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Conference “Fair is fair.  International historical perspectives on Social Justice”, 

Padova, Italy, 15 – 17 September 2016,  in collaboration with the University of 

Oslo and the University of Padova. 

 

Key note speech : The gender dimensions of social justice. The ILO and 

women’s work since 1919. 

Dear conference participants, 

When we received the papers for this conference, it quickly became clear that 

one dimension of social justice was clearly underrepresented: the question of 

women. I am very happy that we could invite Eloisa Betti to talk about equal 

pay, which is certainly one of the most important issues.  

But there is more to say. I would like to open the panel on the ILO with a few 

thoughts on social justice and women and the ways in which the ILO has 

interpreted and practised the concept. 

When we look at the ‘women’s question’ at the ILO from a historical 

perspective, there are three points that come to mind:  

First, in specific historical circumstances, social justice for women was 

conceived differently than for men.  

Second, it was only a side question for the ILO. This was because the ILO has 

primarily been devoted to other dimensions of social justice, defined by class 

conflict and global inequalities, as I have mentioned in my  introductory 

remarks to this conference. Both, class conflict and global inequalities are 

nevertheless inseparable from the gender issue, as we will see.  

Third, there were a variety of concepts of social justice for women. There are 

many reasons for this.  One has to do with the fact that the women involved 

with the ILO were not a homogenous group. 

From the start, the ILO has cooperated more or less directly with women’s 

international networks and organizations which brought national controversies 

into the international realm. They represented middle class women, militant 

egalitarian feminists, and women trade unionists. At the end of the 20st century, 

they also increasingly represented women’s grassroots organizations from the 

Global South. All these women’s activists considered the ILO as a venue to 

generate international gender policies, but their vision of social justice was very 

much influenced by their nationality, class background, their education, 

religious convictions and the concrete economic challenges that they had to 

face. 
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There was also the perspective of men, of employers, trade unionists, politicians 

and experts. Their positions have been less heterogeneous. For a long time, 

most men shared the conviction that a woman’s primary role is that of a mother. 

What complicates the story is that the concepts of social justice for women was 

shaped of course by history itself: by the economic development, the changing 

nature of work and the shifting political circumstances and regimes.  There were 

different ideas about women workers within societies, but also between 

countries: especially between socialist and non-socialist, and between 

developing and industrialized member States. The ILO had to negotiate these 

differences, to build consensus and to put it into practice. It did this by 

developing labour standards, which addressed the question of women workers, 

by setting up technical programmes and by  giving a gender focus to its 

research.  

I would now like to draw your attention to four topics where ILO was regularly 

confronted with diverging concepts of social justice for women and their 

evolution over time. I will only touch briefly on the first three: unpaid 

reproductive labour, representation and global inequalities. For the fourth, 

which is the debate on protection based on sexual difference versus equality, I 

shall spend a little more time.  

 

a) Unpaid reproductive work 

Until today, most of the reproductive work around children, family and the 

elderly is performed by women. For a long time, unpaid care work was not 

considered as work, since it was not waged. Only maternity was considered 

different and worth being protected through social protection measures.  

Post WWII, when (married) women in the industrialized nations massively 

started to enter the labour force, the ILO slowly changed attitude. It adopted e.g. 

in 1981 a convention for workers with family responsibilities, which was gender 

neutral. Since then it has pushed for the recognition of reproductive labour as 

“work” and for its inclusion in pension benefits.  

Throughout history, women in higher social classes have been able to outsource 

care work. Today, this has become a global trend. The outsorcing of care work 

means more social justice for middle and upper class women in the richer 

sections of societies worldwide. They are no longer burdened with both 

reproductive and waged work.  But for poorer women the situation has not 

changed much, they still have to battle with the double burden of their jobs and 

unpaid care work at home.  

Commodifying reproductive work in private households (domestic work) means 

new jobs, mostly for women. But these jobs are often low paid and informal. 
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Most domestic workers are migrant women from poor countries, and their 

migration causes a dramatic care deficit at home. With its latest Convention 189 

from 2011 the ILO has started to draw attention to domestic workers and to 

protect their rights. 

 

b) Global inequalities 

The question of poor, female migrant care workers leads us to another 

fundamental problem, which is the impact of global inequalities on the concept 

of social justice for women.  When newly independent countries in Africa and 

Asia entered and transformed the ILO in the 1950s and 1960s, the question of 

development moved to the top of the agenda. Women in those countries mostly 

worked in agricultural subsistence labour, and in what we call today the 

"informal economy".  They were traditionally responsible for all reproductive 

labour and could not count on social services.  

 

The ILO started to debate the question of women in developing countries as a 

separate issue.  Reflecting on the general trends in development, and reacting to 

the claims of women's organizations in these countries, the ILO tried to 

integrate women in its development programs. It helped them to organize within 

trade unions and it promoted women’s employment. In 1996, it recognized with 

Convention 177 home-based labourers, who were mostly women in developing 

countries, as workers worthy of protection.  

 

However, in order to avoid conflicts with its member States, the ILO never 

actively addressed cultural stereotypes and the resulting sexual division of 

labour. In many countries, both of these constituted a major factor of women’s 

discrimination in the labour market. Therefore we can say that the ILO 

developed a different, more pragmatic concept of social justice for women in 

the developing world, in order to respond to the complexities on the ground and 

the most urgent need of poverty reduction.   

 

 

c) Representation 

Until today, women in general and particularly those from working classes and 

developing countries are underrepresented in the ILO. They are 

underrepresented in the ILC, in regional meetings, and the Governing Body. 

And also as staff members in HQ as well as in the field offices. Men hold most 

of the decision-making positions. There are a number of reasons for this: one is 

that women tend to be less organized in trade unions and employers’ 

organizations, which are the ILO’s main constituents.  
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Coming to the question of quotas. Women’s organizations have made claims for 

these since the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. But the ILO and its constituents 

have always preferred linking representation of women to the criteria of 

expertise. There was confidence that women’s general emancipation would also 

lead to their increased representation in the ILO.  

There was some progress indeed, especially after WWII, when we find more 

women as delegates and also more women in official positions. Women at the 

ILO were also less and less bound to women-specific issues as this had been the 

case in the Inter War period.   

However, recent trends show stagnation rather than progress, especially in 

regional meetings, where women’s participation has always been low. In Asia 

e.g., 39% of the delegations to the regional meetings in 2011 had no women at 

all, for Africa this number was only at 8%. This shows how important it is to 

look into the complexities in each country when analysing the representation 

dimension of social justice for women.  

 

d) Equality and difference  

Finally, I would like to address the question whether social justice for women 

should take into account their sexual difference, or whether it should rather be 

based on legal equality – or on both?  

For many decades, the ILO has been a place where this debate was carried out. 

And over time, its position changed from prioritizing protection to actively 

promoting equality. How did this happen and what does it mean concretely? 

In 1919, the debate between feminists who wanted to promote equal rights at all 

costs, and those groups who were in favour of protective legislation for working 

women and mothers had already started.   

The first group of so-called “legal equality feminist” was dominated by Anglo-

Saxon, Nordic and French women activists. The second one was comprised of 

women from a variety of countries. They were also concerned with women’s 

emancipation. However, their priority was women workers as mothers, and 

future mothers, whose weaker physical condition had to be protected from the 

negative effects of industrial work. These women were less radical. They 

thought that women should stay, if possible, at home once they were married 

and had children.   

The lines between these positions did not reflect class divisions. Many trade 

union women actually agreed to the primary role of women as mothers and the 

resulting specific need of their protection as workers. But there were many “in –

between” positions. Each one of these combined differently equal rights of 
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women and their protection as a different type of workers. The international 

women’s movement was far from being united, and so were the women 

working with or in the ILO. 

The ILO gave in its first decades a clear priority to the protection of women. In 

the 1920s and 1930s particularly, it adopted a number of conventions meant to 

protect women’s role in societies as working and future mothers. These 

conventions included the prohibition of night work and the protection of 

maternity. They banned work with hazardous substances and work in mines. 

They also exempted women from forced labour in the colonies. Later ones 

stipulated that women and young persons should carry less weight than adult 

male workers.  

For the ILO and especially from the perspective of the trade unions, these 

conventions had a strategic function as well: they were a first step towards a 

comprehensive labour protection for both men and women.  By the way, this 

helps explain why these protective conventions mostly cover those professional 

branches that were dominated by men, such as chemical industry.  

The critique of these protective labour laws grew already in the 1930s. Legal 

equality feminists in Britain and the US thought that these laws were rooted in 

men’s self-interest to restrict women’s access to labour markets. Especially in 

times of a so far unseen unemployment crisis. Some of these feminists were 

very radical. They were even against maternity protection or exception of 

women from forced labour in the colonies! The US became an ILO member in 

1934 and, in 1937, the US government delegates sponsored a resolution on the 

grounds that “much protective legislation would be unnecessary if women 

enjoyed equal civil and political rights with men”. 

It is not that the ILO was against equal rights for women in the labour market. 

In fact, whereas the preamble of its first Constitution emphasized the protection 

objective, the principles of the labour charter, on which had insisted the internal 

trade union movement, stipulated the principle of equal pay for work of equal 

value.  

The change came with the Declaration of Philadelphia  which insisted in its 

second article on equal rights for all, “irrespective of race, creed or sex” while 

affirming in the third article the objective to achieve protection for life and 

health  of all workers, with the mentioning of maternity as a special situation. In 

the context of the human rights debate after the war the ILO put its commitment 

to equal rights of men and women into practice and adopted in 1951 Convention 

No. 100 on equal pay and in 1958  Convention No. 111, banning any type of 

discrimination at the work place. Sooner or later the latter convention had to 

enter into conflict with the ILO’s existing protective conventions for women.  
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In many of its industrialized member States, there was a consensus building 

around the idea that special protection of women which was not connected with 

maternity meant discrimination. Especially in the 1960s and 1970s, when 

industrial and developing nations alike needed women workers, the concept of  

legal equality had more salience than the protectionist impulse.  

At the ILO, the more fundamental discussion on protective conventions started 

with the First UN World’s Women Conference held in Mexico City in 1975. 

The voices that were asking to abolish or at least to denounce these conventions 

became louder. 

The Cold War ended and with its end, the idea that labour standards were an 

obstacle to economic development became more popular, supported by a 

neoliberal agenda. Now, an important dilemma became obvious. The abolition 

of protective regulation for women, in the name of equality, could mean a 

further step in deregulation. And this would have negative consequences for 

both men and women. At least this was the perspective of trade unions and 

some governments. Despite these objections, protective, women-specific 

conventions have lost their influence. Their ratification has remained low.  

More recent protection conventions, for example those that regulate work with 

hazardous substances or night work, are gender neutral. They only offer 

exceptions for women in the context of maternity, reflecting the current position 

of the ILO: Social justice for women means equal treatment of men and women 

as workers. Special protection for women workers is usually justified only in a 

few cases, such as those linked to important physical differences like maternity. 

Despite progress, the ILO has limited capacity to alleviate women’s multiple 

burdens. What is becoming more and more obvious is that social justice for 

women cannot be achieved separately in an economic system that produces 

more injustices worldwide and where pushing for more equality bears the risk 

of worsening the living and working conditions for both, men and women. 

To conclude, I would like to draw your attention to a new essay collection 

entitled “Women’s ILO”. This is an ILO/Palgrave Macmillan co-production and 

will be out in spring 2017. It gathers new historical research on women’s 

networks, and on the impact of ILO conventions in various countries. It has also 

contributions on more contemporary issues such as migrant care work, the 

Domestic Worker Convention and surrogate maternity as the latest development 

in women specific commodification of labour.  


