
International regulation and the 
quality of work 

in historical perspective

Gerry Rodgers



Attempts to regulate labour 
markets have a long history

• Pre-capitalist regulation 
• Economic liberalism in the 19th century
• Resistance did not prevent market expansion
• Responses to the “social question”

• The organization of labour
• Protective legislation
• Revolutionary movements

• From national to international regulation
• The International Association for Labour Legislation 



International labour regulation 
between the wars

• The creation of the ILO and the standards system
• Early efforts to build international regulation

• The balance between work and other goals
• Improve work itself (risks, protections)

• Examples: hours of work, occupational safety and health
• International regulation and the Great Depression
• Dual standards in a colonial world 



From WWII until 1980

• The renewal of state regulation – focus on human rights
• Social policy in Europe
• Labour standards and development: ILO controversies
• Fragmentation and incoherence



International social policy since 
1980

• Deregulation and response
• The social clause

• Globalization and unfair competition
• Effort to embed labour standards in trade
• Deadlock in the 1990s

• A wider approach in the Social Summit
• The genesis of the ILO 1998 Declaration
• The 1998 Declaration as part of a package 



Concluding thoughts

• The tension between regulation and market
• Do ideas or vested interests prevail?

• The effectiveness of international regulation
• Need for complementary action
• Influencing the debate is as important as policing

• The agenda today
• Where is the tipping point?
• Can the ILO make and take opportunity?
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