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Contemporary Slavery and International Law 
By Jessica Bell 

 

Contemporary Slavery Defined 

In this essay, the definition of contemporary slavery is derived from Kevin Bales in his book, 
Disposable People, which states that contemporary slavery is “The complete control of a person, for 
economic exploitation, by violence, or the threat of violence.” Contemporary slavery includes the 
slave labor of men, women, and children, forced prostitution, pornography involving both children 
and adults, the selling of human organs, serfdom, debt bondage, and the use of humans for armed 
conflict.  

 

Introduction 

During the twentieth century, significant efforts were made to address issues of contemporary 
slavery through international law. Prior to these efforts, conflicts repeatedly arose between states 
regarding enslaved persons. As a result, states came to the realization that a system of laws was 
needed to provide an infrastructure that would manage conflicts and disputes over slavery. Related 
anti-slavery initiatives started to take form.  

Transnational conventions and organizations established in the twentieth century, such as the 
League of Nations and the United Nations Working Group on Contemporary Slavery, have brought 
issues of contemporary slavery to the forefront. They have been instrumental in defining, 
combating, and solving issues of contemporary slavery through the creation of conventions and 
international laws. However, due to lack of enforcement and regulation of these conventions and 
laws, the identification and means of addressing contemporary slavery continue to pose dilemmas 
for those working towards a world in which slavery is not defined concurrently. 

 

League of Nations 

The League of Nations, created in 1919, was the first international body to assemble major 
conventions regulating contemporary slavery. It was an international organization that was focused 
on mediation, disarmament, and the prevention of war in pursuit of global welfare, but also was 
responsible for initiating steps toward the eradication of slavery. It provided a basic definition of 
slavery, which stood as a model for many states. Importantly, the League of Nations was responsible 
for the initial creation of conventions that focused specifically on slavery. These conventions were 
sanctioned following the findings of the Temporary Slave Commission.   

 

Temporary Slave Commission 

In 1924, the Temporary Slave Commission was established. It was responsible for the worldwide 
exploration and appraisal of the existence of slavery. Upon the completion of its appraisal, the 
Temporary Slave Commission found the existence of slavery to be internationally prevalent. Based 
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on these findings, the Temporary Slave Commission encouraged the League of Nations to create an 
international convention, the sole focus of which would be the issue of slavery. As a result, the 
League of Nations sanctioned the creation of the Slavery Convention of 1926.  

 

The Slavery Convention of 1926 

The Slavery Convention of 1926 provided a definition of contemporary slavery, which 
established a basis by means of which states could measure slavery within their borders. The 
definition asserted that slavery consists of a situation in which an individual is under the complete 
control of another, as if this individual was the property of the other. In conjunction with a basic 
definition of contemporary slavery, the main concern of the 1926 Convention was to monitor 
efforts towards its prohibition.   

Despite the definition and outline provided by the 1926 Commission, a governing body 
responsible for the evaluation and monitoring of human rights violations in the form of 
contemporary slavery did not exist. Additionally, there was an absence of a universal set of laws and 
protocols that would abolish contemporary forms of slavery on an international level. In 1930, an 
Advisory Commission was created to address some of these failings, but was limited in its effect due 
to confidentiality agreements with states that dictated what could and could not be publicly revealed. 

   

United Nations 

In 1945, the United Nations was established as the successor of the League of Nations. Three 
years after its establishment, Article Four mandated the prohibition of all forms of slavery. However, 
it was not until the 1953 Slavery Convention that the United Nations was authorized to regulate 
issues of contemporary slavery. The 1953 Slavery Convention expanded upon the 1926 
Convention’s definition of slavery to involve international cooperation in addressing the economic 
and social factors that supported the existence of contemporary slavery.  

 

1956 Supplementary Convention 

Additional conventions followed the 1953 Slavery Convention. These conventions led to 
worldwide efforts to enforce the eradication of all forms of slavery. Established in Geneva in 1956, 
the Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and 
Practices Similar to Slavery expanded the definition of contemporary slavery to include debt 
bondage, serfdom, the selling of women by their families for marriage, certain forms of abuse of 
women, and the buying and selling of children for labor or prostitution.  

 

The Role of the Economic and Social Council 

The Economic and Social Council within the United Nations was instrumental in monitoring the 
1926 and 1956 Conventions, in addition to dealing with other issues of contemporary slavery. The 
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Economic and Social Council was responsible for the establishment of the Sub-Commission to 
explore ways in which the 1926 and 1956 Conventions could be carried out. Eventually, the Sub-
Commission realized the need for a governing body that would be solely responsible for exploring 
the information available on slavery. Then, based on that information, the Commission would create 
effective proposals on ways to address the issues uncovered. In 1974, the Sub-Commission, 
alongside the Economic and Social Council, went on to establish the United Nations Working 
Group on Slavery. 

 

United Nations Working Group on Slavery 

The Working Group was established in order to see that the agreements of the Conventions 
were carried out. In addition, the Working Group was responsible for receiving information on 
slavery from states, along with researching and monitoring the existence of slavery globally. It 
continues to expand ways of addressing contemporary slavery by building upon present information 
through continual documentation, interviews, and work conducted by other organizations.  

 

Conclusion 

From the groundwork laid by the League of Nations to the 1926 Convention to the 1956 
Supplementary Convention, the United Nations Working Group on Slavery expanded the defining 
factors of slavery, creating a broader distinction of what comprises contemporary slavery. Parallel to 
the existence of the Working Group, there have been numerous campaigns, intergovernmental 
organizations, and non-profit organizations that also have been directed toward researching and 
monitoring the existence of contemporary slavery. However, contemporary slavery remains difficult 
to identify across international boundaries and cultures. Although new policies and international 
laws have been proposed and created, there has yet to be an effective method established for the 
proper identification of contemporary slavery, nor an effective means created by which international 
law can be enforced. This is, in part, a consequence of the lack of an international governing body, 
with the requisite political power over sovereign states to properly enforce the international laws on 
contemporary slavery mandated by international conventions and the Working Group on Slavery.  
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