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Social and Political Networks 
and the Creation of the ILO: 
The Role of British Actors
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Introduction

The 1919 Peace Conference in Paris which set up the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) under Part XIII of the Treaty of Versailles has primarily 
been studied in terms of the historiography of international relations. For 
this ‘realist’ school it was the states constituting the major powers which 
decided on the various peace plans, and even if these historians attempt to 
show the role played by the political leaders of each of the nations present, 
their focus remains primarily on the relations between states.2

This chapter moves away from this traditional approach in order to show 
that, as far as the social aspects of the peace treaties were concerned, indi-
vidual actors and networks played a crucial role in shaping the international 
organization that was to be responsible for developing an international 
social policy.

According to witnesses from the period who were involved in the work 
of the commission which created the ILO, the British were its main crafts-
men.3 We intend to discuss this claim in order to demonstrate that the role 
ascribed to the British is often overstated and is out of step with the state 
of their social legislation at the time. By identifying which British actors 
within the ‘Great Britain’ group were responsible for the social aspects of 
the peace, and how much leeway they had, we will show that these Britons 
were at the heart of a number of transnational networks, and that it was 
actually these networks which enabled the ILO to be set up.4 We thus hope 
to prove that it was the British actors’ ability to act as a sounding board for 
transnational social ideas at the time which gave them such an important 
role. Examining how the British discussed the issues and came up with ideas 
even before the official work of the Peace Conference began will identify the 
various influential networks of the period in the international social field: 
principally the socialist movements within the Second International and 
the social reformists grouped together in the International Association for 
Labour Legislation (IALL).
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18  Globalizing Social Rights

Furthermore, while we will discuss the actual contribution which the 
British made to the construction of the ILO, we also propose to disentangle 
the different concerns of the actors involved in order to determine whether 
it was international social influences or national concerns which were upper-
most in British minds, and this will certainly also shed light on the tensions 
between the various protagonists and the shape of the final outcome. 
Lastly, we will examine various issues negotiated within the Commission on 
International Labour Legislation in Paris in order to identify the skills and 
knowledge used by the British in 1919 to shape an organization that would 
serve their many interests, especially trade and their Empire.

The  post- war social situation in Great Britain

The First World War brought a number of changes to industrial relations 
in Great Britain resulting in a considerably stronger position for workers, 
increased trade union membership and growing state interventionism in 
the economic field.5 Throughout the war one of the British government’s 
chief concerns was to maintain good labour relations in order to prevent 
disruption to industrial production. From 1916 David Lloyd George led a 
coalition government, and to avoid being hostage to the Conservatives he 
attempted to secure the support of the unions and called on members of the 
Labour Party to join his government, along the lines of the ‘sacred union’ 
policies adopted by other countries during the war.6 It was in this same 
spirit of industrial conciliation that he also decided to set up a Ministry of 
Labour in late 1916,7 which was responsible for advising the War Cabinet on 
the political aspects of the labour question.8 Lloyd George played a vitally 
important role in these changes. However, despite his talents as an industrial 
negotiator, he was also associated with the sort of extraordinary measures 
taken in times of war which alienated most of the trade unions, and on a 
political level the Labour movement always mistrusted him.9

On the domestic front the Ministry for Reconstruction, set up in 1917, 
started work on social projects for the  post- war period, creating a number 
of  sub- committees to come up with recommendations on health, educa-
tion, job security and housing policy in particular. However, these projects 
fairly soon came up against the reality of the economic situation, which 
deteriorated in the summer of 1919, and the will of the parliamentary 
majority. There were two opposing views of the  post- war situation: experts 
like William Beveridge10 who wanted to use the experience gained in the 
war as a basis for planning the reconstruction work clashed with more con-
servative elements in the Lloyd George coalition. These more conservative 
elements joined forces with industrialists to try to force the dismantling of 
state controls introduced during the war, their main aim being a return to 
 laissez- faire economics. Thus, although the working class won certain gains 
during the war – often as a result of strike action as much as of government 
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The Creation of the ILO: The Role of British Actors  19

choice – there was, by contrast with the Second World War, no attempt to 
develop a planned social policy.11

In 1919, then, the British mainly had social legislation adopted by the 
Liberal government before the war, together with reforms introduced during 
the war such as the 1918 Fisher Education Act, but no real project or overall 
social model to disseminate. It was therefore other factors which explained 
the government’s involvement in the creation of an institution that could 
potentially result in an international social policy. The government was ini-
tially driven down this route by pressure from the unions and by the many 
promises which Lloyd George had made to the labour movement during 
the war. Then, by the end of the war, the League of Nations movement 
had gained considerable influence in Great Britain, and campaigns by the 
League of Nations Union and the labour movement had won the backing 
of a number of MPs, which encouraged the government to adopt a position 
on the possible creation of a league of nations and the setting up of an inter-
national organization responsible for drawing up social policy standards.12 
For the Prime Minister and for internationalist Liberals, the idea of having 
international legislation answered their concerns about social protection. 
The Conservatives in the government fairly quickly realized that setting up 
such an organization would usefully serve the country’s economic interests 
by making competing nations subject to the same social rules, and would 
channel the workers’ aspirations. In reality the government was scared by 
the spectre of Bolshevism hanging over Europe, which was at its height in 
early 1919, and was endeavouring to contain the spread of revolution.13 
Lastly, involvement in these international organizations gave a victorious 
Great Britain and its Empire another opportunity to shine on the interna-
tional stage. There were three main ways in which British imperialism14 
would manifest itself in the social field in 1919: first, the British would 
draw on the transnational networks and absorb their ideas; second, in their 
approach to the work of the Peace Conference they behaved like men from 
a victorious nation, seeking to direct the discussions or else to impose a 
consensus; and third, they basically wanted to establish an organization that 
would satisfy workers’ demands at very little cost, while still enabling Britain 
to appear the champion of the international social cause.

British actors and  post- war social projects

During the First World War London was a city of refuge for exiles and a plat-
form for ideas. A number of trade union and socialist conferences were held 
in Britain, particularly the Leeds Conference in July 1916, which brought 
together affiliated unions from the Entente countries and laid the founda-
tions for an international social policy programme, a copy of which was sent 
directly to Prime Minister Asquith.15 The London Conference in September 
1917 enabled trade unions from the Entente countries to state their support 
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20  Globalizing Social Rights

for the aims of the war and to ask to be represented at the peace negotiations. 
Finally, the Allied Socialist and Trade Union Conference in London 
in February 1918 called for labour clauses to be included in the peace treaties: 
a labour magna carta, in the words of the American trade unionist Samuel 
Gompers.16 The British were thus in a key position to observe and keep 
abreast of the various resolutions adopted at these meetings, and it was based 
on the demands from these conferences that they began their own discus-
sions, envisaging two options: either to include a series of labour reforms 
(such as the  eight- hour day) directly in the peace treaties, or to create a body 
to deal with labour issues at international level. The Britons who were to be 
involved in this discussion process and responsible for preparing plans for 
the Peace Conference embodied each of the various networks from which 
they drew their ideas. Subsequently these same men travelled to Paris to 
represent British interests in the commission which set up the ILO.

At the Ministry of Labour Sir Harold Butler and Edward Phelan17 both 
embodied the traditions of the British civil service. Butler was responsible 
during the war for coming up with a  long- term policy which would 
redefine the state’s role in labour policy and thus restore better relations 
with the trade union movement. He took the very opposite line from 
the bureaucratic approach developed by William Beveridge at the Board 
of Trade, developing a policy of ‘home rule for industry’, which for the 
government meant adopting a minimalist approach by encouraging direct 
negotiations between employers and unions to set employment conditions 
and pay according to each industry’s needs, while still meeting minimum 
standards.18 Phelan, on the other hand, was very active in the Intelligence 
Division that had been set up in the Ministry of Labour.19 The Division 
introduced a system which combined administrative experience with aca-
demic knowledge, initially in order to monitor different opinion trends in 
the trade unions and other workers’ groups, but also to think ahead and 
anticipate possible labour problems to come. When it was almost certain 
that the war was coming to an end, this think tank considered the contri-
bution its ministry might make to the future peace negotiations, and it was 
this think tank that came up with the various successive British plans for 
the creation of an international labour organization.

A preliminary document dated October 191820 concluded that workers 
were determined to have an international organization in order to advance 
labour legislation, and therefore that such an organization urgently needed 
to be set up. In formal terms the best option would be for the Peace 
Conference to establish an international commission to examine the pos-
sibilities for regulating labour issues through the creation of an international 
organization rather than the direct development of new labour standards. 
In terms of substance, the Phelan Memorandum envisages a number of 
options for how such an organization might operate, but even at that stage 
of the discussions the principle of tripartism was already accepted, based 
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The Creation of the ILO: The Role of British Actors  21

on Britain’s experience with the Whitley Councils, joint committees set 
up at the end of the war to improve the management of relations between 
employers and workers in industry.

At the Home Office an Englishman, Malcolm Delevingne,21 was to play 
a very important role in the creation of the ILO by incorporating the ideas 
of the social reformists of the time into the British thinking. In 1905, 1906 
and 1913 he was the British government delegate to the Berne international 
conferences on international labour legislation, thereby becoming familiar 
with  pre- war procedures and social ideas, and coming into frequent contact 
with men who were actively involved in the work of the IALL,22 such as the 
Belgian Ernest Mahaim23 and the Frenchman Arthur Fontaine.24 Delevingne 
also drafted his own plan for an international labour organization,25 though 
in the end this was not the model which the British delegation adopted. His 
idea of having three separate bodies representing government, employers 
and workers which would meet both separately and jointly did not appear 
in any later official documents. On the other hand Delevingne had correctly 
anticipated that acting as a clearing house, a practice previously developed 
by the IALL, was to become an important role of the future ILO.

In 1918 Delevingne held the post of Assistant  Under- Secretary of State at 
the Home Office, but it was in a private capacity that he corresponded with 
Arthur Fontaine from November 1918 to January 1919 about the creation of 
a possible international labour organization, and told him about the official 
ideas developed by the Ministry of Labour.26 At that point he was very much 
in tune with Fontaine, who assured him that the French government gener-
ally agreed with these ideas, though it hoped that the future organization 
would ratify the existing international legislation, in other words the Berne 
Conventions, before introducing any new rules.27 This relationship forged 
an important link between the British and French ideas in government 
circles before the official discussions in Paris, at which it was these same 
two men who were to represent their respective governments. This personal 
connection also enabled Delevingne to assure his British colleagues that the 
French would give their plans a favourable reception.

The British government was thus extremely well informed about and 
aware of the propaganda in favour of international labour regulation, but if 
it made itself into a transnational force it was primarily in order to defend 
its national interests, in other words to preserve the country’s economic 
dominance once the war was over and the markets were again open to com-
petition. From a political point of view it was important for the government 
not to give the impression that it was making a capitalist peace by ignoring 
labour issues and dealing with economic issues solely in terms of commercial 
interests, thereby stoking criticism in labour circles. The British government 
therefore tried to get ahead of the game in the area of social protection 
so that it could set the rules. In doing so it was following the recommen-
dations of civil servants in the Ministry of Labour and the Home Office, 
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22  Globalizing Social Rights

and it decided in December 1918 that ‘the Peace Congress should appoint 
a special Commission to consider and frame proposals for a permanent 
International organisation for the consideration of labour questions, which 
should provide representation for the industries (employers and workers) as 
well as for the central governments; that these proposals, if approved by the 
Peace Congress, should be embodied in the treaties of peace’.28 A meeting 
of the British War Cabinet on 17 December 1918 consequently decided that 
the British delegation in Paris should include a separate ‘labour’ section, and 
it appointed civil servants from the Home Office and the Ministry of Labour 
for that purpose,29 led by George N. Barnes.30

The men who ultimately made up the labour section of the British dele-
gation in Paris, Barnes, Butler, Delevingne and Phelan, would actively work 
together until the Peace Conference officially opened. What is fairly unusual 
here in the history of international organizations is that two of the main 
architects of the ILO would also go on to become its  Director- General.31 
They finalized the British proposals in a document entitled Memorandum 
on the Machinery and Procedure Required for the International Regulation of 
Industrial Conditions, drafted on 15–20 January 1919,32 which settled all the 
outstanding issues concerning the structure, powers and composition of 
this future organization, based on the principle of the supremacy of govern-
ments, which alone were ultimately responsible for international legislation. 
Phelan and P. N. Baker (the British legal adviser) would then convert this 
memorandum into a Convention,33 making one important addition: the 
creation of an executive body (‘a Council’) composed of the five major 
powers, that is, the United Kingdom, the USA, France, Italy and Japan.

The presence of Barnes, representing the Labour network, enabled the 
British delegation to absorb both the ideas of the Labour Party’s peace pro-
gramme and also international socialist ideas. His correspondence reveals 
his constant concern to involve the trade unions and employers at this 
early stage of the drafting work, partly for political reasons, but also as part 
of a pragmatic strategy to avoid a situation where both sides were presented 
with a fait accompli and then refused to take part in the organization: ‘An 
opportunity now offers of getting the trade union elements to  co- operate 
in practical measures of amelioration and improvement. Employers of 
Labour are also much more willing than they have ever been before to 
 co- operate in the promotion of higher standards of life. But we should, at 
least, consult Labour representatives now before committing ourselves to 
plans which require their  co- operation to make them successful. We cannot 
safely put it off till all the machinery is set up by officials, or otherwise 
they might then come grudgingly, or might even not come in at all to the 
conference.’34 From 27 to 29 January 1919, at his suggestion, the official 
British delegation thus met representatives of the trade unions to put their 
draft to them: one of the latest versions of the ‘draft scheme’ already con-
tained a preamble.35 Six sessions were also held over these two days with 
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The Creation of the ILO: The Role of British Actors  23

representatives of the Dominions, who joined in with the meetings with 
the trade unions.36

Following Lloyd George’s promises during the war, the Briton Arthur 
Henderson37 had always thought he would be able to represent the workers’ 
cause at the Peace Conference. After the success of the  Inter- Allied Socialist 
Conference in February 1918 in London, he, together with the Belgian Emile 
Vandervelde and the Frenchman Albert Thomas, wanted an international 
labour conference to be held at the same time as the Peace Conference, 
but the only official role he was ultimately given by Balfour at the end of 
January 1919 was as adviser to the British members of the Labour Legislation 
Commission.38 When Henderson was consulted by Barnes and the British 
delegation in Paris in 1919, he was nevertheless an eminent figure in the 
Second International who could get its programme across, even though the 
movement remained deeply divided on certain issues.39

Overall, the trade unions approved the British proposals, feeling that 
this was a realistic plan on which the different nations could agree. At 
Henderson’s suggestion a reference to unemployment was included in the 
Preamble to the document, together with a reference to female and child 
labour;40 however, the main change that Henderson brought about was 
his proposal that representatives of employers and workers should also be 
included in the executive body, or Council, now renamed the Governing 
Body at Delevingne’s suggestion.41

The work of the Commission on International 
Labour Legislation

When the Peace Conference began, the atmosphere was so charged on social 
issues that the leaders put the subject of international labour legislation on 
the agenda for the very first session. On 23 January 1919, on a proposal 
from Lloyd George, the Council of Ten decided to set up a Commission on 
International Labour Legislation which was instructed to ‘enquire into the 
conditions of employment from an international aspect, and to consider the 
international means necessary to secure common action on matters affect-
ing conditions of employment, and to recommend the form of a permanent 
agency to continue such enquiry in  co- operation with and under the direc-
tion of the League of Nations’.42 The composition43 of this Commission, 
which held 35 sessions from 1 to 28 February 1919 and then from 11 to 
24 March 1919, was entirely new, since alongside emissaries of the govern-
ments there were labour law experts and workers’ representatives, while the 
employers were barely represented at all.

We cannot give a detailed account here of all the work of this Commission, 
which discussed and debated so many issues;44 instead we have chosen a 
few points that are illustrative of British diplomatic  know- how. Despite 
their initial political disappointment at the appointment of Gompers as 
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24  Globalizing Social Rights

chairman of the Commission instead of Barnes,45 the British faced up to the 
situation and knew just how to make best use of their resources to remain 
in control of proceedings. The British delegation had the initial advantage 
of having by far the most advanced and elaborate draft in terms of its 
wording and content, and of knowing, from numerous prior consultations 
with the other delegations in Paris that it would be well received.46 As their 
document reproduced ideas on which there was already a certain consen-
sus, when the Commission met for the first time it was this plan which was 
accepted as the basis for discussion, which meant in practical terms that the 
draft was taken and discussed article by article. Despite heated talks which 
almost broke down altogether on certain points, such as tripartism and the 
distribution of votes, if we compare the initial British draft with the final 
convention which created the ILO, it is clear that the British draft formed 
the matrix for it.

The arrival of the British delegation in Paris with over 400 people had 
taken some skilful organization, since the British had wanted to bring their 
own security personnel and all their supporting staff from England.47 The 
politicians were surrounded by numerous experts, advisers and representa-
tives of various interests, which meant that the delegation could have a 
foot in every door and come up with specific proposals very quickly, while 
always having a spare plan so that, if opposed, a compromise could be 
reached. This ability to react quickly was reflected in miniature in the labour 
delegation, which often consulted widely outside the Commission among 
the social and diplomatic networks, whose huge ability to drum up support 
allowed them to keep control of the negotiations. Another point which 
made the delegation so strong was that it managed to speak with one voice 
on all vital issues: ‘unity of policy was an axiom.’48

As well as this unity, the British were also bolstered by their alliances 
within the networks in the Commission; Barnes, for instance, found in 
Vandervelde an ally against Gompers, particularly on the thorny question of 
the voting system, and when he was accused of dancing to his govern-
ment’s tune instead of defending the workers’ cause, he always argued 
that his plan had the agreement of the Parliamentary Committee of the 
Trades Union Congress in Great Britain. Barnes thus made use of the trade 
union and socialist networks to legitimize his ideas. However, the British 
draft was weakened on the subject of the ratification of Conventions: 
at the insistence of the USA this point had to be completely revised in order 
to avoid a breakdown in the negotiations, and the final wording made the 
system much more flexible than originally planned. On this issue, as well 
as on the Labour Charter, the Dominions, and particularly Canada, adopted 
different positions from the British, often putting Barnes in a tricky situa-
tion and forcing him to reach compromises with his own delegation. The 
Dominions and India cleverly managed to grasp the political opportunities 
that came their way at the Peace Conference to obtain their own seat in 
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The Creation of the ILO: The Role of British Actors  25

these new international organizations, which subsequently enabled them to 
consolidate their legitimacy on the international stage.49

The issue of the Labour Charter provides one final example of the British 
approach to the Commission on International Labour Legislation. In its 
final report the Commission presented two documents: a draft convention 
providing for the creation of a permanent international labour legislation 
body, and a draft of certain articles to be included in the preliminaries of 
the Peace Conference, which contained nine articles commonly referred 
to in the literature as the Labour Charter.50 On a proposal from the USA, 
Belgium and Italy, a  sub- committee had drawn up a preliminary draft in 
19 points. There were then two opposing groups on this issue; the USA and 
France, speaking through Gompers and Léon Jouhaux, felt it was vital to 
give something tangible to the labour movements, which were impatiently 
scrutinizing the work of the Peace Conference, while Barnes felt that includ-
ing new labour legislation in a peace treaty would be a dangerous political 
exercise, and his pragmatic view was supported by Vandervelde. The British 
were not the source of this Charter, but it was down to them and to Barnes 
in particular that an acceptable compromise was found (with the help of 
A. J. Balfour, who drafted the final wording) which also, incidentally, 
consider ably reduced the final scope of the text. In paving the way for a 
consensus and in managing to get it adopted, it was thus the British who 
won the day on this highly sensitive political issue.

Conclusion

As Vandervelde so rightly said: ‘c’est la méthode anglaise qui a triomphé à 
la Commission du travail’ [‘it was the British method which triumphed in 
the Labour Commission’].51 He was comparing this with the triumph of the 
British right wing over the Bolshevik Revolution, but his words perfectly 
summarize the attitude of the British in the Commission on International 
Labour Legislation. In formal terms, the British method was highly effective, 
making the best use of their resources, men and networks and their ability 
to gather information. They also always managed to have a plan or a com-
promise on which the other delegations could work. The men who created 
the ILO provided their government with the depth of knowledge they had 
acquired through the networks to which they belonged. In terms of sub-
stance, the method enabled Britain to obtain an international organization 
consistent with its economic and imperial interests. The British managed 
to avoid the creation of a supranational parliament, which was what some 
actors wanted, in favour of a structure that was not really restrictive, in that 
there was no system of sanctions, but was in spite of everything fairly inno-
vative in its conception; it got governments, employers and workers to work 
together on an equal footing. The net result was to sideline the  semi- private 
Basel office in which the British had little confidence.
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26  Globalizing Social Rights

Ultimately, what Great Britain brought to the table was not so much its 
national expertise in the labour field as a huge ability to be a sounding board 
for everything that was happening and being achieved in this field at the 
time. The national actors used the transnational networks to which they 
belonged to construct the ILO. The  long- term, unbroken presence of those 
same actors as British representatives in the international networks, then 
as architects of the plans to set up the ILO, then as members of the British 
labour delegation in Paris, and finally as international civil servants in the 
organization52 shows the interconnection between the networks from which 
the ILO sprang. It goes to explain how the British government managed to 
combine the trade union, socialist and reformist ideas of the time with its 
economic and political motives, resulting in a structure that may have been a 
little rickety, but which Albert Thomas was subsequently more than capable 
of building on in a pioneering spirit to promote the cause of workers.53

This set of British attitudes can be labelled social imperialism, an expression 
which goes back to the connection between imperialism and social reform 
in the early 19th century in Britain. Some historians have defined this con-
cept as a policy linking the expansion of the Empire to an improvement in 
the living conditions of the working class: social legislation needed to be 
promoted to help the underprivileged in order to have a strong population 
without which it would be impossible to maintain the British Empire; in 
return the Empire would help the underprivileged by bringing prosperity.54 
We believe that Britain’s determination to create the ILO in 1919, and its 
ability to turn itself into a transnational force primarily in order to defend its 
economic and imperialist interests, can be seen as an extension of that idea. 
The whole aim of the British approach was certainly to win over the masses. 
But its decision to promote social progress in the world was intended not to 
impose its own social model so much as to bolster Britain’s position on the 
international stage in order to be in a prime position to defend its interests 
as vigorously as possible, and thus consolidate its Empire.
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