interpret the language. And some-
times we use the experts themselves to interpret the language. The Legal Department of
ILO helps us in Statistics to understand these legal statements. (Interview with independent
consultant, former ILO statistician)

According to the interviewee, law is ‘language’, as opposed to (statistical) data. This inter-
view section also shows that legal statements are not immediately intelligible and avail-
able for statisticians of the Office; they have to be mediated by in-house legal experts. The
‘system of juridical norms’ (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 817) is a separate field which encompasses
its own frame of reference and in practice establishes the division ‘between judgments
based upon the law and naive intuitions of fairness’ (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 817).

Second, from 2001 to 2004, the SAP-FL carried out qualitative studies on forced labour
in member states that agreed to cooperate. This process of ‘exploratory research’ was
called ‘rapid assessment’ (ILO, 2003, p. 28). The aim was to gain scientific knowledge
beyond the legal reports (interview with ILO staff member). With this information on
cases across regions, countries and sectors, the objective was to create a statistical
measurement tool that would be appropriate for different national contexts. This step
was central for the further development of survey methodologies (including question-
naires) as it allowed the selection of criteria to distinguish a case of forced labour from
other social phenomena – thereby creating a convention of equivalence. However, the
first estimates of forced labour published in 2005 were not yet based on survey data,
but on the extrapolation of cases found in secondary sources like police reports, national
criminal statistics, NGO reports and journalistic articles (ILO, 2005a; interview with
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independent consultant, former ILO statistician). The cases were selected by research
assistants at the ILO on the basis of a preliminary list of indicators:

We gave them a protocol of what we mean by forced labour and what we mean by a case of
forced labour which is quantitative. That means, they have to look at these reports and
identify a case of forced labour. (Independent consultant, former ILO statistician)

This methodological approach determined the type and range of information obtained
and was based on preliminary decisions concerning the criteria for identifying forced
labour cases which were not publicly communicated. The resulting estimated number
of 12.3 million persons in forced labour was further differentiated in several types: forced
labour imposed by the State; forced labour imposed by private agents for commercial sex-
ual exploitation; and forced labour imposed by private agents for labour exploitation
(ILO, 2005a).

Third, after this first experience, the SAP-FL ran pilot statistical surveys in cooperation
with national statistical offices between 2008 and 2011 in order to test and refine the sur-
vey methodology on selected target groups. The resulting data was included in the second
global estimate (20.9 million), supplementing the data generated from secondary sources
(ILO, 2012b). Additionally, the knowledge gained formed the basis for preliminary sur-
vey guidelines to estimate forced labour of adults and children which included an oper-
ational definition of forced labour as well as a list of criteria to identify forced labour ‘to
ensure consistency’ (ILO, 2014a, p. 6). The operational definition of forced labour for
statistical purposes was based on the legal definition in Convention No. 29:

Forced labour of adults is defined, for the purpose of these guidelines, as work for which a
person has not offered him or herself voluntarily (concept of ‘involuntariness’) and which is
performed under the menace of any penalty (concept of ‘coercion’) applied by an employer
or a third party to the worker. The coercion may take place during the worker’s recruitment
process to force him or her to accept the job or, once the person is working, to force him/her
to do tasks which were not part of what was agreed at the time of recruitment or to prevent
him/her from leaving the job. (ILO, 2012a, p. 13)

The statistical definition included a temporal dimension: three phases in which coercion
might take place during a work relationship. Moreover, the role of an actor carrying out
the coercion – either in the role of an ‘employer’ or more broadly ‘a third party’ – is cru-
cial, which was not explicitly the case in Convention No. 29.

Besides the first operational definition, the further production of global estimates was
based on the selection of indicators. Indicators are used to order a vast amount of data on
complex and highly abstract social phenomena (Merry, 2016, p. 10, 12; see also Davis et
al., 2012). They are tools of simplification that enable comparison between individual
cases or units of analysis. Indicators require conceptualisation: statisticians need to for-
mulate clear assumptions with regard to the relation between the statistical construct and
the reality observed. Indicators are thus structured approximations: when using indi-
cators, statisticians assume that some qualitative phenomenon (like forced labour) can-
not be seen directly and that only traces can be collected for the sake of measurement.
The indicators of forced labour were derived from indicators of trafficking for labour
and sexual exploitation which were produced with the Delphi method (for the history
of this methodology see Dayé, 2020) in 2009 by the ILO in collaboration with the Euro-
pean Commission (ILO, 2009). They were based on ‘theoretical and practical experience’
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of the SAP-FL (ILO, 2012c, p. 2) and included: Abuse of vulnerability; Deception;
Restriction of movement; Isolation; Physical and sexual violence; Intimidation and
threats; Retention of identity documents; Withholding of wages; Debt bondage; Abusive
working and living conditions; Excessive overtime. On the basis of this list, national cri-
teria of forced labour were deduced in workshops with selected stakeholders for the
implementation in national surveys.

Fourth, in 2013, the 19th ICLS adopted a resolution recommending the establishment
of a working group on statistics of forced labour with a mandate to develop a harmonised
standard procedure for surveys taken at the national level that will deliver the data for the
global estimates (ILO, 2013a). At this stage of international quantification, the compar-
ability of data needed to be secured by ‘methodological decisions in the international
arena including ICLS’ (Cussó, 2020, p. 4). The working group held six meetings between
2015 and 2016 on specific topics of forced labour of children, bonded labour, forced com-
mercial sexual exploitation, and trafficking for forced labour (ILO, 2018c, p. 4). This took
place in the framework of the ILO’s Data Initiative on Modern Slavery. The introduction
of the term ‘modern slavery’ in 2015 broadened the scope of the estimates beyond the sole
issue of forced labour and was described in our interviews as a political decision in order
to comply with the terminology and framing of theWalk Free Foundation. The NGOwas
not only the main donor for the third edition of the estimates, but also collected and pro-
vided data on modern slavery in 2017 (ILO, 2017). Therefore, the Office had to bring
diverse phenomena under the ‘chapeau of “modern slavery”’ in order to build a new
framework of observation (ILO, 2015a, p. 3).3

The working group was commissioned with the development of draft guidelines con-
cerning standardised operational definitions, questionnaire design and sampling
methods (ILO, 2015b, p. 1). In the discussions between in-house and the external
experts4 invited to participate, both legal and statistical expertise were mobilised in
order to reach a consensus regarding the statistical definition. During the first meeting,
the primary issue of formulating an operational definition of forced labour was discussed
against the background of Convention No. 29 and the related topics of human trafficking
and child labour (ILO, 2015b). The discussion on the definition shows that the estimates
were designed as a political instrument. Experts were asked ‘what would be the most use-
ful approach (to definitions) in terms of generating the most effective policy responses?’
(ILO, 2015b, p. 2). The minutes of the discussion state that opinions were ‘divided’ on
this aspect (ILO, 2015b, p. 2). ‘Close’ alignment with the legal category – focusing on
the two criteria of involuntariness and menace of penalty – was desirable:

What we tried to convey in the working group […] was […] how to have […] the statistical
definition that is closest to the ILO Convention, to the legal framework. And how to trans-
late the legal framework in the statistics. Of course, this has also always been the idea but
now, I mean, it’s more ‘loyal’ to the Convention. (Interview with ILO statistician)

Accordingly, the new statistical category of forced labour had to be derived from the legal
definition first formulated in the interwar period and could not deviate too far from it. At
various moments (during the tripartite meetings of experts and the expert workshops),
participants involved in the discussion pleaded for the incorporation of ‘human dignity’
into the definition, which would have gone beyond the legal framework, and was there-
fore not further considered. Indeed, the legal construct expressed in Convention No. 29
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was reaffirmed again and again. Finally, the 20th ICLS approved the following definition
for statistical purposes in 2018:

A person is classified as being in forced labour if engaged during a specified reference period
in any work that is both under the threat of menace of a penalty and involuntary. Both con-
ditions must exist for this to be statistically regarded as forced labour. (ILO, 2018a, p. 2)

This reformulation of the first definition (2012) was the result of ‘extensive field testing
and discussion with statistical and legal authorities’ (ILO, 2018c, pp. 5–6). The different
criteria contained in this definition were brought in relation to each other and visualised
in a schema, providing concrete guidance (see Figure 1):

The schema shows the operative steps required in order to decide whether a case
should be coded as forced labour or not. Based on the two criteria (involuntariness
and menace of penalty) and the temporal dimension, survey questions were developed
to assess the presence or absence of coercion with respect to recruitment, the work itself,
and the possibility of leaving the employer (ILO, 2018c).

What the guidelines suggest – now, it’s how we have been trying to implement it – is really to
try to identify ‘involuntary work’ and then we try usually to have these rescue questions. […]
So, ‘Would you have accepted?’ or something like ‘If you knew the conditions were these’ or
‘Did you agree’ […] we usually would ask, still to capture involuntary work, and this idea of
free, informed consent. Or we would ask, ‘Okay, did you agree to that?’, they say ‘Yes’, then
we would not characterise ‘involuntary work’ generally. If they say ‘No’, then we would ask
about coercion. (Interview with ILO statistician)

The statement illustrates the concrete questions by which the statisticians operationalised
the definition, which had to be coherent with the legal framework. By constructing its

Figure 1. Schematic representation of forced labour proposed by the International Labour Office
(FUNDAMENTALS) at the 20th ICLS in 2018. Copyright © International Labour Organization, 2018c,
p. 8.
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opposite as ‘free, informed consent’ and transferring it into survey questions, the term of
involuntariness is transformed into an observable criterion. Additionally, we see that the
quantification of forced labour appears to be only a question of appropriate techniques to
enable social phenomena to be made visible. As a result of debates and consensus build-
ing, the statistical category emerged as an ‘instrument of proof’ (Desrosières) in itself but
as one derived closely from the legal category.

Forced begging and forced marriage: two examples of classification at the
interface between statistical standards and legal instruments

In the definition of a measurement framework, the ILO statisticians had little room for
manoeuvre, bound as they were between the legal instruments, on the one hand, and
ICLS standards on the other:

The definitions are statistical in nature, rather than legal. While they work from legal
definitions as a starting point, they are required to go beyond legal definitions to create a
definition which is measurable. (ILO, 2018b, p. 16)

ILO experts produce their knowledge in a cultural framework that is permeated by pre-
vious conventions of equivalence anchored in social, legal and statistical decisions, which
hold collectively shared and internalised constructions of certain activities first as labour,
and second as forced. These preliminary decisions are highly consequential because they
structure the statistical practice and regulate subsequent information acquisition and
processing (Köhler, 2008, p. 77; Vanderstraeten, 2006, p. 208).

How did the definition of work influence the measurement framework of forced
labour? Debates on what constitutes work have taken place at the ICLS since its first ses-
sion in 1923. At the ICLS in 2013, the concept of work was broken down into ‘mutually
exclusive’ sub-classifications for ‘separate measurement’ (ILO, 2013a, p. 49). The ICLS
distinguished five different forms of work ‘on the basis of the intended destination of
the production (for own final use; or for use by others, i.e. other economic units) and
the nature of the transaction’ (ILO, 2013a, p. 3): Own use production work; Employment
work; Volunteer work; Unpaid trainee work; Other work activities. This focus on pro-
duction is also confirmed in our interviews:

And in ILO standard, which is international standard, work is any activity which generates
production of goods and services. So, work is a very broad concept but it has a limit. (Inter-
view with independent consultant, former ILO statistician)

In the following, we observe how statisticians negotiated previous conventions of equiv-
alence embedded in legal and statistical standards, and how this process impacted the
category of forced labour, taking the example of two classification decisions: (1) the
inclusion of begging into the measurement framework, and (2) the distinction of forced
marriage from forced labour.

Qualitative studies had identified forced begging as a problematic phenomenon in con-
nection with child labour (ILO, 2013c, pp. 4–10). However, until then, begging had not
been considered work according to ICLS standards. The SAP-FL experts argued that in
the case of forced begging, a value for third parties was generated, and that it should there-
fore be considered and measured as an occurrence of forced labour. This interpretation is
based on the understanding of the third party as an entity mediated via the market.
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[W]e found out that many, especially children, are put in a forced situation of begging by
some perpetrator. So, even though it’s not work for the definition of employment/unem-
ployment in the national statistics, but it is an issue for forced labour. So, this is one excep-
tion and we put in the ILO guidelines that the concept of work may be extended to certain
activities like begging, stealing, where they are not properly part of work and employment,
but they are important for forced labour measurements. […] We have taken a flexible
approach regarding the boundary of work and the boundary of employment, but by
being flexible, we mean extending it, but in a clear way. (Interview with independent con-
sultant, former ILO statistician)

Even though the boundaries are handled flexibly, the interviewee highlights the need for
‘clear’ distinctions. In 2018, the ICLS decided to extend the boundary between work and
non-work for the sole purpose of the measurement of forced labour when indicators of
coercion are present in the case of begging (ILO, 2018b, pp. 120–121). This conceptual-
isation of forced labour at the intersection to child labour did not completely fit the pre-
vious concept of work embedded in labour statistics. The arrangement taken by the ICLS
did not challenge the ILO concept of work altogether; it merely introduced an exception
to the general framework for specific purposes in order to do justice to contemporary
perceptions of forced labour in relation to the international political issue of child labour.

A less flexible approach was applied to forced marriage, though. The estimates pub-
lished in 2017 used the umbrella term ‘modern slavery’, including ‘forced labour’ on
the one hand and ‘forced marriage’ on the other (ILO, 2017). Possible connections or
overlaps between the two categories are not differentiated in the figures. Even though
the official publication points out that ‘domestic servitude’ and ‘sexual exploitation’
can occur in forced marriage (ILO, 2017, p. 43), according to several interviews, the
measurement tools seem not to consider such occurrences:

There could be for example an abusive marital relationship, which would be the case if it’s
forced, in general. But to which extent is this to impose work on someone is a legal discus-
sion that is beyond […] my statistical ability. I mean, I think, then we would have to consult
other experts. (Interview with ILO statistician)

The interviewee draws a line between statistical and legal concerns – the question
whether forced activities (specifically domestic work) in the context of forced marriage
should be measured as forced labour is depicted as a legal question, not a statistical
one. The statisticians do not feel competent to make decisions in a matter that touches
on highly normative legal codifications of marriage. While operationalising labour law
into labour statistics seems feasible, the issue of marriage is perceived as belonging to
a separate knowledge system and distinct field, namely of civil law. Therefore, the blur-
ring of the fields requires processes of negotiation between the domains of expertise,
which, according to our interviewees, have not been considered yet.

Moreover, another interviewee argues that since no contractual employment relation-
ship can be observed in forced marriage, the measurement of labour in forced marriage is
‘very difficult’ (independent consultant, former ILO statistician). Thus, because they do
not fit within the statistical framework of observation, various activities, especially house-
hold-related and unpaid activities performed by women, are left unaddressed. In the sur-
vey guidelines to estimate forced labour in 2012, it was moreover stated that ‘for practical
reasons, the vocabulary used in these guidelines, particularly in the indicators and model
questions, usually refers to an employer-employee relationship.’ (ILO, 2012a, p. 14). This
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example illustrates that unpaid sex and domestic work are not explicitly included as such
in the definition and measurement framework of forced labour. Thus, gendered percep-
tions of work influence statistical conventions about work, and are latent in classification
decisions of whether to recognise labour aspects in forced marriage or not. However,
recently, the legal and social scientists Şişli and Limoncelli (2019) have called for the rec-
ognition by the ILO of forced marriage of children as the worst form of child labour in
the framework of Convention No. 182, therefore accounting for the interplay between
(unpaid) work and (involuntary) marriage.

Our examples reveal that the quantitative measurement of forced labour is implicitly
based on a ‘contractual’ employment relationship as a concept of work. This interpret-
ation and codification of work shapes the lens through which forced labour is statistically
observed. During the interviews, questions about concrete examples have exposed under-
lying selection processes for defining and thereby quantifying phenomena as forced
labour. According to ILO statisticians, workers can only be coerced by another person;
a formalised relation must exist that can be interpreted as equivalent to an employer-
employee relationship; and the activities must be directed towards the generation of
profits for economic markets. In the case of forced begging, the statisticians are able to
construct a relation to the market – in the case of forced marriage, legal-normative
boundaries prevent such a stretch. Our results show how implicit, but collectively shared
gendered conceptions of work limit the field of vision of the ILO. These findings are in
line with Cussó’s observations that ‘micro-decisions made by officials remain crucial’
(Cussó, 2016, p. 6), and that they are grounded in broader, social patterns of interpret-
ation and knowledge about work and gender.

Discussion of the results

Our aim was to analyse the transformation of a legal category into a statistical category of
forced labour oriented towards political action by reconstructing the stages of negotiation.
We thereby contribute from a sociology of knowledge perspective to sociological debates
about statistics produced by international organisations and emphasise particularities
and connections between legal and statistical knowledge. We understand the production
of the global estimates of forced labour as a historically and politically embedded process
of international quantification which includes standardisation, cross-country cooperation
and technical assistance as well as the publication of comparable data (Cussó, 2020, p. 2).

Reconstructing the genesis of the statistical category as a first step of our investigation,
we found that the production of estimates was driven by internal impulses as well as by
external actors in the field (other international organisations as well as NGOs and mem-
ber states). In the context of civil society calling for action against human trafficking and
child labour, the scope of forced labour was broadened in a political reorientation to inte-
grate these issues. The ILO had to open up new fields of knowledge in the area of forced
labour to facilitate political mobilisation. The process of quantification itself mobilised
socio-political actors and prompted negotiations about the problematic framework of
forced labour in the international arena. Here, ILO statisticians had a decisive role:
they were not only guided by their professional ethos, but also integrated in the ILO’s
ethical objective of social justice. This becomes apparent as the estimates were conceived
in order to make a complex social phenomenon visible and comprehensible.
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This is directly related to our second objective, namely, to demonstrate the specific
role played by statistics in international organisations and their political action. We
have argued that the production of global estimates transformed the legal construct of
forced labour into a tangible category enabling political action through visibility. By
creating figures and disseminating images able to attract public attention and raise aware-
ness for labour rights violations among social actors, forced labour emerged as a contem-
porary social phenomenon and global public problem. The indicators constitute a solid
set of conventions able to represent the fragile consensus obtained in 1930 on the categ-
orisation of forced labour, and to transport this consensus into the twenty-first century.
Moreover, the selection of indicators for the sake of statistical categorisation enabled the
identification of labour situations and specific criteria that were also available for cam-
paigns at the national and local level, e.g. conducted by trade unions.

With regard to concrete practices of statistical codification in international organisa-
tions, our results show the close reference to law and its normative imprints. The ILO’s
standard-setting in international labour conventions creates the legal codification of
labour and represents legal normative determinations, which in turn represent the
framework for classification standards. This temporality is a distinctive feature of the
category of forced labour. Both fields of knowledge, legal and statistical, are highly
specialised areas in which the expertise of the actors is based on systematised practical
knowledge. In the case of the estimates of forced labour, we have shown that the refer-
ence fields and conventions of equivalence differ and had to be negotiated by the stat-
isticians. The legal definition was adapted to a statistical logic, with the criteria
identified in the interwar period during the legal codification process being confirmed
in the negotiations.

The statisticians involved in the production of the global estimates literally had to
translate a legal convention (Convention No. 29) into statistical conventions of equiv-
alence. During the process of operationalising the legal concept of forced labour into a
statistical category, ILO statisticians substantiated the boundaries between forced labour
and other kinds of labour, as well as between work and non-work. Our examples have
revealed the gender dimension of the categorisation. The statistical decisions followed
collectively shared patterns of interpretation about what constitutes work and what
forced labour. However, not only conscious classification decisions lead to gender
bias and invisibility. Unconscious exclusions and omissions (regarding marriage, for
example) that are related to existing conventions of equivalence and patterns of
interpretation may also create blind spots. ILO statisticians managed to handle these
conventions in order to construct a framework of observation that is in line with
both the legal category of forced labour and the ILO statistical standards of
classification.

Did the statistical categorisation process induce a redefinition of forced labour? We
observe both continuities and changes with regard to the interwar period. The interwar
legal terminology and definition were reaffirmed by statistical expertise and engraved in
the measurement tools by highlighting the two criteria of involuntariness and menace of
penalty. Though these criteria remained stable over time, today’s ILO campaigns to abol-
ish forced labour tackle different social realities, regions and working conditions than in
earlier phases. Discussions of continuities and change appear in the debates of the ILO
itself when describing forms of forced labour as ‘modern’ and discussing the validity
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or necessity of evaluating the legal instruments of the interwar period. Here we see the
repercussions that the statistical instruments not only have on political campaigns, but
also on legal categorisation. At the ILC 2012, during the general discussion on fundamen-
tal principles and rights at work, various participants referred to the recently published
estimates to argue for a re-evaluation of the existing legal instruments to combat forced
labour (e.g. the Worker Vice-Chairperson, see ILO, 2012d, p. 44). In 2014, the nego-
tiations that took place during a Tripartite Meeting of Experts on Forced Labour and
Trafficking for Labour Exploitation resulted in the adoption of a new legal instrument,
which, once again, reaffirmed the legal definition from Convention No. 29 (ILO,
2014b) – at the legal level this time.

Conclusion & outlook: the heuristic value of a statistical construct

Our results have shown that the forced labour category has been negotiated in the inter-
action between legal and statistical expertise. The fragile social construct that originated
in the imperial context of the interwar period obtained consistency with the standardis-
ation of indicators and the classification decisions at the statistical level. This process
brought to the fore a specific concept of forced labour which was formed and informed
by various expertise and which ‘reflect[s] the social and cultural worlds of the actors and
organizations that create them and the regimes of power within which they are formed’
(Merry, 2016, p. 4). The ‘seduction’ of the global estimates therefore lies in their ability to
materialise a social construct and to transport it into other contexts of communication
for political purposes.

But there is more: the magic of statistics lies not only in the number, as a tool for pol-
itical mobilisation, but also in the category itself. On several occasions, our interview
partners highlighted what we can call the heuristic value of the category. As part of a
‘technical assistance’ strategy, the ILO trains mediating actors (statisticians and officials
in national offices, labour inspectors, but also civil society, trade unions, social workers,
journalists), thereby bringing the category to the people, so to speak. This has an impact on
the way people in contact with those mediating individuals (for example through their
participation in a survey or their consultation with trade unions) come to see themselves
or their relatives. Thus, the production of global estimates is by no way a goal in itself.
After defining a framework of observation, the ILO was able to propose its visions to
member states and stakeholders in a depoliticised way (for depoliticisation strategies
in international organisations, see Louis & Maertens, 2021). It serves as a reference
point for social actors to comprehend and address forced labour at the meso and
micro levels. As Nicola Phillips puts it: ‘Evidently, “what is counted” as forced labour
therefore shapes the resulting estimates of its incidence, and has very real consequences
for human beings’ (Phillips, 2018, p. 50).

Here the logics of labour law and statistics have to make room for everyday categories
of self-description (Hacking, 1996). This raises the question of how surveyed persons
classify themselves. On the basis of which concept of work do they present themselves
as working persons in surveys of labour conditions? Are the ILO’s instruments sensitive
to this issue and therefore able to capture coercion-based situations if the person does not
understand herself as a worker? This will be the task of further research to empirically
observe the power of the statistical category at the micro level.
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Notes

1. For historical, anthropological and political economic accounts of forced or coerced labour,
see LeBaron & Phillips, 2019; Phillips, 2013; Reckinger, 2018; Stanziani, 2020; Tiquet, 2019;
Van Der Linden & Rodriguez Garcia, 2016.

2. According to Convention No. 182, Art. 3, the ‘worst forms of child labour’ comprise: ‘all
forms of slavery or practices similar to slavery, such as the sale and trafficking of children,
debt bondage and serfdom and forced or compulsory labour, including forced or compul-
sory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict’ (ILO, 1999c, Art. 3 (a)).

3. The ILO stated: ‘As the concepts of forced labour, human trafficking and slavery are closely
related the ILO data initiative has been designed as a multi-stakeholder process involving all
relevant organisations to agree on definitions for statistical purposes.’ (ILO, 2015a, p. 3).

4. Invited participants included actors from NGOs as well as governmental institutions with
practical knowledge of conducting surveys or estimating forced labour and slavery at differ-
ent levels (ILO, 2015b, p. 1).
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