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Industrial States and Transnational 
Exchanges of Social Policies: 
Belgium and the ILO in the 
Interwar Period
Jasmien Van Daele

(. . .) J’ai fait un cauchemar affreux. J’ai rêvé que l’Organisation 
Internationale du Travail existait déjà depuis plusieurs années et 
qu’on avait adopté des conventions sur tous les sujets possibles. 
Je me demandais donc ce que l’OIT allait alors bien pouvoir faire. 
Cela m’a réveillé en sursaut. Et puis je me suis dit: Mais il ne suffit 
pas d’adopter des conventions! Encore  faut- il les faire appliquer et 
cela exigera bien des années encore. Et je me suis rendormi rassuré.

Ernest Mahaim, Belgian government representative in 
the ILO Governing Body and the International Labour 

Conferences from 1919 until 1938.1

Internationalizing the national, nationalizing the international

This chapter will explore the role and influence of the ILO in construct-
ing and setting models for national social reform. The ILO is seen as a 
transnational regulator of social policies. This approach differs from a pure 
institutional history of an international organization in the sense that the 
ILO, placed in a broader context of different actors, is considered as part of a 
transnational regulating mechanism between the national and the interna-
tional level. In what follows, I will on the one hand look at how nationally 
shaped ideas, strategies and actions steered ILO policy and on the other 
hand how ILO policies influenced national social reforms.2

A transnational approach is fruitful for several reasons. First, seen from the 
national level, it throws a different light on the origins and development of 
national social policies by questioning whether social policies are so nation-
ally conceived as conventional narratives for a long time assumed, by taking 
international influences and ideas of international actors (people as well as 
organizations) explicitly into account. This helps to deconstruct common 
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 categories of analysis that were long time en vogue in national  historiographies. 
These a priori assumed that social policy is a national ‘product’ without 
explicitly looking at inter- or transnational connections,  communities and 
comparisons. Since the 1990s, a new era of  globalization, together with a 
growing sense of transnational interconnectedness in all aspects, has pushed 
historians to break open national frameworks of analysis.3 After all, when 
looking back at the more or less simultaneous development of social welfare 
programmes (such as in Western Europe) a transnational transfer of social pol-
icy is plausible. Making an international institution, created to  transnationally 
regulate labour policies, the object of research,  automatically takes the scope 
away from the  nation- state as the exclusive framework for historical analysis 
of social policies.4 I do not claim here, however, that the  nation- state has 
completely lost its significance. Contrary to a tendency within transnational 
history of neglecting or  down- playing the relevance of the  nation- state, I see 
the national and international level as interconnected and, consequently, as 
mutually reinforcing. Focusing on the interaction between national societies 
and international organizations helps to better understand political changes 
on the domestic level.

Second, seen from the international level, a transnational perspective 
on the ILO offers an alternative view to ‘realist’ approaches in interna-
tional relations that merely reduce international organizations to political 
 decision- making arenas for national states, especially when it concerns 
institutions that do not have binding norms that can be imposed on states, 
such as the ILO. A transnational perspective sees the ILO as an ‘intellectual 
actor in the multilateral marketplace of ideas’,5 or a dynamic forum where 
new models of social reform were generated, exchanged and transferred 
globally through the institutionalized contacts between both governmental 
and  non- governmental national and international actors.6 This was in any 
case how ILO actors themselves conceived the organization. According to 
the first ILO Director, Albert Thomas: ‘In this unique social observatory and 
laboratory on the shores of Lac Léman [. . .], comparable to an active and 
humming beehive with a constant coming and going with the entire world, 
new ideas and conceptions slowly took shape.’7

Third, and most importantly, this approach allows one to demonstrate the 
impact of international organizations. International relations studies have 
always struggled with ‘measuring’ the influence or ‘power’ of international 
organizations. When solely focusing on the international level without 
making the link to the  nation- state it is in any case difficult to see the actual 
influence of international policies. Studying an international organization 
by looking at the interactions between the national and the international 
level and the transfer and circulation of its ideas allows to follow a complete 
trajectory from the origins of international social policy until its implemen-
tation on the national level. As Marcel van der Linden pointed out in his 
concluding remarks at the conference ‘The ILO: Past and Present’ (Brussels, 
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192  Globalizing Social Rights

5–6 October 2007), more systematic research in national archives is needed 
in order to understand the interplay between state and  non- state actors 
in both the shaping and implementation of, or opposition to, ILO social 
reforms.8 Moreover, it is necessary to differentiate between the ratification 
of ILO Conventions by member states and their actual implementation at 
the national level as ratification of international labour standards does not 
necessarily mean that ILO ideas are transformed into actual reforms, as 
will be demonstrated in what follows (see especially the ILO Forced Labour 
Convention under point 3).

A useful concept for a transnational approach is ‘political  transfer’.9 This 
can be defined as ‘a process in which knowledge about  policies,  administrative 
arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political setting . . . is used in 
the development of policies, administrative arrange ments and institutions in 
another political setting’.10 A process of international exchange by  transferring 
political practices and ideas in the broadest sense (policy  programmes, 
instruments, institutional configurations, models of  organization and so on) 
beyond national borders is key, for instance between different countries or 
between international institutions and their member states.11 In studying 
processes of political transfer, the focus is not only on the ideas, but also 
on the actors, the mechanisms and the  channels that transfer or circulate 
these ideas. The national and international networks of the actors directly 
involved in the ILO were therefore not only important for translating ideas 
on social policies, but also as a channel to connect the international with 
the national level. A first key argument in this  chapter is that the networks 
of the actors directly involved in the ILO largely  determined the success or 
failure of the organization.

Focusing on the different actors and their networks automatically brings 
in another element. After all, the ILO was not only an inter national 
‘laboratory’ for (new) ideas or models of social reform. It was also a forum 
for representation and contact between its main constituents, that is, 
 employers’, trade union and government representatives, in close  contact 
with the ILO’s social policy experts in the Secretariat in Geneva. The 
 question how effective international labour regulation was for national 
social policies cannot be answered without taking the relations of the 
actors involved, on the international as well as on the national level, into 
account. This brings in the element of power – and for the ILO, this means 
the  relation between capital and labour. With the current ‘ideational turn’ 
in the international relations/organizations discipline, power relations tend 
to be completely overlooked. A second key argument in this chapter is that 
the ideas, motives and  strategies of the actors differed, depending on policy 
preferences and the political and economic reality of the day. The ultimate 
question is whether the institutionalized contact within the ILO – where the 
different groups and nations were mingled in one community – led to social 
policy changes on the domestic level.12 In other words, were employers, 
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workers and  governments prepared to abandon their national frameworks 
in order to come to international social policy or was the ILO solely 
 considered as a forum to ‘export’ national preferences? Fundamentally this 
issue touches upon the tension between national sovereignty and interna-
tional solidarity.

The Belgian case can illustrate the formation and effects of ILO policy. 
The choice of Belgium is legitimate for various historical reasons, especially 
in the context of the early ILO years. First, a significant amount of Belgians 
played an important role on key moments in ILO history. Emile Vandervelde, 
President of the Second Socialist International from 1900 until 1918 and 
the first socialist minister in a Belgian government, is one example. As the 
Belgian Minister of Justice (1918–1921), Vandervelde participated in the Paris 
peace talks in 1919 and was a member of the Commission on International 
Labour Legislation that created the ILO at that moment.13 Second, Belgium 
had a long tradition, since the 19th century, of active engagement in inter-
national organizations. This is to be understood in the more general context 
of small states’ internationalism as an alternative to  great- power politics.14 
And finally, Belgium (as the first country in continental Europe where the 
Industrial Revolution had taken off in the 19th century) was still a leading 
industrial nation at the time the ILO was founded. Until 1934 the Belgian 
government occupied one of the eight permanent seats for member states of 
‘major industrial importance’ in the ILO Governing Body.15

In what follows, empirical evidence will be derived from the case of the 
main Belgian actors in the making and implementation of two ILO Conven-
tions: the Hours of Work Convention, 1919 (No. 1) and the Forced Labour 
Convention, 1930 (No. 29). In the interwar period  standard- setting work 
(making international labour conventions) was the most important function 
of the ILO – whereas its second pillar of activities, technical  cooperation, 
became more important after the Second World War. How the ideas,  strat egies 
and actions of different (often opposing) Belgian social actors steered ILO 
policies and how ILO conventions, in their turn,  influenced social reforms 
in Belgium will be looked into. With regard to the influence of ILO proc-
esses on national social policies, it is clear that  ratification alone is not a 
sufficient indicator; nevertheless, ratification results in at least a minimum 
of legislative conformity with Conventions and enables the ILO to exercise 
supervision.16 Most importantly, the forces taking action for or against ratifi-
cation and practical conformity create, over time, a broader transnational 
movement between the national and the international spaces. It is this 
movement of transnational actors and their ideas, strategies and networks 
that are particularly interesting for studying an international organization 
like the ILO in all its diversity and  multi- level dimensions.

The Hours of Work and the Forced Labour Conventions are representative 
for two reasons. First, the Hours of Work Convention demonstrated how the 
ILO initially concentrated on social issues that solely concerned the interests 
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194  Globalizing Social Rights

of the industrialized world. Later, the ILO’s scope of action broadened with 
its explicit attention to native and forced labour in the  non- industrial world 
(that is, the colonies of the European member states). Second, these two 
 Conventions show different patterns of ILO influence, against the  background 
of different political and economic settings in the 1920s and 1930s. In addi-
tion, they show how important the role and manoeuvres of national and 
international networks and lobby groups – with different ideas and interests – 
were in the making and (non-)implementation of ILO reforms.

The dynamics of international influence. The ILO and 
working time regulation in Belgium

The first ILO Convention in 1919 was an effort to internationally regulate 
the  eight- hour working day or 48-hour working week. Since the last two 
decades of the 19th century the  eight- hour working day was a top priority 
for the international labour movement and therefore already high on the 
political agenda in many countries. The First World War ultimately pushed 
for a consensus between employers, trade unions and governments. Both 
the already  well- established and elaborated demand for the  eight- hour case 
and the immediate  post- war context, in which governments were pushed to 
compensate the war efforts of the workers’ movement, explain why the ILO 
came so quickly to a Convention – only a few months after it was created.

Of all international labour Conventions in the 1920s, the Hours of Work 
Convention was by far the most important.17 Not only because it was given 
the highest political priority by both the international labour movement 
and the ILO’s first Director Albert Thomas (himself an important pro-
tagonist of the French labour movement), but also because the ratification 
process generated heated debates in the ILO member states, not the least in 
Belgium, one of the nine ‘founding fathers’ of the ILO. The debates on the 
making and implementation of the Hours of Work Convention in Belgium 
exemplify the peculiar ideas, preferences and strategies of industrial states in 
pacifying national and international labour relations and developing social 
policies in the interwar period.

In the debates of the International Labour Conference (ILC) leading to the 
vote of the Hours of Work Convention, the Belgian government delegation 
(in the person of Ernest Mahaim, see below) played an intermediary role 
in order to reach a compromise between the Workers’ and the Employers’ 
group. While the Belgian trade unions, whose spokesman was the socialist 
Corneille Mertens, considered an international Convention by the ILO as the 
final culmination of a long historical process in establishing the  eight- hour 
working day, the Comité Central Industriel (the Belgian employers’ federation) 
tried to downplay each proposal to come to an international Convention. 
The key argument of the employers was the necessity to raise industrial 
 productivity in order to restore the nation’s economic position after the 
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war.18 The final text of the Convention,  co- drafted by Ernest Mahaim, 
was a compromise (as is often the case with international  agreements) by 
 introducing, among other things, the possibility of a 48-hour working week, 
which left more flexibility in the organization of work.19

One of the main architects20 of the Convention was Ernest Mahaim, repre-
sentative of the Belgian government in the ILO Conferences and Governing 
Body. Mahaim, a law professor from the university of Liège, was one of the 
founding fathers of the International Association for Labour Legislation 
(an international expert association founded in 1900) and, during the Paris 
peace talks, of the ILO.21 His expert knowledge and years of experience in 
international labour law made Mahaim an acceptable negotiator for all 
 parties around the conference table.

In 1920 Mahaim became the president of the first joint committee (for 
iron and steel work) in Belgium, created by the national government in 
order to pacify the labour relations between workers and employers. It was 
in these joint committees that the  eight- hour working day in Belgium was 
introduced, initially still per sector, by means of collective labour agreements 
between employers and trade unions. A national law on the  eight- hour 
day would be adopted in 1921, two years after the ILO Convention, 
by a coalition of Catholics, liberals and socialists.22 The content and 
modalities of the Belgian law were largely inspired by the ILO Convention – 
not surprisingly as the ghostwriter of this law was Ernest Mahaim who knew 
more than anyone else the finesses of the ILO Convention as one of its key 
negotiators in 1919.

However, the fact that the Belgian law was clearly inspired by the ILO 
did not necessarily lead to a quick ratification by the Belgian parliament. 
Of importance for the international context in which the Hours of Work 
Convention had to be ratified was the economic malaise of the early 1920s. 
For the employers this was a crucial argument. And the position of the 
Belgian employers was key as the president of the Employers’ Group in 
the ILO from 1919 until 1927 was Jules Carlier, head of the Comité Central 
Industriel, the Belgian employers’ organization.23 Carlier was the archetype 
of the 19th century ‘captain of industry’, with origins in the heavy steel 
and coalmining sectors that clung to principles of economic  laissez- faire 
liberalism. The Belgian employers warned against a loss of the international 
competition capacity if the ILO Convention was ratified unilaterally, without 
a concerted action in Germany, France and the UK, Belgium’s main economic 
partners. The employers saw the ILO in the first place as an international 
forum to defend their own national interests. After the national law on the 
 eight- hour working day was adopted in Belgium in 1921 – despite  hard-
 headed resistance by employers sitting in the Belgian senate – they shifted 
their expectations to the international level by systematically pleading, in 
the context of the postwar economic depression, against the international 
regulation of working time conditions.
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196  Globalizing Social Rights

The argument for ‘economic nationalism’ on the grounds of  protectionism 
was shared by the Belgian government, which in full accordance with the 
ILO rules reported to the International Labour Office about the ‘progress’ 
in the ratification process, but which in practice lingered over any 
 concrete action to ratify the Convention. For Ernest Mahaim this was a 
fairly ambiguous position. As a pioneer in international labour law he 
strongly believed in the ideals of international solidarity in an open world 
order. But as the representative of the Belgian government at the ILO, 
Mahaim had to explain in Geneva, year after year, why Belgium had still 
not ratified this Convention.

The strongest advocates were, not surprisingly, the workers. While after 
the First World War the locus of power for governments and employers 
was on the level of the national state, trade unions oriented themselves 
with the largest expectations towards the international level. In the con-
text of  post- war European reconstruction they saw the ILO as a useful 
instrument for the protection of workers’ rights against infringement by 
governments and employers, and the formation of international coali-
tions to put pressure on national authorities for the realization of their 
programme of national social reforms. For the trade unions the  eight- hour 
day was symbolic of the success or failure of the ILO in its first decade.24 
Their main motive, apart from humanitarian reasons of social justice, was 
to prevent an economic race to the bottom if countries did not conclude 
on the same conditions for working time – as the general leitmotiv in the 
founding of the ILO  stipulated. That is why the Belgian trade unions 
pushed key  decision- makers in Belgium to play a leading role in a European 
‘wave’ of ratifications of the first ILO Convention. Corneille Mertens, head 
of the Belgian federation of socialist trade unions and a Socialist Party 
senator in the Belgian parliament, played a leading role in this process. 
This was possible as Mertens was the president of the Workers’ Group 
in the ILO between 1919 and 1937 and (together with the French trade 
unionist Léon Jouhaux)  vice- president of the International Federation 
of Trade Unions (IFTU).25 They repeatedly pleaded in their national and 
international fora for a joint ratification of the ILO Convention. For trade 
unionists in industrialized countries, the  protection of national and inter-
national workers’ rights was only one reason why they favoured the ILO. 
Another reason was the person of its Director, Albert Thomas, a dedicated 
and influential French socialist who gave himself up entirely to the work 
of the ILO. Constantly in touch with leading statespersons and trade 
unionists all over the world, he was a major driving force in a transna-
tional network of labour activists. And last but not least, the IFTU, which 
dominated the Workers’ Group in the ILO, also saw the organization as 
a forum for representation, and thus for the international  consolidation 
of power vis-à-vis other trade union federations, notably the Christian 
trade unions.26
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Other actors also pushed for a Belgian ratification of the ILO Hours of 
Work Convention. A pivotal role was played by the Belgian correspondent 
of the ILO, the progressive liberal lawyer Max Gottschalk. For the ILO he was 
a crucial ‘transmitter’ of information on what was going on in the Belgian 
debates. Between 1924 and 1940 Gottschalk wrote detailed  twice- monthly 
reports to Albert Thomas on Belgian political, social and economic life, 
new social legislation and the progress with regard to the ratification proce-
dures of ILO Conventions.27 As the liaison between Brussels and Geneva he 
eased the contacts between ILO officials and important  decision- makers in 
Belgian politics and the workers’ and employers’ organizations; he was also 
important to the flow of information (for example by disseminating official 
ILO publications and reports). Himself a key person in a network of interna-
tionally inspired individuals, debating societies and scientific  institutions, 
Gottschalk raised support for ILO policies in Belgium. He  regularly wrote 
articles in Belgian newspapers and magazines about the mandate and 
the work of the ILO, pleading for the ratification of international labour 
 Conventions. As a freemason he gave lectures on the ILO to various masonic 
lodges in Belgium, France, Luxembourg and the Netherlands.28 Reservoirs 
of influential people who were part of the highest political and economic 
circles of the nation, these lodges were ideal places for Gottschalk to gain 
political support for ILO reforms.

Other channels for the transfer of ILO ideas were the Belgian League of 
Nations Association and the Solvay Institute for Sociology in Brussels. They 
promoted through both public and scientific debate the mandate and ideas 
on international social policy in Belgium. The Belgian League of Nations 
Association, founded in 1922, was a private association of people with 
extensive academic, diplomatic and (inter)national policy  experience who 
wanted to strengthen the work of the League of Nations and its specialized 
institutions. Scientific institutes such as the Solvay Institute in Brussels 
delivered expert knowledge to officials of the ILO in Geneva through fun-
damental social science research. One of the seven board members of the 
Solvay Institute was Arthur Fontaine, the chairman of the ILO Governing 
Body, who would once in a while be replaced on the board of the Brussels 
institute by Albert Thomas himself. Both the Belgian League of Nations 
Association and the Solvay Institute for Sociology gave a platform for 
the regular visits and lectures of the ILO Director Thomas, who as a true 
‘ambassador of labour’ regularly travelled to Belgium to lobby with the 
ministers of Labour and Foreign Affairs, socialist and Christian trade unions 
and employers. The networks of people and associations supporting the 
 international case in Belgium functioned well as these were pretty ‘osmotic’. 
For instance, the Belgian correspondent for the ILO, Gottschalk, held office 
in the Solvay Institute, which was directed by Mahaim.29 Gottschalk was 
also the head of the social and economic section of the Belgian League of 
Nations Association.
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198  Globalizing Social Rights

Initially the support of these networks of ‘friends of the ILO’ had little 
effect in Belgium, as both the political world and the employers were abso-
lutely not in favour of a ratification of the Hours of Work Convention, for 
reasons that were stated above. This changed around the mid-1920s. First, 
there was a period of international economic upheaval from 1925 onwards, 
which meant that the employers’ arguments were less fertile. The most 
 decisive factor, however, was a change in Belgian politics. A new government 
of socialists and Christian democrats – the first in Belgian political history – 
set the scene for more progressive social politics. It was Emile Vandervelde, 
the new socialist minister of Foreign Affairs (who had also played an impor-
tant role in the founding of the ILO in 1919), and the socialist minister 
of Labour, Joseph Wauters (who had also issued the national law on the  
eight- hour working day in 1921), who gave a final push for a Belgian 
 ratification of the ILO Hours of Work Convention in July 1926, seven years 
after it was adopted by the ILC.30 The role of social democrats in key posts 
in national politics can however not be generalized as a determinant of 
ratification of ILO conventions. In the Scandinavian countries, Germany 
and the UK social democrats were also part of the government at that time, 
but these countries never ratified this ILO Convention. In the Belgian case, 
ratification had thus another reason: by ratifying the ILO Convention 
the socialist ministers Vandervelde and Wauters wanted to safeguard the 
national law on the  eight- hour day. Since the law was adopted in 1921, 
it had constantly been under attack by Belgian employers and conserva-
tive members of parliament who wanted, in the context of the economic 
depression in the early 1920s, to dilute the law. For socially progressive 
politicians the  ratification of an international Convention then became a 
strategy to cut off any attempt to loosen national laws and pacify national 
labour  relations. They also hoped that a Belgian ratification would set an 
example for neighbouring countries, which however never happened. The 
UK, Germany and the Netherlands did not ratify, while France agreed to 
only under certain conditions. In Belgium, social life for the average worker 
did not change much after the ILO Convention was ratified, as  eight- hour 
working had already been arranged for large categories of workers by the 
national law after 1921. Nevertheless, in this case, the ILO served as a model 
for Belgian social reforms as the national law was definitely modelled along 
the lines of the international Convention.

The limits of transnational reform: Belgium and the ILO 
Forced Labour Convention

Both the making and the implementation of the ILO Forced Labour 
Convention (1930) in Belgium followed a different and much more compli-
cated pattern from the Hours of Work Convention. In the interwar period 
the issue of forced labour was treated mainly as a colonial phenomenon. 
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In this context the national and international debates on the regulation 
of forced labour clearly show how and why international interventionism 
clashed with principles of national sovereignty of European colonial powers 
such as Belgium. It is therefore a good illustration of the limitations placed 
on transnational reform by strong national objections.

Between the wars the regulation of forced labour by the ILO was a key 
part of its native labour policy.31 For the ILO, focusing on native labour, that 
is, labour in what the ILO at the time called ‘non-metropolitan’ or colonial 
territories, was a strategy to ‘globalize’ its policy framework. After all, the 
ILO was in the 1920s still a very Eurocentric organization that focused pri-
marily on working conditions in the industrialized world. Although several 
 important Asian and Latin American countries had joined the  organization 
in its early years (including India, China, Japan, Argentina, Brazil and 
Chile), the ILO still remained largely dominated by the major industrialized 
countries within Europe that – despite early protests from  non- European 
members – occupied the crucial positions in  decision- making bodies (such 
as in the ILO Governing Body). By elaborating a native labour policy the ILO 
broadened its scope and field of action beyond the industrialized world and 
thereby pushed to become a ‘global’ organization.

Inspired by the Abolition of Slavery Convention of the League of Nations 
in 1926,32 forced labour was initially put on the ILO agenda by ‘enlightened’ 
officials of the International Labour Office, the ILO’s secretariat. Because 
native labour, and forced labour in particular, was, in contrast to working 
time reduction, no real priority for most ILO member states and consequently 
not yet subject of elaborated policies, the international officials in the ILO 
had as good as carte blanche. A small department for native labour (directed 
by French and British officials) in the International Labour Office was cre-
ated. The Native Labour Department worked closely with a corresponding 
committee of international experts created by the ILO Governing Body. It 
was no coincidence that the members of this committee were all experts 
from colonial states.33 Its chairperson was Albrecht Gohr,  Director- General 
in the Belgian Ministry of Colonial Affairs, who had also chaired the League 
of Nations commission that prepared the Abolition of Slavery Convention 
in 1926. By bringing together colonial and native labour experts on a regu-
lar consultative basis, by collecting and disseminating documentation and 
knowledge (in its function of international clearing house of information) 
and by undertaking new research, the ILO became an international centre 
of expertise on native labour.34 Moreover, the organization considered itself 
as the driving force for generating an ‘international public opinion’ on the 
issue of forced labour (see also Chapter 5 by J. P. Daughton in this book).

In the interwar period the ILO ideas on native labour were, first of all, 
rooted in a liberal ideology about the right of free labour – in contrast to 
unfree labour as was the case with slavery and forced labour.35 Moreover, 
international law was considered as a means to guarantee free labour.36 

Globalizing Social Rights : The International Labour Organization, 1940-70, edited by Sandrine Kott, and Joëlle
         Droux, International Labour Office, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1590992.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 12:40:45.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 In

te
rn

at
io

na
l L

ab
ou

r 
O

ffi
ce

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



200  Globalizing Social Rights

The early stage of liberal ideas as developed by ILO officials was also 
 characterized by a paternalistic bias. The international technocrats believed 
that the Western industrialized world had the moral duty and responsibil-
ity to help and guide ‘underdeveloped’ peoples on their way to welfare and 
 development to a modern way of life. Key concepts of the ILO’s native labour 
policy were ‘civilization’ and ‘emancipation’, rooted in the idea that the ILO 
‘should try to lift the chains that still bound the native so as to prepare him 
for the next educative stage’.37 Second, the attention for native labour was part 
of the ILO’s strategy to block the spread of communism in the colonies and 
the Southern hemisphere.38 But the ILO not only tried to pacify the class 
struggle. Third, by developing a native labour policy, it hoped to avoid racial 
warfare on a world scale. The life of native workers was heavily shaken up 
by the Western colonists. Under colonization traditional rural societies had 
been transformed into rather unstable  proto- industrial societies. As such the 
ILO hoped to pacify labour relations – not only based on a common con-
cern for the humane conditions of local workers, but also for guaranteeing 
social peace in the colonies in order to safeguard security in the Western 
industrialized world.39 These were the underlying ideas for the development 
of an ILO ‘native labour code’ for the colonies – in parallel with the interna-
tional labour code for the industrialized member states – taking into account 
 ‘different’ needs, ‘special’ circumstances, ‘typical’ social problems, and a 
‘lower level’ of economic development of the overseas workers.40

The impact of the ILO as an international advocate for the struggle against 
labour exploitation in the colonies was largely dependent on the particular 
interests of some of its member states. Between the wars Belgium was one 
of the eight colonial empires in Europe, and consequently one of the ‘core 
players’ in the debate on an international regulation of forced labour in 
the ILO. In setting the agenda of the International Labour Conference the 
 representatives of the Belgian government and employers in the Governing 
Body had tried to postpone the issue as long as possible.41 When it finally 
came on the agenda of the ILC, in 1929 and 1930, they took the most 
reactionary stance, together with their colleagues of France and Portugal, 
Belgium’s colonial neighbours in Africa.

For the Belgian (socialist) trade unions, however, forced labour was not 
a big issue. With the exception of the leader of the French Confédération 
Générale du Travail (CGT), Léon Jouhaux, the majority of the Workers’ 
Group in the ILO gave more priority to the  eight- hour working day, 
unemployment insurance and occupational safety and health, the typical 
labour demands for trade unions in industrialized states. The Christian 
trade unions, however, showed a particular interest in colonial labour 
issues. Henri Pauwels, for instance, the Belgian Christian trade union 
representative in the ILC and one of the main spokespersons of the 
International Federation of Christian Trade Unions, was – much more than 
his counterpart in the Belgian socialist trade unions, Corneille Mertens – an 
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internationally active pleader for a restriction of forced labour in the colo-
nies. Christian trade unionists were convinced that the Catholic Church 
and its related institutions had a moral and educational role to play in 
black Africa and other areas in the global South in order to ‘guide’ native 
workers to find better life and working conditions. This was  possible 
because the Catholic Church had direct access to these areas (and was 
consequently  well- informed about the local circumstances) through a 
widely spread network of mission posts. Also under the auspices of the 
Catholic Church, various debating groups lobbied in favour of an interna-
tional regulation of forced labour. One of these Catholic  societies was the 
International Union for Social Studies (Union International d’Etudes Sociales, 
better known as the ‘Union of Malines’ as it was housed in the Belgian 
city of Malines), founded in 1920 and inspired by the Encyclical Rerum 
Novarum to internationally promote Christian social action by studying 
and debating social trends and problems.42 In its social work and contacts 
with Belgian  Christian- democratic politicians (such as through overlap-
ping membership) the Union of Malines worked for an ILO Convention 
to restrict forced labour.43 In this context of social Catholic action Henri 
Pauwels as a Christian trade unionist also pleaded in the ILC commission 
on the side of native labour for a complete international abolition of forced 
labour.44 But this was definitely a bridge too far for the representatives of 
the mighty colonial states.

For the issue of forced labour, the regular representatives of the Belgian 
government and employers had been replaced by special delegates, sent by 
the Ministry of Colonial Affairs in Brussels and private companies based 
in Congo. These people represented the political, economic and financial 
interests of a small but powerful colonial elite in Belgium – a tight cluster of 
colonial administrators and entrepreneurs of big private companies (such as the 
Union Minière du  Haut- Katanga, a copper and cobalt mining concern, and the 
Société Internationale Forestière et Minière du Congo belge, also known as 
the Forminière, the most important company for diamond exploitation on the 
African continent). This select network of people, closely intertwined 
through political and financial ties (via the Société Générale, a mighty finan-
cial holding that  co- credited the expansion of a Belgian economic empire 
in Congo), guided the nation’s colonial policy, not only in Belgium but also 
in international conferences. In the ILO debates on the regulation of forced 
labour, Edmond Leplae was the representative of the Belgian government.45 
Leplae,  Director- General of the Agricultural Department in the Ministry of 
Colonial Affairs, had introduced the system of  so- called cultures obligatoires 
in the Belgian Congo (‘forced cultures’ or mandatory cultivation: Congolese 
peasants were forced to grow certain cash crops, such as cotton, coffee 
and palm oil, for the European market; territorial administrators and 
state agronomists had the task of supervising and disciplining the Congolese 
peasants).
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On behalf of the employers, Alphonse Cayen was sent to Geneva. 
Cayen had started his career as an official in the Ministry of Colonial 
Affairs, leading the Information Department. At the time of the ILC 
debates on forced labour, he was CEO of one of Belgium’s leading colonial 
enterprises, the Forminière, and a member of the International Colonial 
Institute, a think tank of colonial experts from imperial states founded 
in 1894 in Brussels. Officially, the International Colonial Institute was set 
up to gather and exchange information and undertake research in order 
to defend  ‘common interests’ relating to the exploitation of the colonies 
of its member states. In practice it was an international reactionary lobby 
group of the colonial elite.46 In 1929, when the ILO was discussing an 
international regulation of forced labour, the general assembly of the 
International Colonial Institute voted a resolution against an interna-
tional Convention with the comment: ‘il n’y a place, dans l’état actuel des 
choses, pour des accords internationaux que dans une mesure limitée et 
entre puissances coloniales’.47

Not surprisingly the Belgian colonial representatives tried to  soft- pedal 
any regulation of forced labour at the ILC. They considered the ILO, or 
any other international institution, to be an intruder in national affairs, 
threatening Belgium’s colonial profits. For them the ILO was a forum where 
certain states, such as the United Kingdom, which asserted more progres-
sive ideas on (de)colonization, wanted to interfere in other states’ colonial 
policies. Belgium reacted heavily against this form of interventionism, via 
the ILO, by other colonial powers. Although in international fora Belgium 
claimed that it did not allow forced labour, in reality it was still com-
mon practice on a daily basis. Consequently, the Belgian government and 
employer representatives tried to get their own interests implemented in 
the ILO Convention in order to safeguard national practices. They pleaded 
for the allowance of a few exceptional measures in the regulation of forced 
labour, especially those that were en vogue in the Belgian system, such as 
the cultures obligatoires (see above).48 To make their claims more solid, they 
formed alliances with the French and Portuguese governments and employ-
ers, among other means via the contacts they had established within the 
International Colonial Institute. The Belgian demands were however not 
countered by opposition from the trade union side.

Despite the resistance of the Belgians, French and Portuguese, the ILC 
adopted in 1930 an international Convention that required member states 
to abolish all forms of forced labour.49 Although the final text was a political 
compromise that still left room for quite a number of exceptions (such as 
compulsory military service, prison labour under certain conditions, and the 
allowance of forced labour in some general public services or infrastructure, 
such as in the construction of railways or roads), the ILO Convention was 
an important instrument that not only established an international legal 
definition of forced or compulsory labour but also framed forced labour 
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within emerging international human rights discourse by speaking in terms 
of free and unfree labour. The 1930 Convention would eventually be com-
plemented by the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention (No. 105) in 1957. 
This Convention prescribed a universal prohibition of forced labour, in the 
context of a growing international concern over human rights against the 
background of the Cold War.

In the light of the fights in 1929 and 1930, it is no surprise that the ratifi-
cation, let alone the implementation, of the ILO Forced Labour Convention 
was a long and difficult process in Belgium. The political pressure from 
Geneva, through direct contact missions by ILO officials, had initially no 
effect. In the context of the economic crisis in the 1930s, many countries 
pulled back into protectionism and were not keen on ratifying international 
Conventions. Within the Belgian context it was the influential financial 
group Société Générale, with direct industrial connections and interests in 
Belgian Congo and widespread connections in the high ranks of Belgian 
politics, that applied pressure against a Belgian ratification of the ILO Forced 
Labour Convention. As long as conservative  Catholic- liberal coalitions dom-
inated the Belgian government, the Société Générale lobby had a real effect. 
This changed in 1935, when a new government came to power. Then the 
departments of Labour, Colonial Affairs and Foreign Affairs were directed 
by social Catholics/Christian democrats and socialists. The internationally 
minded socialist minister of Foreign Affairs  Paul- Henri Spaak – who would 
later become the chairman of the first session of the General Assembly of 
the United Nations – proposed a ratification by the Belgian parliament in 
1937, but this effort failed after the government coalition was dissolved.50

Belgium would finally ratify the ILO Forced Labour Convention in 1944 – 
fourteen years after the Convention was adopted in Geneva. All European 
colonial powers, except Portugal, had already ratified it by then. Crucial to 
the Belgian ratification was the context of the Second World War, in which 
the international pressure of the  Anglo- Saxon world on Belgian politics 
was heightened. During the war the core of the acting Belgian government 
resided not in Brussels, as this was occupied territory, but in London where 
it was in close contact with the British government. On 1 January 1942 
Belgium signed, with 24 other states – the UK and the United States the 
most important ones – the Atlantic Charter, openly choosing the side of 
the allies in the fight against Germany and Japan. In these circumstances 
Belgium’s colonial policy had to come to be seen within the framework of 
unconditional support for the British and American allies. On 21 January 
1941 the Belgian and the British governments signed an economic and 
financial agreement about Congo’s contribution to the war (in terms of both 
human collaboration and raw materials). This was expanded on 30 January 
1943 into a Belgian- British- American agreement. Consequently Belgium 
came under British and American influence. The United Kingdom was tra-
ditionally one of the biggest advocates of the abolition of slavery and forced 
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labour, while the United States tried to expand their range of influence over 
the African continent in order to access raw materials, more particularly 
uranium from the Katanga province in Congo.51 At the same time they also 
favoured the abolition of colonialism and promoted human rights in their 
international sphere of influence. Both the intensified political  connection 
with the British in London and the  industrial- economic interests of the US 
in Congo were crucial determinants of the context in which the Belgian 
government was finally led to a ratification of the ILO Forced Labour 
Convention by the end of the war.

Although Belgium ratified the ILO Forced Labour Convention in 1944, 
its real influence was very limited. Between 1944 and 1960, when Congo 
became independent, Belgium would repeatedly be called to account by the 
ILO, inspired by direct complaints from the Workers’ Group, as national laws 
were not in accordance with the ratified ILO Convention. The ILO Expert 
Committee for the Application of Conventions and Recommendations sanc-
tioned Belgium for violating labour conditions in uranium mines, unpaid 
labour controlled by local chiefs and the use of forced labour in the case of 
taxes not being paid.52 When  Ruanda- Urundi became independent in 1962, 
Belgium no longer had any colonies and the ILO Forced Labour Convention 
lost its relevance for Belgium.

Conditions of ILO influence on Belgian social policy

The two cases of the ILO Hours of Work Convention and the Forced Labour 
Convention show that ILO policy has often been the outcome of a com-
promise between different actors – from humanistic internationalists to 
 die- hard nationalists – with different interests and ideas in the national and 
international arena. This is the main reason why, in terms of hard power, 
the direct and visible impact of the ILO was (and is) limited. I conclude 
 however, that there can be influence, although this is often a long and 
complex process. Based on my research for Belgium – as an example of an 
industrial state in the interwar period – I distinguish four conditions that 
largely determined the influence of the ILO:

First, the international economic situation: the willingness of Belgium to 
engage itself internationally (both in the international negotiations to 
come to Conventions as in the ratification of ILO Conventions) followed 
 economic ‘waves’. In times of economic upheaval there was a higher chance 
of coming to and implementing an international agreement than in times 
of economic recession, when governments and especially employers were 
very reluctant to do so, and consequently applied pressure against interna-
tional commitments.

Second, the national political situation: ILO issues in their broadest sense were 
in the interwar period more of interest to a progressive front (progressive 
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liberals, socialists and social Catholics). Conservative governments sys-
tematically put relations with and issues pursued by the ILO on hold. The 
ratification of both the Hours of Work Convention and the Forced Labour 
Convention got their final push when a coalition of socialists and Christian 
democrats held the key posts (the Departments of Foreign Affairs and 
Labour in particular) in the Belgian government. This can however not be 
extrapolated to other countries; the Hours of Work Convention was not 
pushed for ratification by the British Labour Party, for example.

Third, the activity of networks and their role as a transmitter between Brussels 
and Geneva: with the explicit purpose of ‘selling’ the international case in 
the member states, the ILO made great use of a network of contacts that 
was made as wide as possible. The ILO correspondents were one channel. 
Several debating societies driven by progressive intellectuals and scientific 
institutions that were strongly in favour of the ILO played a significant role 
in the transfer of ILO ideas. By spreading information, debate and personal 
contacts with key  decision- makers on the national political level the ILO 
tried to reinforce the ratification and implementation of its Conventions.

Fourth, the level of national social legislation: it is significant that the Belgian 
parliament was more prepared to ratify those international conventions that 
more or less conformed with its own national legislation or social practices, 
as was the case with the Hours of Work Convention that was already quite 
similar to the national law on the  eight- hour day. When it came to new 
(proposals for) social norms for which serious alterations in national law were 
required – such as the abolition of forced labour which still existed in Belgian 
Congo – Belgium was far less keen on implementing ILO Recommendations.

The influence of the ILO on Belgian social policies increased in times of 
economic growth, where there was a progressive political context that was 
more supportive of international models of social reform, with the help of 
‘ILO-friendly’ networks and in cases where there was already a minimum 
level of compliance between international and national social legislation. 
Whether this example of ILO influence setting out models for national 
social reform are also valuable for other countries, and in other periods, is 
well worth studying.
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