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Socio-economic statistics in African countries have recently come under severe attack. In
a widely debated book published in 2013, M. Jerven did not hesitate to describe the data used to
produce these numbers as “poor”.” The statistical systems these indicators are drawn from find
their roots in the dissemination of Western models and categories described as modern during the
colonial period. Socio-economic statistics are also linked to the practices of nascent international
organizations that developed at the same time.> While the Yearbook of Labour Statistics published
by the International Labour Organization (ILO) has sought, for instance, to gather data on
working conditions “for each country™ since 1936, this organization has failed to describe the
world of work in all its diversity, notably because women and men workers from colonized areas
were very rarely included before the 1950s, apart from white urban workers. Such an absence can
be accounted for both by the hierarchical representation of populations that is core to the colonial
project and by the tradition of labor statistics, which were historically closely linked to the wage-
earner’s status as a standard model and the development of labor law (mostly with regard to
industrial work).’

Despite the fragmented nature of these numbers, censuses and surveys were regularly
carried out during the colonial and post-colonial periods to measure labor or to estimate the labor
force on the African continent. Drawing on sources like censuses by occupational category,
company statistics and quantitative observations conducted by labor inspectors, this special issue
seeks to take into account the wide and varied range of practices and to examine the shifting
representations of labor and workers in Africa in the longue durée. How do political and
organizational contexts, marked by the limited resources and staff dedicated to the statistical
apparatus, or the fiscal agenda of censuses, influence the production of numbers?® And how do
these numbers contribute, in return, to the repressive, racist or managerial logics of exploiting
these populations as mere resources?’ What dimensions of the labor world were measured during
the colonial period and what dimensions were ignored?

While demographic statistics have been widely studied,® the measurement and numerical
representations of work in Africa remains a field of research yet to be investigated. The point of
this special issue is not to assess the reliability of the produced data, but rather to question
practices of counting work in different African contexts during the colonial and post-
independence periods from the perspective of the historical sociology of quantification.” Drawing
on recent developments in this field of research,'® it will examine data production as a dynamic
and multi-scalar process, at the intersection between individuals, local political structures,
colonial bureaucracies and international organizations. The contributions in this issue move away
from the premise of statistics as top-down tools of imperial domination.'' Particular attention will
be given to the financial and human resources allocated, as well as to the nomenclatures used to
estimate the available workforce or to identify changes in labor practices. The aim is both to shed
light on how diverse colonial situations (French, British, Portuguese or others) shaped the
production of numbers and to sketch out comparisons across the African continent.

This special issue also examines the way quantification practices and data on work and
workers as well as the categories used to classify workers or economic sectors were inherited or
transformed by the administrations of independent states after decolonization. We therefore
heartily welcome contributions that document the production of numbers at the time of the initial
social policies in the 1960s, the role played by “technical cooperation” in training national
statisticians or the circulation of “best practices” in the course of the Structural Adjustment
Programs from the 1980s onward.



The proposed articles might address one or more of the following topics:

(1) The production of numbers on work and workers: Opening the black box

We welcome propositions that focus on the actors involved in the process of compiling numbers,
data collection procedures and survey materiality (e.g., detailed written reports, statistical tables
or standardized forms). Articles might explore the hypothesis of a tendency toward
bureaucratization and standardization, which started as early on as in the colonial period, was
supported by international organizations, and continued in different ways after independence.'?
We are particularly interested in contributions that include statistics produced by non-state actors
(e.g. local religious authorities, missionaries, trade unions, companies); or that try to capture co-
construction dynamics and conflicts between state and non-state actors, as well as between private
and public numbers.'® For both the colonial and post-independence periods, contributions
highlighting the role of international organizations in the production of an international
framework for counting and observing work in Africa will also be highly welcome.

(2) Why counting?

This special issue seeks to highlight the diversity of usages and motivations for the production of
numbers, thereby also pointing to power asymmetries between bureaucracies and the populations
they count. The transformation of indigenous people into a colonial labor force seems to have
been one of the main reasons for keeping quantitative accounts.'* One other motive might have
been colonial authorities’ desire to control mobility toward cities, neighboring colonies or
Europe."” From the 1940s onward, surveying working conditions and developing labor and social
rights became more prominent, and indigenous workers started to be (partly) included into this
framework (e.g., with regard to the supervision and restriction of child labor, or the regulation of
industrial accidents).'® One possible question here would be whether (and if so, how) statistics
have been used as the performative manifestation of a stable power, thereby revealing its
precariousness. In cases where data is missing, how to explain that public servants resisted
measuring, whereas counting was at the same time a solid component of bureaucratic functioning
in other parts of the world? To what extent was the manufacturing of statistical tables used as
bureaucratic tools of reporting, rather than as instruments of knowledge to inform on populations
and work?'” The aim here is to initiate a reflection on the precariousness of bureaucratic
apparatuses, the role of ignorance, the assumption of modernity that was at the core of these
practices, and the legitimization of the political projects they promoted, even after independence.

(3) Categorization in practice

The cognitive operation of quantification enables governments to confer legibility '* or
“calculability”"” to the societies and economies they govern. Counting makes it thus possible to
standardize heterogeneous environments and social worlds. When adapting to our object of
inquiry the conclusions drawn from the historical literature on state techniques, we assume that
labor statistics disseminate abstract models to portray reality and act on it, while at the same time
reducing uncertainty and facilitating decision-making by authorities. From this perspective,
articles might examine the ways workers were categorized in colonized, and later in independent,
Africa. The culturalist and racist dimensions of the adopted categorizations (linked, for example,
to the anxiety provoked by an imagined “detribalized” proletariat or increasingly numerous
unemployed persons in urban areas), the focus on wage employment, and the difficulty of
grasping other forms of work, in particular female domestic work or the so-called informal
sector,”’ are all dimensions that could be addressed by the proposed articles.
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This special issue aims to test these research hypotheses (and others still to be formulated) on a
variety of fields, using empirical case studies. Particular attention will be paid to proposals
originality and to the use of new (or alternative) primary sources. We see the writing and
publishing process as a way of initiating a dialogue between history and social sciences on these
questions. To ensure the coherence of the special issue, the authors of the selected proposals will
be invited to an authors’ workshop (to be held in Spring 2024 in hybrid format).

Please submit article abstracts (no longer than 500 words) until 15 December 2023.
Contact: alacroix@parisnanterre.fr

Tentative schedule:
* Deadline for abstract submission: 15 December 2023
* Notifications on acceptance by editors: 1 February 2024
*  Authors workshop: Fall 2024
* Submission of articles for peer review: February 2025
* Final submission: Fall 2025
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