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Introduction: A Global History 
Written from the ILO
Sandrine Kott and Joëlle Droux

More than a history of the ILO, this book aims to map out a global history 
written from the perspective of the ILO, following the trend towards the 
‘globalization’ of both the themes and practices1 of history as a discipline, 
for which the international organizations – and the ILO in particular – are 
especially fertile fields of study.

History, in the sense of the science of the past, has always developed in a 
dialogue with the present. Global historians are no exception: they scrutinize 
and analyse the past in order to explore the phenomena of globalization/
internationalization,2 how they operate and what their  limitations are in 
today’s world.3 In order to do this they first of all have to expand their 
area of reference. Nations, regions and villages continue to be relevant 
units for the global historian, of course, but they are viewed in terms of 
their  relationships with other areas, with a new focus on  connections and 
circulations, which tend to be neglected in a strictly monographic context. 
It is possible to try to unpick the complicated web of these  circulations and 
identify ‘circulatory systems’;4 it is also possible to seek the global in the 
local itself, by working on the processes by which local and/or national 
situations are becoming internationalized, or on the mechanics of interna-
tionalization itself.5 In every case, international organizations make ideal 
monitoring centres. Although this field used to be largely the preserve of 
political  scientists and specialists in International Relations,6 historians 
have recently started to take an interest in international organizations,7 as 
agencies generating knowledge rather than as agents of global diplomacy. 
They consider them as forums where international flows take place and 
are interested in how ‘international bureaucracy’8 coordinates, organizes 
and even drives these circulations. Furthermore, even though they are 
places where national sovereignties are asserted or even constituted, these 
organizations can also, paradoxically, be studied as internationalizing 
machines.

This is the approach taken to the ILO in the contributions gathered in 
this book. As the oldest organization in the UN system, the ILO provides 
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2  Globalizing Social Rights

an ideal centre from which to study these internationalization processes, 
thanks to its longevity, its tripartite structure and the wide range of fields in 
which it operates.

In addition, studying globalization with the ILO as our vantage point 
also shifts the usual angle of approach which sees the economy and the 
market as the forces driving internationalization, whereas the development 
and implementation of social protection as a guarantee of social rights are 
viewed as something for which the national states alone are responsible.9 
Approaching globalization through the ILO and social rights is thus a 
 different way to investigate it.

What also makes the ILO so attractive to historians is that it has, from the 
outset, had a real passion for history. This was perhaps down to the personal-
ity of its first Director. Albert Thomas, himself a historian,10 quickly realized 
how to use history as a way for the ILO to acquire knowledge, develop  self-
 analysis and also gain legitimacy.11 This awareness of history has had two 
fortunate consequences for historians. Whereas in the other UN organiza-
tions (except for UNESCO) entire documentary collections have been, and 
still are being, systematically destroyed, the ILO’s archives, which include 
the correspondence of members of the International Labour Office, minutes 
of meetings such as those of the committees of experts, mission reports, 
preliminary survey results, and so on, have been invaluably preserved. They 
allow us to piece together the patient work of the Office’s staff and the  people 
and networks with which they were in contact, and they also shed light on 
deadlocks and clashes which the published minutes of the International 
Labour Conferences or the Governing Board meetings do not reflect.12 The 
creation of the Century Project for the ILO’s 100th anniversary, at the insti-
gation of its then  Director- General Juan Somavia, shows that there is still 
the same interest in history as an instrument of knowledge, cohesion and 
promotion.13 Emmanuel Reynaud, the Century Project’s director at the time, 
provided vital support in organizing the symposium that led to this book.14 
The symposium, organized by Sandrine Kott (University of Geneva and 
Swiss National Science Foundation) and Isabelle  Lespinet- Moret (University 
of Paris X), was held in May 2009 in Geneva, at the University and the 
International Labour Office. The papers in French were assembled by Isabelle 
 Lespinet- Moret and Vincent Viet in a volume which appeared in 2011.15 
This second volume deals with the following questions: to what extent can 
the ILO be used as a forum for monitoring and analysing globalization/ 
internationalization mechanisms? What can we learn about globalization if 
we approach it from the point of view of social rights and the ILO?

These questions will be examined in three sections, underlining the 
 narrow bounds within which social rights can be globalized (1: the ILO and 
the emergence of international social standard-setting), developed (2: at 
the interface between the national and the international) and maintained 
(3: support and competition in the global arena).
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A Global History Written from the ILO  3

Becoming a global player in order to develop international 
social standards

Because it is the only constituted organization in the UN system which 
 survived the Second World War, the ILO offers historians document series 
going back almost a century, enabling them to shed light on what endured 
and what came to an end, and to identify periods of  internationalization that 
were more or less favourable (the 1980s, described by Orenstein [Chapter 16] 
and Leimgruber [Chapter 17]) to the expansion of the organization. Its 
long history also means that we can analyse how it came to develop an 
international expertise that was subsequently passed on to the other UN 
organizations after the Second World War. The articles in this volume each 
examine, in their own way, how this expertise emerged and took root, with 
a particular focus on the work of officials and experts.

This choice was determined by the historian’s passion for archives, unique 
documents that enable us to examine official statements on the basis of 
the facts, by looking at how they were drawn up. This naturally leads 
the  historian to  re- evaluate the role of the actors who produced ‘their’ 
archives, in other words the international officials in the secretariats (the 
International Labour Office in the case of the ILO) and the external actors 
with which they had links.

Alongside the work on the ILO’s ‘leading figures’ and directors,16 its 
 officials, experts and intermediary  decision- makers are key players in most 
of the contributions to this volume. Such studies add to the large prosopo-
graphical pool which has come to define the figure of the international civil 
servant, who today appears to play such a crucial role in the internationali-
zation of contemporary social policies and intervention models.17

These players shine a light on the internal workings of the entire organi-
zation, in particular the underrated role of some of the intermediary groups – 
specialist sections, standing committees, correspondence committees – and 
their gradual institutionalization, but also the unstable nature of some 
of them, such as the changing relationship between the International 
Cooperative Alliance and the ILO, examined by Henrÿ in Chapter 6.

By looking at the work of the Office’s officials and the experts, the 
 contributions to this volume provide insight into how the ILO has 
 functioned as a producer of knowledge and international social standards. 
The work is very much in line with the long process of turning the social 
field into a science that has continued since the last third of the 19th 
century,18 illustrated in this volume by the ’invention’ of unemployment 
(Liebeskind, Chapter 4), or the reclassification of silicosis as an occupational 
disease (Lengwiler, Chapter 2). This process of turning the social field into a 
 science was helped and supported by the international circulation – at that 
time mainly in the west – of information and knowledge in various fields 
such as social insurance, combating unemployment and protection at work. 
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4  Globalizing Social Rights

A number of contributions highlight the role played here by certain actors 
as an interface: facilitators such as Delevingne, administrators such as 
Thomas, experts such as Varlez. They embodied and ensured the continuity 
of reforming projects and practices around the turn of the 20th century.

The birth of the ILO in 1919 and the subsequent production of 
Conventions and Recommendations provided a sort of institutional 
umbrella for the ‘epistemic communities’ that had developed around the 
sharing of knowledge and expertise from the last third of the 19th  century.19 
This distillation of international social knowledge enabled the ILO to 
become a ‘ standard- producing agency’20 in a wide range of fields such as the 
regulation of working time (Van Daele, Chapter 11), child labour (Droux, 
Chapter 15) and working women (Natchkova and Schoeni, Chapter 3), to 
mention just a few of the issues covered in this volume. It is, of course, diffi-
cult to measure how far this normative work resulted in actual ‘international 
standards’, but the fact that the Conventions and Recommendations were 
disputed on various international stages in a way underlines how widely 
disseminated and successful they were.21

On a more fundamental level, through discussions launched within 
or on the fringes of the organization, various actors associated with the 
ILO defined the limits of acceptable forms of work, which were set out in 
Conventions such as on the regulation of colonial forced labour in 1930 
(Daughton, Chapter 5) and the abolition of forced labour in 1957,22 right 
up to the ‘decent work’ agenda of the 2000s.23 The legitimacy of the expert 
reports produced by the ILO also made it a recognized reference in cer-
tain fields such as unemployment, for which the definition and statistics 
produced by the International Labour Office quickly became the global 
standard, and also migration,24 or the  large- scale public works policy of 
the 1930s advocated by the International Labour Office in the discussions 
of the Depression Delegation (Clavin, Chapter 13); or, more recently, the 
World Employment Program of the 1970s, which proposed and promoted 
models for full employment policies.25 Social insurance was another field in 
which the ILO developed an international social security/insurance model 
from the 1920s onwards, internationalized in the 1952 Convention26 and 
disseminated until the 1980s.

This internationalization of standards developed between the two world wars 
by the industrialized countries of Western Europe was very largely achieved 
by exporting them through the technical aid programmes set up in the 
1930s in central Europe, the Balkans and Latin America (Pernet, Chapter 14). 
The present volume sheds new light on this field too, showing how this 
process of transferring and implanting the international standards intro-
duced by the ILO led to the emergence of a new type of technical expert or 
international technocratic class (Guthrie, Chapter 7). This area of activity 
was further developed in the period after the Second World War, whether as 
part or on the fringes of the expanded programme of technical assistance set 
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A Global History Written from the ILO  5

up by the UN in 1949, or as a counterpoint to other international agencies 
involved in development policy, such as the World Bank. However, the ILO 
came to realize the limitations of standards based on a productivist ideology 
and promoted by the most economically powerful countries.27

At the interface between the national and the international

The development and dissemination of these international norms did not 
solely depend on the existence of ‘epistemic communities’ and the sharing 
of global expert knowledge, but were primarily based on complex inter-
changes between local, variously influential groupings and the ILO. The 
chapters in this volume show that this dialectic relationship lies at the very 
heart of the internationalization mechanisms.

The work of the ILO relies on being able to collect information at 
national level, and the organization’s founding act specifically stipulated 
that it should endorse this role of international library. Conventions and 
Recommendations are themselves developed on the basis of data collected 
through questionnaires sent to the various national civil services. The 
intermediate reports drawn up by the Office’s officials with the help of the 
expert committees are validated by those same national bodies before being 
discussed at the International Labour Conference, where the tripartite repre-
sentations are organized on a national basis. In all these interchanges, some 
national and international officials play a vital intermediary role, as was the 
case with the British officials Butler and Phelan ( Hidalgo- Weber, Chapter 1) or 
the Americans Miller and Altmayer (Jensen, Chapter 10).28 The branch offices, 
whose role is clearly described in the contributions by Gallo and Van Daele on 
Italy and Belgium (Chapters 9 and 11),29 here act as genuine interfaces.

Although these early international officials were helping to develop global 
knowledge, they were in many ways intellectually and politically dependent on 
the national societies in which they had been trained. The Office’s  officials 
generally came from their national civil services, often the Ministries of 
Labour, and whether or not they were seconded, they continued to maintain 
close ties with them. The experts recruited to carry out special tasks in the 
committees had jobs in their own countries and were selected by agreement 
with their government. Although technical ability played a part in their 
recruitment, they were also chosen for their ability to act as intermediaries 
between the national and international stages. The political influence they 
could wield in their home countries was vitally important, particularly 
as far as ratifications were concerned. The debate surrounding the 1930 
Convention on colonial forced labour analysed by J. P. Daughton (Chapter 5) 
clearly shows the ambiguous position of the international experts in these 
interchanges. Selected by their governments from among the colonial 
administrators, they helped to draw up the questionnaire sent to govern-
ments on which the 1930 Convention would be based, and they were careful 
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6  Globalizing Social Rights

to ensure that the text could not in any way lead to condemnation of their 
home country’s colonialism or government.30

This case reminds us that at the ILO, as in all international arenas, not all 
nations are equal, and in specific situations some can play a dominant and 
more complex role than one might initially think. The British actors seemed 
to be a driving force in the period when the ILO was being set up, but their 
involvement was not intended so much to dominate the organization as to 
restrict its influence. Conversely, the Mussolini government’s loud support 
for the ILO’s universalizing ambitions clearly shows how the Fascist leaders 
hoped to use the international organizations to serve their nationalist objec-
tives: they intended to make the ILO into a forum for promoting their new 
model of corporatist social management. The case of the USA, which joined 
the ILO in 1934, is also particularly interesting in this respect. The people 
behind the New Deal thought they could use it to internationalize their own 
social model,31 and the USA indeed appeared to exercise a sort of hegemony 
over the organization until the late 1960s.32 However, Jensen in Chapter 
10 shows that US actors in the ILO were themselves so deeply divided 
that America’s influence throughout the period can hardly be described 
as hegemony.

Besides, the ILO, like all international organizations, generally tends to 
promote national or local solutions which do not necessarily come from 
the most powerful countries, by setting them up as international models. 
This was the case, for instance, with pensions in Chile promoted by the 
World Bank (see Orenstein, Chapter 16), or the ‘Norden’ welfare state in 
Scandinavia. In this last case the ILO was even able to act as a platform 
for exchanges of information, and helped to strengthen cohesion between 
the Nordic countries, enabling Finland to escape from the USSR’s sphere 
of  gravity (Kettunen, Chapter 12). Even when the solutions recommended 
by these states or regional groups did not end up becoming universal 
inter national norms, as was the case with the South American ideas for 
combating malnutrition described by Pernet (Chapter 14), the ILO’s role 
as a potential forum for national governments to promote their ideas inter-
nationally was never questioned.

The ILO as a forum helped affirm Indian sovereignty even before India 
became independent in 1947, in that the Indian government and social 
partners were able to send representatives, including to the Governing Body, 
and also because the Office generated knowledge about India alongside that 
of the British colonial administration (Herren, Chapter 8). The Andean pro-
gramme showed that in implementing development programmes designed 
to speed up the integration of indigenous communities in their respective 
national economic areas, the ILO strengthened national unity (Guthrie, 
Chapter 7). The relationships formed between international organizations 
and nations thus go well beyond the purely diplomatic and are both dynamic 
and complex.
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A Global History Written from the ILO  7

Lastly, it is also crucially important to consider the national level when 
attempting to assess the influence of the international organizations. A simple 
way of measuring the ILO’s influence has often been to count the number 
of countries which have ratified the Conventions. This  accounting method 
is far from satisfactory since it does not take account of what ratification 
means in practice in the various local contexts, or of the debate generated 
both before and after adoption of the Convention. Yet it is precisely these 
debates which have the greatest influence on national societies and politi-
cians, as was shown by the debate surrounding colonial forced labour, or 
the influence which the 1919 Convention on the  eight- hour day had on 
Belgian legislation, even though the government did not ratify it (Van Daele, 
Chapter 11). The Conventions were also taken up by some national players 
and used as a tool to pressurize national governments in negotiations. This 
was the case with the first Convention on the  eight- hour day in Germany 
between the wars, and the 1948 Convention on freedom of association for 
Polish trade unionists in the 1980s.33 Conventions are useful in that they 
strengthen actors’ demands by placing those demands on an international 
footing, while failure to comply with Conventions can threaten  governments’ 
international credibility. It is through this  two- way process between the 
Organization and the national level that the work on Conventions can 
 facilitate or even guarantee the development of social rights.

The present volume expands our knowledge of these links and complex 
practices that unite national states and universal organizations, and suggests 
that we need more studies focusing on continents that are still marginal in 
current historiographical research. Africa, Asia, the Arab world, as well as 
eastern and southern Europe, are all areas whose links with the ILO would 
be worth exploring in more detail.

Support and competition in the global arena

The ILO’s ability to develop and disseminate the international standards it 
produces relies on its intermediaries and supporters at national level and 
also on its ability to mobilize or even create a sort of global public opinion 
supported by networks of international actors.34 From the moment it was 
set up, the ILO has been in an unusual and privileged position because of 
its tripartite structure, which brings together representatives of  governments, 
trade unions and employers. On a number of occasions, particularly during 
the 1920s and then in the Second World War, the social partners working 
within this tripartite structure played a decisive role in maintaining or devel-
oping the organization. Tripartism also made it easier to integrate certain 
countries such as those in northern Europe, as we can see from Kettunen in 
Chapter 12, which particularly stresses the role of the employers’ representa-
tives in this process. It has its limitations, however. In 1960, Gunnar Myrdal, 
a Swedish  social- democrat economist, saw  tripartism as a sort of hangover 
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8  Globalizing Social Rights

from a liberal view of industrial relations which did not take account of the 
growth of the public sector in Europe after the Second World War.35 This 
criticism, already voiced by representatives of the socialist countries and 
some developing countries like India in the 1950s, had an impact on the 
organization. It helped to redefine the concept of ‘employers’ in the 1950s, 
which now included employees in management positions, underlining the 
new direction that management had taken in the capitalist,  state- controlled 
economies.36 More recently, growing awareness of the importance of the 
informal sector has led to questions about how representative the trade 
unions are. Yet this issue, which has arisen on various occasions, is almost 
as old as the organization itself.37 It was debated in the 1920s, when the 
Fascists came to power in Italy, and then in the 1930s when the USSR 
joined the ILO and Franco came to power in Spain.38 As with the employ-
ers, the debate on the composition of the workers’ representation forced 
the various components of the organization to think about the meaning of 
tripartism and changing industrial relations. In the 1920s, for instance, the 
Fascist trade union representatives launched a debate about the boundaries 
between  neo- corporatism and tripartism (Gallo, Chapter 9), while the grow-
ing involvement of eastern bloc countries in the organization’s work in the 
1950s revived the debate about freedom of association.

While the involvement of  non- governmental organizations in the UN 
system is seen as a vital element in the democratzation of the global system, 
the tripartite constitution of the ILO may actually be seen as  ‘revolutionary’ 
(Herren, Chapter 8). However, the Organization’s foundations extend 
beyond the tripartite framework. Alongside the reformist trade unions that 
were beginning to operate internationally before the First World War,39 the 
ILO was from the very outset part of the network carrying on the 19th-
century tradition of social reform. The International Association for Labour 
Legislation, whose archives and library are located at the International 
Labour Office, was a crucial mainstay here.40 Social reform and reformist 
trade unions worldwide were the driving force behind the ILO’s creation 
and survival in the 1920s, but they were gradually joined by a wide range 
of transnational associations: social Christian networks, humanitarian aid 
networks,41 women’s networks, networks active in the fields of industrial 
health, cooperation and many others. Some were set up by the Office,42 such 
as the International Social Security Association, which is still today housed in 
the International Labour Office’s buildings in Geneva.43

These networks provided vital support for the ILO: as well as helping to 
promote ratification, they could also be sources of information which the ILO 
relied on to fill gaps in official data. They could also be useful levers for press-
ing the Governing Body to start the process of producing Conventions, which 
the networks would then be called on to help in preparing (Droux, Chapter 
15). Lengwiler, in Chapter 2, shows, for instance, that it was the trade unions 
which urged the ILO to fight to have silicosis recognized as an occupational 
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A Global History Written from the ILO  9

disease. The way in which the ILO exchanged  information and negotiated 
with these networks meant that the international legal  instruments produced 
had legitimacy for the various partners involved in drawing them up, as was 
the case with the cooperative sector examined by Henrÿ (Chapter 6).

These international associations and networks were riven by  deep- rooted 
internal rivalries. Feminists in favour of protective standards opposed femi-
nists who supported the Open Door movement (Natchkova and Schoeni, 
Chapter 3), the International Federation of Trade Unions opposed the 
Christian trade unions: just two examples of the divisions which forced the 
International Labour Office to make constant adjustments and to diversify 
its allies. When the Belgian reformist workers’ movement turned its back 
on the Convention on forced labour, for instance, the Organization sought 
support from the Christian trade unions instead (Van Daele, Chapter 11).

The wide range of networks mobilized and the ILO’s ability to bring them 
together clearly show just how flexible it was, and how well it managed to 
marshal new forces at times when it was expanding. However, it was still 
bound by its founding principles (justice and the social redistribution of the 
benefits of growth), and by the collective actors who continued to defend 
the validity of those principles. These founding principles meant that from 
the very earliest days it was in conflict or competition with international 
organizations pursuing different aims, sometimes in the same fields. In addi-
tion to the traditional rivalries between organizations jealously guarding their 
prerogatives, the identification of points on which there was a conflict of 
ideas defined the cognitive and referential limits within which the ILO oper-
ated. On the question of nutrition, for instance, Pernet (Chapter 14) notes 
that as early as the 1930s there was a clash between an  ‘accounting’ approach 
(calculating a minimum requirement) and a social approach which was more 
interested in dividing up the stock of food available. These same types of 
clashes tended to recur in the ILO’s relations with the League of Nations 
(LON) and various agencies in the international system, and not surprisingly 
tended to focus on the forms and limits of market economy regulation. 
The issue was first debated between economists in the LON’s Economic 
and Financial Organization and those at the ILO (Clavin, Chapter 13), 
but the debate carried on until the 1940s, a period when the free market 
conversion of many in the US Administration weakened the ILO.44 This 
weakened position is later reflected in the growing role played by the OECD 
in the international debate on social security in the 1980s (Leimgruber, 
Chapter 17) and the spread of the pension privatization model promoted by 
the World Bank in the 1990s (Orenstein, Chapter 16).

In parallel with these rivalries, however, the 1920s saw the establishment 
of permanent or ad hoc cooperation mechanisms between organizations 
which the contributions to this volume explore, giving us a more compre-
hensive, interconnected view of those organizations. Certain bodies such 
as the LON’s and the International Labour Office’s joint committees 
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10  Globalizing Social Rights

 encouraged this cooperation. Some periods also provided a favourable 
context for these collaborations. This was the case, for instance, at the 
end of the 1930s, when the weakened International Labour Office showed 
itself to be more receptive to cooperation with the LON’s Economic and 
Financial Organization on the issue of how to define living standards 
(Clavin, Chapter 13). The ILO’s cooperation with regional organizations, 
 pan- American structures (Pernet, Chapter 14) and Nordic organizations 
(Kettunen, Chapter 12) also illustrates the wide range of sources of inspi-
ration and mechanisms for formulating or institutionalizing social rights 
that existed at the interface between the sometimes dovetailing, sometimes 
overlapping national, regional and international arenas.

This introduction has identified some of the themes that run through this 
book, though there is still plenty of scope for other research on the ILO. 
In this volume, as in those which have appeared in previous years, insuf-
ficient attention has been given to some topics such as development45 and 
north–south relations in general, to some periods such as the world wars or 
the Cold War, some geographical areas such as Asia and  particularly Africa, 
and to the interactions between the ILO and other regional or international 
players such as the European Communities. But research is ongoing and 
these areas are already being opened up.

The idea here is not to provide a comprehensive history of the ILO, which 
it would be futile even to try, but to think about how the ILO can be used 
to investigate a number of situations and globalization mechanisms relating 
to the social objectives which the organization promotes.

Compared with the power and size of the global economic and financial 
markets, the networks which support the ILO and its activities appear frag-
mented and changing. Only the reformist trade union movement on which 
Albert Thomas founded the organization’s power in the 1920s has remained 
its most loyal and steady supporter ever since. However, the weakening of 
that movement since 1943 has presented a threat to the organization and 
to its very survival.46 The other elements of the ‘global society’ that sur-
round the ILO have proved more volatile. The organization has thus largely 
absorbed the networks of actors which helped to found it, the ‘nebuleuses 
réformatrices’ of the late 19th century and the experts linked to them. The 
independent networks and associations mentioned in the book have been 
less substantial and above all less constant partners. The development of 
regional organizations particularly after 1945 (especially the European 
Economic Community) further reduced the pool of support on which the 
ILO could draw, as did competition from other intergovernmental agencies 
in the field of social standards which the ILO had made its own, such as the 
UN’s Economic and Social Commission. In that sense tripartism, with all its 
limitations, still appears the surest way to organize a sort of ‘global society’, 
albeit a fragmented and highly imperfect one, around the ILO’s goals.
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In the end, and perhaps paradoxically for a study which seeks to  understand 
what makes globalization tick, the chapters in this volume show that the 
most solid support for the ILO ultimately lies at the heart of national 
 societies, or at least some of them. This is where it finds the expertise to 
produce global standards, this is where it finds the people it needs to put/
translate them into practice, and this is where it finds the staff to work on 
its technical assignments. It is on the national stage where actors can take 
the global social standards which the ILO has developed and promoted, and 
make them into social rights.
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