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Examining the interactions between the International 

Labour Organisation and India, one of its founding 

members since 1919, this paper observes that the 

strength of the relationship has varied over time, but has 

often benefited both sides. Looking ahead, it points out 

that the ILO and India face common challenges arising 

from the increasing inequalities caused by globalisation, 

the difficulty of implementing a universal social and 

labour policy in an economy where the bulk of workers 

are outside the formal sector, and the need to better 

integrate social and economic policy across different 

arms of government. These problems call for improved 

patterns of organisation, influence and dialogue at the 

national level, but they also define an international 

agenda for the ILO.

1 Introduction

In October 1947, just two months after India’s independence, 
the International Labour Organisation (ILO) held its fi rst 
Asian Regional Conference in Delhi. It was opened by Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Three years earlier, the ILO had 
adopted the Declaration of Philadelphia, which laid out a frame-
work of social goals and universal rights for the post-war world.1 
Nehru endorsed this Declaration, “As I read it, I feel that if the 
world were governed by the principles laid down in that Declara-
tion there would hardly be any major problems in this world” 
(ILO 1948: 1-2). And he called on the ILO to shift its attention away 
from Europe and to address the grave economic problems of de-
velopment, with a particular focus on agriculture and land, while 
fi nding ways to ensure that poor industrial relations did not 
hinder development.

Almost 40 years later, Rajiv Gandhi addressed the 1985 ILO 
conference in Geneva as prime minister. In his speech there were 
echoes of his grandfather’s words, for he highlighted the consist-
ency between ILO principles and Indian development goals. He 
called for the ILO to pay more attention to the poor and unorgan-
ised. “My question is what more can the ILO do to make these 
segments of labour a major focus of its activity?” (ILO 1985: 20-
22). He also warned against protectionism and called for a code 
for multinational enterprises, issues which were not on the politi-
cal agenda in 1947. 

These examples illustrate the expectations that the political 
leaders of India have had of the ILO, an organisation of which it 
was a founder member in 1919. India has played a prominent role 
in the ILO’s work, sometimes taking advantage of the organisa-
tion’s capabilities, sometimes infl uencing its policies, sometimes 
using it as a platform to promote national goals. India has been 
active in the governance of the ILO – it is a permanent govern-
ment member of the Governing Body, and Indian representatives 
have also frequently been included in the worker and employer 
groups on the Governing Body, effectively giving Indian repre-
sentatives three votes out of 56. The ILO has drawn on Indian 
policy and scientifi c communities for ideas, evidence and staff, 
while many ideas that it has developed or pursued have also 
 penetrated the Indian domestic agenda. 

This article examines the interactions between the ILO and 
 India since the ILO was founded in 1919. Section 2 outlines the 
principal features of the ILO and its trajectory over the last 90 
years. Section 3 reviews the participation of India in the ILO’s 
work – the attitudes, objectives and outcomes on each side. It 
looks in particular at the dominant themes during three periods: 
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fi rst, the colonial period in the fi rst three decades of the ILO’s 
 existence; second, the decades after independence, when new 
forms of collaboration developed; and third, the period since the 
late 1970s, marked by the expanding international economy and 
India’s growing economic and political weight. 

2 Origins and Development of the ILO 

The ILO was born in the wake of the fi rst world war. It arose out of 
two major concerns. First, at the beginning of the 20th century 
there were increasing demands for effective social policies to 
counter the visible and evident evils of unregulated capitalist 
 development, including excessive working hours for miserable 
wages, intolerable, often dangerous conditions of work, lack of 
respect for human rights and extensive exploitation of labour.2 
Such policies needed to be coordinated across countries if compe-
tition in international trade were not to undermine national 
 attempts to raise standards. The fi rst steps towards common in-
ternational standards were taken in the early 20th century, but 
they needed a stronger institutional framework to be effective. 

Second, growing social unrest both during and after the war 
was leading to increasingly radical political movements, and 
there were great fears among political leaders of the time that the 
Bolshevik Revolution would spread. Workers on both sides of the 
confl ict had contributed to the national war effort, and once it 
was over, they were expecting that promises made to them of 
better living standards and improved working conditions would 
be respected. There was widespread support for the idea that 
peace had to be built on social justice, and that this called for an 
international organisation that could channel and respond to the 
demands of workers.

The Paris Peace Conference of 1919 took up this challenge. In 
creating the ILO, it adopted a series of radical and innovative 
ideas. First, the new organisation had the power to develop inter-
national labour standards, and to supervise their implementation 
by sovereign countries once those countries had ratifi ed them – 
and even to some extent in the absence of ratifi cation. There was 
no precedent for such an organisation – before that date, the few 
existing international organisations had been much more limited 
in character. Second, it gave workers’ and employers’ representa-
tives equal decision-making power with governments in the new 
organisation, a remarkable model that has not been replicated in 
any other major intergovernmental body since. Third, the new 
organisation was built on a principle of achieving progress and 
overcoming confl icts of interest through dialogue and coopera-
tion, in a model of harmonious capitalist development that 
 attempted to counter the appeal of socialist revolution.

The new organisation rapidly started to build a framework of 
standards. In its fi rst 10 years, it adopted 28 conventions covering 
hours of work, safety and health, protection of vulnerable groups, 
social insurance and other labour issues. The organisation also 
started to build a base of knowledge and statistics, and pursued 
an active political agenda with strong support from workers and 
much more prudent and selective support from employers. Al-
though global in scope, in practice, the ILO was centred on a 
 European policy agenda; the US did not join until 1934, and most 
of Asia and Africa was still under colonial rule or domination. 

The international context changed radically in the 1930s. The 
pace of ratifi cation of international labour standards dropped 
sharply in the face of the Great Depression. But the ILO emerged 
as an important player in promoting active economic policy to 
counter the growth of unemployment, including internationally 
coordinated programmes of public works, and opposing cuts in 
wages on the grounds that these would adversely affect growth. 

The capacity of the organisation was sharply diminished by second 
world war, and its survival was in doubt. But as was the case after 
fi rst world war, in the wake of the second world war there was wide-
spread belief in the urgency of action in favour of social justice. In a 
major declaration in 1944, the Declaration of Philadelphia, the ILO 
positioned itself as the guardian of universal human rights in the 
world of work and a key actor in ensuring that international eco-
nomic policy was directed to social ends, in particular to the reduc-
tion of poverty. The ILO still had to overcome an attempt by the 
USSR to deal with international social and  labour policy through 
the Economic and Social Council of the newly created United Na-
tions (UN), by-passing it; and responsibility for international eco-
nomic policy, where the ILO claimed a role, was largely assigned to 
the Bretton Woods institutions. But in the post-war world, the ILO 
retained the core of its work as a specialised agency of the UN.

Before the war, the ILO had not been an active participant in 
the debate on decolonisation, for it was largely controlled by the 
colonial powers, but as membership expanded after the war, it 
became an important platform for independence movements, 
fi rst in Asia and later in Africa. The renewed emphasis on human 
rights led to the adoption of a series of international labour stand-
ards on key rights at work, including freedom of association and 
collective bargaining, as well as freedom from discrimination, 
from forced labour and from child labour. Today these are the 
most widely ratifi ed ILO conventions. But this apart, the ILO 
 devoted less attention to the development of new standards and 
more to providing assistance to the newly independent nations 
through an expanding programme of technical cooperation. 

This had begun with social insurance in Latin America before 
the war, but it rapidly grew to cover occupational safety and health, 
management development, training, cooperatives and a variety of 
actions at the sectoral level. Assistance was also provided in the 
development of labour codes and legislation, with the result that in 
many countries today the national legislative framework is to a 
great extent inspired by their corresponding international stand-
ards. In the 1970s, the World Employment Programme highlighted 
the central role of employment in the development agenda, and 
the ILO developed a substantial programme of research and action 
to help defi ne and implement employment strategies.

During this period, the ILO became a truly global organisation, 
with an infrastructure of staff and offi ces on all continents. The 
ILO’s model could be characterised as a social market economy, 
based on dialogue, social protection and the sharing of the benefi ts of 
growth, a perspective that was widely shared in both industrialised 
and developing countries. However, politically the ILO was ham-
pered by the cold war, which led to bitter debates in its governing 
organs, a temporary withdrawal of the US from it in the late 1970s, 
and diffi culties for the organisation to intervene in some fi elds, 
such as European integration or international e conomic policy. 
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The increasing infl uence of neoliberal economics after 1980, 
the collapse of Soviet communism and accelerating globalisation 
generated new challenges for the ILO. Neoliberal market models 
treated many labour standards as ineffi cient intervention in effi -
cient markets, and the demand for “labour market fl exibility” 
came into vogue. The forces promoting these models were 
power ful, and the ILO lost ground. It had little infl uence over the 
design of the new economic systems that replaced the socialist 
economies in central and eastern Europe, although it did support 
the emergence of independent organisations of workers and 
 employers such as Solidarity in Poland. 

In the 1980s, the revival of globalisation led to intensifi ed 
 efforts to promote a social clause in international trade. The con-
nection between social standards and international trade was an 
important reason for the creation of the ILO in 1919, but in the ILO 
of the 1980s it was diffi cult to build a consensus on this issue. The 
dividing lines in the ILO’s constituency separated developing 
countries and employers, who were opposed to making trade 
 dependent on social standards, from industrialised countries and 
workers, who were in favour of such a tie-up. Efforts to build a 
social clause were in practice concentrated not on the ILO but on 
the design and mandate of the new World Trade Organisation 
(WTO). But these efforts failed, for the fi rst ministerial meeting of 
the WTO in 1996 reasserted the ILO’s primacy in the domain of 
labour standards; trade would not be conditional on social stand-
ards. Instead, the ILO developed a universal declaration of funda-
mental principles and rights at work which should be respected 
by all (ILO 1998), discussed by Sankaran in this issue; and in 2002 
launched a World Commission to suggest ways to strengthen the 
social dimension of the global economy. For, there was much con-
troversy over the impact of globalisation, and concern about the 
unequal distribution of its benefi ts. At the same time, the goal of 
“decent work” was formulated, as an integrated objective that in-
cluded adequate employment levels, respect for rights at work, 
satisfactory conditions of work and social dialogue.

The ILO has proved to be an adaptable organisation. Some 
 issues, such as the role of social standards in international trade, 
are not greatly different in concept today from what they were in 
1919, even if the global economy is now much more complex. But 
in many other respects the world has changed radically. There 
has been depression and development, war and cold war, decolo-
nisation and globalisation, industrialisation and political up-
heaval, changes in class structure and in gender relations. The 
ILO has sometimes thrived, sometimes suffered, but its model of 
tripartite governance – workers, employers and governments – 
around a social agenda has proved to be resilient. While the ILO 
has not always succeeded in imposing its view of the world, it has 
frequently been an infl uential actor.

3 India and the ILO

3.1 The Colonial Period

India was a founder member of the ILO, the only non-independent 
country to be so. Indeed, this was not much appreciated by some 
other founder members, who regarded it as a way of giving an 
additional vote to the British Empire. Nevertheless, in 1922, India 

became a permanent member of the ILO’s Governing Body. In the 
early years, the Indian government’s position in ILO debates was of 
course set in London, and that position was often one which sub-
ordinated India’s interests to Britain’s. For instance, the idea of 
holding an Asian regional conference in India emerged in the 
1920s, but met with resistance from the British government.3 By 
1929, India had ratifi ed 11 of the 28 Conventions adopted at that 
date, but it has been suggested that the rapid pace of ratifi cation 
refl ected in part the interests of British industry, keen to limit com-
petition from India (Kaul 1956; Bhattacharya 2008).

Indian employer and worker representation in the ILO was to a 
greater degree rooted in India. The creation of the ILO, and the 
need for international representation, provided an important 
 incentive for the creation of national organisations of employers 
and workers, which had not earlier existed. In the initial years, 
employer delegates to the International Labour Conference (ILC) 
came from the Associated Chambers of Commerce of India and 
Ceylon, formed in 1920. But this organisation was European-
dominated, and in 1926, the Indian Federation of Chambers of 
Commerce and Industry was established, which also sent em-
ployer delegates to the ILC (Kaul 1956). G D Birla, who was an 
employer delegate in 1927, was bitterly opposed to European rep-
resentation in the Indian employers’ delegation.4 However, a 
dual pattern of representation lasted until independence. 

For trade unions, rather weak and local in nature before the 
war, participation in the ILO was the stimulus for the creation of 
the All India Trade Union Congress (AITUC) in 1920, and an im-
portant factor in legitimising the development of an independent 
trade union movement in British India. The AITUC was very close 
to the Indian National Congress (INC) in the 1920s, indeed it was 
presided over by top party leaders (including Nehru in 1929). 
Gandhi – described by V V Giri as the founder of the modern 
trade union movement – was an important infl uence. He argued 
for a model of trade unionism based on responsibility, fair 
demands and dialogue, and arbitration where necessary, argua-
bly quite consistent with the ILO’s philosophy (Chatterjee 1970: 
219-22); and his Ahmedabad Textile Labour Association, also 
created in 1920, pursued this philosophy. There were two meet-
ings  between Gandhi and Albert Thomas, the fi rst director of 
the ILO, in 1931; though Thomas died soon after and there is no 
evidence of whose thinking infl uenced whom. 

In 1928, the ILO opened a branch offi ce in Delhi, the fi rst in 
Asia. Its fi rst director, P  P Pillai, wrote, 

The history of the decade that has followed India’s entry into the ILO 
shows that the hostility of the employing classes to labour has been 
tempered down to a considerable extent…labour itself has been galva-
nised into life … the preponderating infl uence in inspiring the new 
 social  policy of India was that of the ILO (1931: 117). 

Pillai may have been somewhat self-serving because he was 
himself an actor in this process, but his correspondence with 
Geneva shows that the ILO was active in Indian debates. For 
instance, the Indian ILO contributed to the debate on the 1929 
Royal Commission on  Labour and attempted to infl uence its 
course. Pillai was concerned that  labour be a central subject, not 
a state one, and that ratifi ed  labour standards be extended to the 
princely states, concerns which were shared in the Indian trade 
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union movement. N M Joshi, Indian worker representative in the 
ILO in its fi rst conference and on many subsequent occasions, cor-
responded with Thomas on these issues. He also asked for and 
received ILO advice on how to address the minimum rights of 
workers in the Indian Constitution, in preparation for the Consti-
tutional Round Table in 1931 in which he participated.5 The INC 
included in its platform a  demand for minimum rights of labour, 
which refl ected several ILO priorities, including a living wage, 
limited hours of work, healthy conditions of work, protection 
against the economic consequences of old age, sickness and un-
employment, freedom from serfdom, protection of women workers, 
prohibition of child labour and the right to form trade unions.6 
Atul Chatterjee, High Commissioner of India in the UK from 1925 
to 1931, took a close interest in ILO affairs and chaired its confer-
ence in 1927 and the Governing Body in 1932-33.

There was thus some contribution to Indian debates. Indian 
labour legislation was also infl uenced by ILO standards, as  Menon 
(1956) and Kaul (1956) have shown. But, on the whole, Indian 
 affairs were not a priority in the ILO, which employed few Indian 
offi cials (see Krishnamurty’s paper in this issue). When Harold 
Butler, who succeeded Thomas as Director, visited India in 1938, 
the fi rst by an ILO Director, he concluded that the problems were 
different from those on the European agenda. 

It is clear that the introduction of industrialisation is breeding the 
same problems in the East as the West, but against an eastern back-
ground their order of importance appears in a different light. The 
western mind is mainly preoccupied with questions of wage rates, 
working hours, unemployment, social insurance, protection against 
industrial accidents and disease, the safeguarding of women and chil-
dren against exploitation, the organisation of factory inspection, re-
lations between employer and worker, to which have been added in 
comparatively recent years the questions of housing, nutrition and 
vocational training. All these problems have made their appearance 
over the eastern horizon…Nevertheless…it would be misleading to 
suggest that these problems, important as they are, dominate the so-
cial consciousness of the East. They necessarily yield priority to the 
fundamental and interlocking problems of population, poverty, illit-
eracy and disease (ILO 1946: 67).

This notion that the issues were different in “non-metropoli-
tan territories” had taken a particular shape in the work of the 
ILO. Several of the early ILO standards had separate provisions 
with lower requirements for China, India, Japan and some other 
countries, which varied according to the instrument. For in-
stance, Convention 1 on hours of work specifi ed a general limit 
of 48 hours per week, but 57 hours for Japan and 60 for India, 
and the situations of China, Persia and Siam were left for later 
consideration. During the discussions on Convention No 33, 
1932 (concerning the minimum working age in non-industrial 
employment), the workers demanded that Indian children 
have the same protection as other children, but the employers 
and some governments argued for “a principle of gradualness” 
(ILO 1932: 402-04, 406-14, 474-77). Similar arguments were 
used about forced labour, even though the ILO’s Convention 
No 29, 1930 did aim at its eventual elimination. On other occa-
sions it was argued that India’s developing industrialism should 
not be “stifl ed and hampered” by regulations developed for 
 entirely different conditions by countries that were competitors 
to India.7 

The outcome was a dual framework, accepting lower stand-
ards in colonial territories, which became known as the “native 
labour code”. It refl ected, of course, that in the 1930s the ILO was 
dominated by the colonial powers, and with the exception of 
 India, the colonial territories were not directly represented in 
the ILO.8 There was always opposition to this differentiated 
approach, and it grew over time. Indian representatives in the 
ILO were vocal participants in this debate. In 1941, Shanmukham 
Chetty, the Indian government delegate, said, 

We in the East often get a feeling that when European statesmen speak 
of democracy, self-determination and standards of living, they have 
mainly the white races of the world in their minds (ILO 1941: 33; qtd in 
Maul 2007).

Perhaps even more than by government delegates, the double 
standards were repeatedly criticised by Indian worker delegates, 
notably by Joshi, as Indian worker representative in the Governing 
Body from 1934 to 1944. Workers kept up the pressure even when, 
as in the Philadelphia conference in 1944, the INC was not repre-
sented in the government delegation. The native labour code was 
fi nally abandoned as decolonisation began after the war. 

3.2 Independence and After

Independence brought a radical change in the relationship be-
tween India and the ILO. The fi rst ILO Asian conference, held in 
New Delhi in 1947, discussed several major reports on aspects of 
development and institution-building. Nehru not only supported 
the ILO’s stand on human rights, as noted earlier, but also called 
for the ILO to abandon its Eurocentric standpoint and embrace the 
problems faced by Asia. He called for greater activity in all areas of 
agricultural labour, and, above all, demanded assistance with 
 industrialisation, not out of generosity but as a moral obligation. 

As Maul puts it, 
India’s size, its economic potential and the confi dence of its govern-
ment, which intended to establish the country as the leading power in 
Asia, brought immediate pressure on the ILO to change. India’s posi-
tion was exceptional in that by the time it obtained independence it 
already had long experience of the ILO…Since the 1930s, India had 
 increasingly used its position to establish itself as the mouthpiece of 
the colonial world within the international arena. At the same time, its 
special standing had allowed its representatives to gain a wealth of 
diplomatic experience before independence and to profi t directly from 
the ILO’s expertise in drafting legislation and political guidelines. … 
What [India] wanted now was to leave behind its niche existence in 
the ILO and to shift the focus of the Organisation’s work to the prob-
lems and needs of the Asian continent. India wanted to ‘decolonise’ 
the ILO (2007: Chapter 3).9 

In 1957, Nehru again addressed an ILO regional conference in 
Delhi. This time he was especially concerned with overcoming 
labour-management confl ict, considering it to be a major con-
straint for development. He looked to the ILO to help. 

While labour has every right on matters of principle, etc, to take unit-
ed action and even to strike, it must be realised that every strike is a 
blow not only at the opponent but at itself. This applies also in a much 
greater measure to management. We have therefore to seek some ap-
proach which is not one of bitterness and hatred and of confl ict but a 
cooperative approach (ILO 1958: 7).

India had adopted the ILO’s tripartite principle early on. In 
1942, the Government of India set up a permanent Tripartite 
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 Labour Organisation, which included a committee on Conven-
tions to examine ILO standards, and an Indian Labour Confer-
ence modelled on the ILC (ILO 1943; Menon 1956). The tripartite 
Indian Labour Conference continued to meet after independence, 
and has now held 42 meetings, which suggests that, even though 
it has only advisory status, it is a useful mechanism for social 
dialogue on labour matters. 

The tripartite approach has also been refl ected in the role and 
infl uence of Indian employer and worker representatives in ILO 
debates. For example Naval Tata, who represented the Indian 
employers in the ILO for 40 years, carried over to the ILO 
the long Tata family tradition of social responsibility at the 
enterprise level. When he retired as president of the Employers’ 
Federation of India in 1985, he summed up the results of his 
long experience in a fi ve-point solution for achieving industrial 
peace (Nath and Vithalani 2004). These are (1) the right to work 
should be recognised as a fundamental right; (2) the right to 
strike should also be recognised if the employer does not 
agree to voluntary arbitration; (3) symmetrically, employers 
have the right to lockout; (4) state governments should be 
obliged to  accept the verdict of national commissions on labour; 
and (5) in case of violence, labour laws should cease to apply to 
those concerned. 

During the two decades after second world war there was a 
considerable expansion of ILO technical cooperation pro-
grammes. Some of the most important innovations in this pro-
gramme occurred in India, especially around vocational training 
and occupational safety and health. ILO-India collaboration was 
particularly important in the case of the latter. The goal was to 
create national institutions with the technical capacity to 
 research and oversee occupational safety and health policy, and 
successful programmes in India were subsequently emulated 
elsewhere (Robert and Parmeggiani 1969). In India’s new eco-
nomic strategy, productivity growth was seen as the key to suc-
cessful industrialisation, and this was also a priority for the ILO’s 
new Director-General, David Morse. The ILO helped to set up the 
National Productivity Centre and supported the National Produc-
tivity Council. It also contributed in fi elds as diverse as occupa-
tional rehabilitation, wage policy, labour statistics and workers’ 
education. By 1960, in the Director-General’s Activities Report for 
that year, there were more references to India than to any other 
country (ILO 1960). As national institutions were strengthened, 
calls for ILO assistance diminished and the scope for technical 
 cooperation narrowed after the 1960s. But new programmes 
 continued to develop, including a substantial effort on population 
and labour.

Substantively, a basic question was whether the ILO’s work on 
labour standards was consistent with its work on development 
policy, or whether progress in development was a precondition 
for raising standards. Even within the ILO, in the 1960s and 
1970s, there were divergent views on the subject (Maul 2008). 
India’s view on labour standards was expressed on a number of 
occasions in the International Labour Conference. For instance, 
in 1971, Minister of Labour R K Khadilkar talked of standards 
 “becoming increasingly unrelated to the conditions prevailing in 
the developing regions of the world” and called on the ILO “to 

meet the new challenges through programmes of practical action 
rather than through the elaborate enunciation of norms and 
standards”.10 This has been a frequent theme; speaking of the 
same issue in 1981, Indira Gandhi said, “Let not the better be the 
enemy of the good”.11 Even today, India has only ratifi ed 15 of the 
76 “up to date” conventions, since many of the 41 ratifi cations are 
of older conventions that do not correspond fully to today’s reali-
ties. However, technical problems with some conventions apart, 
this position seems to refl ect a reticence to accept international 
obligations in matters to do with domestic policy rather than an 
unwillingness to legislate on labour and social policy matters; 
indeed, the Indian Labour Code is very extensive.

The growth of the World Employment Programme in the 1970s 
moved the ILO further towards a broad development agenda. The 
World Employment Programme had strong political support in 
India, being seen as an example of “practical action” to support 
development strategy. Several leading Indian economists were 
involved in the programme. K N Raj, perhaps the most prominent 
among them, directed the ILO’s Asian Regional Team for Employ-
ment  Promotion (ARTEP) for a year at the end of the 1970s, and a 
stream of young economists from India and other parts of south 
Asia worked with ARTEP as well as in other ILO programmes. 
ARTEP, initially based in Bangkok, moved to Delhi in the mid-
1980s and produced a series of books and papers on employment 
policy issues of relevance to India, such as labour market policy, 
industrialisation, international migration, labour force participa-
tion, child labour, poverty reduction and rural employment, 
among others.12 

India has continued to argue for a focus on development in 
the ILO’s work. That could be seen in Rajiv Gandhi’s speech to 
the ILC in 1985, quoted earlier, which demanded that greater 
attention be paid to unorganised workers. Indeed, the need for 
the ILO to address the problems of unorganised workers and 
the informal sector was a regular theme in the speeches of In-
dian labour ministers to the ILC (Sangma 1994). But the ILO has 
always had diffi culty reaching the informal sector. The domi-
nant presence in ILO forums of employers’ and workers’ repre-
sentatives from the modern sector, which in many countries rep-
resents only a fraction of the economy, tends to reinforce this 
tendency in the organisation’s work, and this remains true in 
India as elsewhere.

Since the 1980s, the ILO has continued to make a variety of 
contributions to thinking about India’s development problems, 
with publications by ILO staff members on poverty, labour mar-
kets, social security, child labour, gender equality and a variety 
of other issues. At the same time, Indian economists such as 
 Amartya Sen, Ashok Rudra, T S Papola, Y K Alagh, Amiya Bagchi, 
L K Deshpande, Deepak Nayyar, Amit Bhaduri and others 
have made major contributions to the ILO’s work. There has 
therefore been a great deal of intellectual exchange. The extent 
to which this has been refl ected in policy is hard to demonstrate, 
but that is true of analytical work within India as well. Much 
policy  impact comes through informal interaction, participation 
in  research and policy conferences, and the preparation of 
publications on current policy issues. It can reasonably be con-
sidered that thinking on labour and social policy, particularly on 
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employment policy, both in India, and at the international level, 
has  benefi ted from this exchange.

3.3 The ILO and India in a Globalising World

In recent years, the ILO’s technical cooperation programme in 
 India has become more diverse, with a particular focus on the 
elimination of child labour since the late 1990s. In the early 
1990s, ARTEP was transformed into a multidisciplinary team re-
sponsible for technical work in south Asia and ultimately merged 
with the New Delhi administrative offi ce to form a wider south 
Asian offi ce. One consequence is that the ILO undertakes less ad-
vanced policy research today than it did during the peak periods 
of technical cooperation in the past. 

On the other hand, India’s political role in the ILO has, if any-
thing, strengthened over time. As noted earlier, India played an 
important role in the struggle for decolonisation in the early 
years after independence, including the fi ght against racism in 
South Africa. India was an active participant in the debates that 
led to the ILO Declaration on the Policy of “Apartheid” in 1964 
and the withdrawal of South Africa from the organisation. 

From the 1970s onwards, Indian government positions in the 
ILO increasingly turned towards global economic issues. In the 
1970s, concern was frequently expressed about the role of multi-
national companies and the need for an effective code of con-
duct. This led to the adoption of a Declaration on Multinationals 
in 1977 (ILO 1977), which emphasised the need for multinational 
companies to contribute to national development goals, albeit in 
a voluntary framework. 

India was also an important supporter of the goal of a New 
 International Economic Order in the 1970s, intended to ensure 
that the global trading system met the development needs of low-
income countries. Indian government delegates raised the issue 
repeatedly in ILO forums. But results were meagre in the face of 
opposition from industrialised countries, and by the early 1980s, 
it was clear that little progress could be expected on that front. 
The battleground shifted to international trade negotiations. As 
noted, this generated a diffi cult issue for the ILO – the question of 
the linkage between trade and labour standards.

India’s position on this matter was clear from the start. The 
government was totally opposed to any linkage between trade 
and labour standards, or even discussion of the possibility of 
such a linkage. The main concern was that labour standards 
would become a surrogate for protectionism, and a means for 
economically powerful countries to leverage Indian domestic 
policy. From 1983 on, this became a major bone of contention in 
trade negotiations in the face of efforts by the US and other 
countries to promote the linkage. Indian employers supported 
the government position. Trade unions were more ambivalent. 
The international trade union movement as a whole was strongly 
in favour of a  social dimension to trade, but it was dominated 
by unions from industrialised countries and workers’ organisa-
tions in many  developing countries sympathised with their
government’s views. 

As noted, in the end, efforts to link trade and labour stand-
ards failed. Apart from the issue of protectionism, from the 
point of view of India and other developing countries, the 

proposal to make trade conditional on social standards had an-
other major fl aw – it did not take into account the need for a 
global development agenda that could lead to the realisation of 
these standards. The breakthrough on that front came in the 
1995 United Nations Social Summit in Copenhagen, which 
placed respect for core  labour standards – freedom of associa-
tion, and freedom from forced labour, discrimination and child 
labour – within a broad development agenda. Subsequently, 
India supported the process in the ILO that led to the adoption 
of the 1998 Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights 
at Work, which, while declaring the universality of these rights, 
states that 

labour standards should not be used for protectionist trade purposes, 
and that nothing in this Declaration and its follow-up shall be invoked 
or otherwise used for such purposes; in addition, the comparative ad-
vantage of any country should in no way be called into question by this 
Declaration and its follow-up (ILO 1998). 

This phrase is now regularly invoked whenever social issues are 
discussed alongside trade.13

Today the ILO’s agenda is built around the overall goal of 
decent work. This is the accepted framework for the organisa-
tion’s activities in India as elsewhere, with an agreed pro-
gramme of collaboration between the ILO and Indian workers, 
employers and the government. Nevertheless, a common reac-
tion in India to the idea of decent work is, “First let there be 
work, then we can aim for decent work”.14 But the decent work 
approach has been designed as an integrated approach to eco-
nomic and social policy, ensuring that employment quality and 
quantity go hand in hand. This connection does not get much 
political priority in India. The recently concluded National Com-
mission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector attempted to 
address conditions of work in the informal sector (Government 
of India 2007), but its efforts on that front generated little politi-
cal echo. Employment policy in India today is rather dominated 
by the  Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act, a programme which aims to establish and guarantee the 
right to work, but with little attempt to improve the intrinsic 
quality of the work concerned. The quality of work in the bulk of 
the  Indian economy leaves a great deal to be desired, and while 
there have been signifi cant improvements in working conditions 
in the modern sector, it accounts for only 8% of employment in 
the economy as a whole (Government of India 2009). This may 
prove to be an important area for future collaboration between 
India and the ILO.

4 Concluding Comments

The strength of the relationship between India and the ILO has 
varied over time, but has often been productive on both sides. 
The ILO benefi ted when India pressed for a greater focus on de-
velopment, and has drawn extensively on Indian expertise; India 
has benefi ted from both practical and analytical cooperation 
with the ILO, and has taken advantage of the ILO as a platform to 
promote its international agenda. 

The ILO and India continue to face common challenges. The 
social dimension of globalisation is one, as global market forces 
weaken job creation, put pressure on labour standards and 
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drive increasing inequality. Another is the implementation 
of a universal social and labour policy in economies where the 
bulk of workers are outside the formal sector. A third is a 
better integration of social and economic policy across different 
arms of government – the ministries of labour that mainly rep-
resent governments in the ILO often lack the resources or 
 authority to implement comprehensive policies to promote 

 decent work, just as the ILO lacks instruments to ensure that 
global economic policy serves social ends. These problems call 
for improved patterns of organisation, infl uence and dialogue 
at the national level, but they also defi ne an international 
agenda for the ILO. And as this discussion suggests, progress is 
likely to be faster if national and international agendas are 
 pursued together. 

Table 1: ILO and India, 1919-2009 – Some Highlights
Decade Labour/Social Developments in India Developments in ILO ILO-India Interaction

1919-29 Growth of civil disobedience and protest
 1920: Consolidation of trade union movement
 in AITUC
 1920, 1926: Creation of Indian Chambers
 of Commerce
 1926: Trade Unions Act
 1929: Royal Commission on Labour

1930s 1930: Dandi Salt March
 Round Table Constitutional Conferences
 1931: Congress Karachi platform and 1936 
 election manifesto stress fundamental rights

1940s 1942: Quit India Movement
 1942: Tripartite Indian Labour Conference 
 established on ILO model
 1947: Industrial Disputes Act 
 1947: Independence and Partition
 Indian Constitution incorporates key labour 
 and social rights

1950s First Five-Year Plan built around public 
 sector-driven industrialisation
 Community development and zamindari abolition
 Reservations for Scheduled Castes (1953-55: First
 Backward Castes Commission chaired by
 Kaka Kalelkar)

1960s Bihar famine, shift in priority towards agriculture
 Start of Green Revolution
 1967: National Commission on Labour

1970s 1971: Garibi Hatao; strengthening of action
 against poverty
 1975-77: Emergency

1980s 1982: Bombay textile strike
 Beginnings of economic liberalisation
 Economic growth accelerates
 National Rural Employment Programme
 panchayati raj and local development

1990s Economic reforms and opening up of
 Indian economy
 1991: National Commission on Rural Labour 
 Political volatility
 Urbanisation accelerates

 

2000s Indian economy globalises
 High economic growth, slow formal sector
 employment growth, increase in inequality
 Growth of migration for work
 2004-09: National Commission on Enterprises in 
 the Unorganised Sector

1919: ILO founded
1919: First Conference in Washington
1919-29: 28 conventions adopted on major 
labour and social policy goals
ILO research and statistics on production, 
employment, occupational safety and health, 
social protection

1934: USA and USSR join ILO
Development of dual standards for colonial 
territories in “Native labour code”
ILO promotes Keynesian policies to counter 
Great Depression
Expansion of work on social insurance

ILO in Canada during second world war 
1944: Declaration of Philadelphia embeds 
universal rights
1946: ILO becomes specialised agency of UN
1948-9: Conventions on freedom of association 
and collective bargaining adopted

Adoption of further Conventions on 
rights at work
Development of ILO technical assistance 
programme
Tensions due to Cold War 

ILO action against apartheid
Building of labour and social codes and 
institutions in newly independent countries
Creation of International Institute for Labour 
Studies and Turin Training Centre
1969: ILO awarded Nobel Peace Prize

World Employment Programme reorients ILO 
action towards development goals
1976: World Employment Conference
(Unsuccessful) pressure for a New International 
Economic Order
1977: Multinationals Declaration adopted

1984: World Labour Report launched
Neoliberal economic models undercut 
ILO action 
Promotion of freedom of association in Soviet 
bloc (Solidarnosc)

Start of International Programme for 
Elimination of Child Labour
UN Social Summit endorses ILO goals of 
employment and core labour standards
1998: Declaration on Fundamental Principles
and Rights at Work
1999: Launch of Decent Work Agenda

Global Programmes launched on employment 
and social security
2002-04: World Commission on the Social 
Dimension of Globalisation
2008: Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair 
Globalisation

India is the only non-independent country 
founder member of ILO
1922: India becomes permanent member of 
Governing Body (GB)
1927: Atul Chatterjee chairs International Labour 
Conference (ILC)
1928: ILO office opens in Delhi
India ratifies 11 of 28 conventions adopted

ILO helps specify rights at work in Congress programme
ILO Geneva and Delhi offices help develop labour policy
ILO GB chaired by Sir Atul Chatterjee (1932-33): N M Joshi 
prominent as worker representative
1938: First visit to India by ILO Director

1947: First ILO Asian Regional Conference held in Delhi
Prime Minister Nehru endorses Declaration of 
Philadelphia
1948: First Indian Assistant Director General of ILO 
(Raghunath Rao)
1948-9: Dharee Lal chairs GB

1950: Jagjivan Ram chairs ILC
Growth of technical cooperation on productivity, 
management development, wage policy
India uses ILO forums to promote decolonisation
1957: Fourth Asian Regional conference in Delhi 
India active in ILO governance (Naval Tata employer 
representative until the 1980s)

ILO supports Indian institutions for occupational safety 
and health, manpower development 
Lower priority given to ratification of conventions
1961-2: S T Merani chairs GB

1970: V V Giri addresses ILC; Nagendra Singh chairs 
(Maritime) ILC
1979: Ravindra Varma chairs ILC
Indian economists involved in World Employment 
Programme
Analytical/policy reports on labour markets, poverty, 
migration, industrialisation, rural employment
Labour and population programme starts

Asian Regional Team for Employment Promotion 
based in Delhi
1984-85: B G Deshmukh chairs GB
1985: Rajiv Gandhi addresses ILC, calls for more 
attention to informal sector

India helps to prevent a social clause at WTO and keep 
international action on rights at work within ILO
Indian representatives participate actively in process 
leading to adoption of 1998 Declaration

Development of action on child labour and HIV/AIDS
ILO support to policies in India for entrepreneurship 
development, employment policies, reconstruction 
after disaster, hazard control, gender equality
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Notes

 1 Original text available at http://www.ilo.org/pub-
lic/libdoc/ilo/1944/44B09_10_e_f.pdf

 2 This section draws on Rodgers et al (2009). More 
information on the structure and functioning of 
the ILO is available at www.ilo.org. 

 3 Source: Albert Thomas correspondence, ILO 
 Archives; meeting of Albert Thomas with India 
Secretary Wedgwood Benn, London, September 
1929.

 4 Source: Albert Thomas correspondence, ILO 
 Archives.

 5 Correspondence in ILO Archives, Albert Thomas 
fi les. See also Karnik (1972), Chapter XIII.

 6 Indian National Congress (1931). See also discus-
sion by Sankaran in this collection.

 7 Speech by India’s Employer adviser at the 1937 
Conference; see ILO (1937: 338). 

 8 For further discussion, see Rodgers et al (2009: 
41-43). 

 9 Draft English translation of German original (this 
book is forthcoming in English).

10  R K Khadilkar, Speech to the 56th International 
Labour Conference, reproduced in Sangma 
(1994).

11  Quoted in Sangma (1994: 133).
12  Discussed in more detail in the article by T S Papola 

in this collection.
13  Kamala Sankaran’s paper in this issue examines 

the political and legal dimensions of this pro-
(cess, as well as the broader question of the treat-
ment of core labour standards in Indian law and 
practice.

14  The website of the Ministry of Labour expresses 
this idea as follows: “The basic requirement of De-
cent Work should be to fi rst ensure work to any 
potential worker and then all other elements of 
the decent work concept will automatically fol-
low” (http://labour.nic.in/ilas/indiaandilo.htm, 
accessed on 24 September 2010).
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