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Introduction
The notion of a living wage appears at each of the key moments in the history of the International
Labour Organisation (ILO), when the principles, the objectives and the priorities of the
Organization were defined and stated. First, at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, where the
Part XIII of the Treaty of Versailles established the ILO as a permanent organization was
drafted; then, at the 26th Session of the International Labour Conference in Philadelphia in
April-May 1944, where the aims and purposes of the Organization were restated in view of the
reconstruction years after a devastating war, which was still been waged; and, more recently, at
the 97th Session of the International Labour Conference in Geneva in June 2008, where the ILO
Declaration on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization was adopted to address the challenges of
globalization. The objective, as it was stated, is to provide or ensure to all workers either “an
adequate living wage”, in Part XIII of the Treaty of Versailles, or “a minimum living wage”, in
the Philadelphia Declaration as well as in the 2008 Declaration, which just quoted the previous
Declaration. But further to these solemn statements, the concept of a living wage does not appear
in ILO’s instruments related to the closely linked question of minimum wages, which concern
the machinery of “minimum wage fixing”.
Recently, there has been a renewed interest in the living wage, notably among multi-national
enterprises and NGOs, and the British government decided to introduce a new so-called
“National Living Wage” (the name given to the national minimum wage) in April 2016. In 2008,
a very comprehensive historical overview was done on the role of the ILO in the development
of minimum wages (Marinakis 2008). This paper also adopts a historical perspective. The
objective is first to see how the principle of a living wage was initially adopted and how it was
understood. And then, to review how the principle was implemented, what it meant, how it
evolved, what type of issues and dilemmas it raised in subsequent ILO work and in the debates
among ILO’s constituents.
The paper is structured in three parts. The first part reviews the process and the debates related
to the adoption of the principle of a living wage at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference and when
it was restated in Philadelphia in 1944. The two following parts deal with the implementation
of the principle. The second part reviews the initial work of the International Labour Office (the
Office) and the debates among the ILO’s constituents that led to the adoption of the Minimum
Wage-Fixing Machinery Convention, 1928 (No. 26) and the corresponding Recommendation
(No. 30). It also presents examples of countries which used the concept of a living wage in their
legislation regarding minimum wage fixing. The third part reviews the renewed debates on
minimum wages in the 1960s at the ILO Governing Body and at the International Labour
Conference, which led to the adoption of the Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970
(No. 131) and the corresponding Recommendation (No. 135). It can already be noted that from
the beginning the notion of a living wage was linked to that of a minimum wage, and we will
see how the principle, from an objective, became a criterion among various criteria in minimum
wage fixing and was finally subsumed under the criterion of the “needs of workers and their
families”.
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I. The Principle of a Living Wage
1. Part XIII of the Treaty of Versailles, 1919
Part XIII of the Treaty of Versailles comprises two sections: Section I that includes a preamble
and establishes the International Labour Organization as a permanent organization, and Section
II which defines the general principles and identifies nine principles of “special and urgent
importance”. The “living wage” is explicitly mentioned in the preamble and indirectly in
Section II, among the nine principles constituting what was called at the time the “Labour
Charter” or the “Labour Clauses” (the article 427 of the Treaty, which became the article 41 of
the ILO Constitution). The final wording of these two references to a living wage is as follows:
In the preamble: “[…] whereas conditions of labour exist involving such injustice,
hardship and privation to large numbers of people as to produce unrest so great that the
peace and harmony of the world are imperilled; and an improvement of those conditions
is urgently required: as, for example, […], the provision of an adequate living wage 1,
[…].”
Article 427: “Third. – The payment to the employed of a wage adequate to maintain a
reasonable standard of life as this is understood in their time and country.”
The process which took place in Paris at the Peace Conference in 1919 is well documented in
two volumes edited by James T. Shotwell (1934a and 1934b), who participated in the
Conference as part of the United States Delegation. Even though the English stenographic
record was destroyed, without transcription, by order of the British Delegation (Shotwell 1934b,
p. 149), the delegation which played a prominent role in the Conference, there is still a wealth
of information available on the process and the debates among the delegations. The process that
led to the adoption of the final text started by the work of a commission appointed by the Peace
Conference, the Commission on International Labour Legislation (see Phelan 1934a). It was
composed of two representatives from each of the five “Great Powers”, that is the United States,
the British Empire, France, Italy and Japan, and five representatives of “other Powers”
represented at the Peace Conference, two from Belgium and one from Cuba, Poland and
Czechoslovakia. The Commission produced a report in two parts, corresponding to what became
the two sections of Part XIII of the Peace Treaty. The first part is a “Draft Convention containing
provisions for the establishment of a permanent organisation for international labour
legislation”. The second part is “in the form of clauses containing declarations of principle in
regard to a number of matters which are of vital importance to the labour world” (ILO 1920a,
p. 3). The report of the Commission was presented at a Plenary Session of the Peace Conference,
where the proposed text was revised and incorporated into the Treaty of Versailles (see Phelan
1934b). The issue related to the principle of a living wage, according to the available documents,
gave rise to little discussion and debate; still, there are some elements worth mentioning.
The work on the first part of the report of the Commission, the Convention, was based on a draft
prepared by the British Delegation. In the preamble of the initial draft, among the conditions of
labour requiring urgently an improvement, there was already “the provision of a living wage”.
In the text revised by a drafting committee, it became “the provision of an adequate living
wage”, and this wording was kept in the text adopted by the Commission (Shotwell 1934a,
pp. 372-373). Phelan gives no explanation for this change, he just notes that: “Few changes were
made in the Preamble, but one of them, proposed by Mr. Vandervelde [Minister of Justice and
of State of Belgium], is of great interest as introducing the two words which have been so often
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used to define the main object of the Organization, namely, “social justice”.” (Phelan 1934a,
p. 132).
It should also be noted that in French, the second official language of the text, equally
authoritative, the formulation is slightly different and is somehow more explicit. The initial
British draft translated “a living wage” into “un salaire suffisant pour vivre”. In the Commission,
Mr. Vandervelde, in the name of the Belgium Delegation, proposed to replace this wording by
“un salaire vital” or “un salaire normal”. After a discussion, which is not recorded in the minutes,
it was decided to leave all responsibility regarding the translation of the English text to the
Drafting Committee, with the following instructions: “The Committee, instead of seeking a
literal translation, should attempt to reproduce the general sense of the English text, taking
account, as far as it might be necessary, of the difference between the idiom of the two
languages.” (Shotwell 1934b, p.225). The process led to the translation in the final text of “the
provision of an adequate living wage” into “la garantie d’un salaire assurant des conditions
d’existence convenables”.
With the exception of the Preamble, the first part of the report dealt exclusively with issues
related to the establishment and the functioning of the organization. This was a deliberate choice
of the British Delegation in preparing the draft that was presented to the Commission. Using
Phelan’s words: “This draft dealt only with machinery, as it was the view of the British
Delegation that the Peace Conference was not a suitable body for settling labor questions, and
that they could not at any time be settled once for all.” (Phelan 1934a, p. 131). However, when
it was agreed in the Commission to take the British proposal as the basis of the discussion, other
delegations reserved the right to bring forward their own proposals. Several proposals contained
suggestions for a “Labour Charter” to be included in the Peace Treaty and, when the
Commission turned to these proposals after the work on the British scheme had been completed,
the Italian Delegation made a formal proposal to insert in the Treaty “a chapter consisting of
social clauses constituting a labor charter” (ibid., p. 185). This view was supported by the
President of the Commission, Mr. Gompers (President of the American Federation of Labor),
and by Mr. Vandervelde, who pointed out that the Commission could not consider its work
being terminated by the final approval of the British proposal, and that it ought to affirm certain
principles. The Commission followed this approach and that is the purpose of the second part
of the report.
The Commission did not work this time on the basis of an initial draft prepared by a delegation,
it received various proposals from the delegations (see Shotwell 1934b). A subcommittee was
appointed for the coordination of these proposals. It “had examined the proposals put forward
by the different delegations, and had confined itself to putting them in the order of the support
which they received” (Phelan 1934a., p. 186). It came up with a list of nineteen points, among
which the issue of wages came fourth under two optional wording, as follows:
4. The principle that every worker has a right to a wage sufficient to maintain a reasonable
standard of life, having regard to the circumstances of time and place.
Alternative: The principle that a reasonable wage should be paid for all work performed,
based on a standard of life corresponding to the degree of civilisation attained at the
period in question.
(ibid., p. 187)
Nine out of the nineteen points, including point 4, were retained by the Commission. Phelan
considers that: “It is not necessary to describe in detail the whole of the Commission’s
consideration of the nineteen points. It was agreed that only those should be retained which
received a vote of two thirds of the members of the Commission, and this decision achieved the
result of limiting the number adopted and of securing that only those points having a large
measure of general support would be proposed for insertion in the Treaty.” (ibid., pp. 190-191).
Apparently, there was no real discussion or controversy over point 4, and it was adopted with a

4
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wording proposed by the British Delegation, under the heading of “The Principle of the
Minimum Wage”:
Point 4. – The Principle of the Minimum Wage
Sir Malcolm Delevingne proposed it as drafted by the British Delegation. It was adopted
with the following wording: –
“Every worker has a right to a wage adequate to maintain a reasonable standard of life,
having regard to the civilisation of his time and country”.
(Shotwell 1934b, p. 306)
The report of the Commission, including the two parts, was presented at a Plenary Session of
the Peace Conference. But before looking at the last debates which took place for the adoption
of the final text, it is worth noting that, among the various proposals submitted to the
Commission for “Labour Clauses” suggested for insertion in the Treaty, two are of particular
interest for the issue of the living wage: the Manifesto of the International Trade Union
Conference at Berne, February 10, 1919, on International Labour Legislation, and the clauses
suggested by the British Delegation.
The Berne Manifesto was presented to the Commission by the French Foreign Office. It has
been adopted practically in the same terms by the International Trade Union Conference and by
the International Socialist Conference, in Berne in February 1919 (Shotwell 1934b, pp. 336340). It demands the insertion in the Treaty of Peace of an “International Labour Charter”
comprising 15 points. Among these, one is related to the minimum wage in the following terms:
10. In any case in which wages are insufficient to secure a normal standard of comfort
and in which it is impossible to secure an agreement between workers and employers the
Government shall set up joint commissions to establish minimum wages.
(Shotwell 1934b, p. 339)
The idea of securing a normal standard of comfort found somehow its way into the adopted text,
but the proposal of setting up joint commissions to establish minimum wages when workers
and employers fail to reach an agreement, was not retained by the Commission.
The British proposal comprised only five principles and included explicitly the principle of a
living wage. Moreover, it provided a definition for it:
3. The principle of a living wage for all workers – that is, a wage sufficient to maintain,
in the circumstances of each country, an adequate standard of life.
(ibid., p. 349)
This formulation defining the living wage is very close to the wording adopted by the
Commission for defining the principle of the minimum wage. It seems pretty safe to say that, in
the minds of the delegations, the principle of a “living wage” and that of a “minimum wage”
were equivalent.
By and large, the British Delegation was hostile to the idea of including a labour charter in the
Treaty, but with regard to the dynamics within the Commission it felt that it had also to make
its own proposal. It is interesting to see the explanation given by Phelan, who was a member of
the British Delegation:
The Delegation still held that effective application of any kind of labor charter could only
be achieved through the working of the International Labor Organization, in which
employers and workers would be represented. It felt, however, that it could not
completely oppose an attempt to give some satisfaction to the other delegations, in view
of the consideration and support which its own scheme had received from them. It
Conditions of Work and Employment Series No. 90
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therefore drew up a list of points which was limited to those which had been generally
accepted by the most advanced industrial countries, including Great Britain 2, as an
indication of the distance it was prepared to go to meet the desire so widely held by the
other members of the Commission.
(Phelan 1934a, p. 190)
In other words, the British Delegation was considering that the principle of a living wage was
among the principles generally accepted at the time by the most advanced industrial countries.
After the adoption of the report, several difficulties arose before it was presented at a plenary
session of the Peace Conference. But there were no further meetings of the Commission, the
negotiations on different points were carried out from delegation to delegation simultaneously,
and, in the words of Phelan, “although the final results can easily be identified, the whole story
of the bewildering cross-currents that almost wrecked the Commission’s achievement will
probably never be told in any complete form” (Phelan 1934b, p. 199). Most of the problems
were within the British Empire Delegation where there was in particular serious opposition by
the Dominions (Canada, Australia, South Africa, New Zealand) to certain points of the “Labour
Charter”. As the “Labour Charter” was not part of the original British scheme, its clauses had
not been the subject of consultation with the Dominions. Apparently, the question of the
minimum wage was not a specially contested issue. After a series of negotiations and
consultations, Sir Robert Borden, from Canada, redrafted the clauses and the amended text
received the unanimous approval of the Plenary of the Conference. The principle of the
minimum wage became the third principle under a slightly different wording:
Third. – The payment to the employed of a wage adequate to maintain a reasonable
standard of life as this is understood in their time and country. 3
(Phelan 1934b, p. 217)
In presenting the amended text Sir Robert Borden made it clear that it was the result of a wide
consultation: “The suggested changes in the phraseology and arrangements have come from the
different Delegations which are represented in the Conference. They have received, I believe,
the approval and endorsement of all the important industrial communities.” (ILO 1923a,
p. 307). Mr. Vandervelde, from Belgium, approved the amended text and gave some
explanations for the changes introduced: “As Sir Robert Borden has just said, a mere comparison
of the two texts suffices to show that there is no essential difference between them. The text
proposed by the Commission was more precise, and I may say that my personal preferences
were for such precision. However, in the course of the exchange of views, which preceded this
meeting, we have convinced ourselves that in order to secure unanimity between the
representatives of the 32 nations, situated in every corner of the globe, a little scumbling, if I
may use the phrase, was indispensable.” And he added: “We have, therefore, slightly scumbled
the text, and I give my complete adhesion to the final text proposed by Sir Robert Borden. I do
so all the more gladly because, as regards the questions to which European working-men are
more especially attached, that is syndical liberty, a minimum wage, and the eight-hours day, the
two texts are wellnigh identic.” (ibid., p. 307). So he confirmed that the change in wording of
the principle of the minimum wage implies no change in terms of substance, and he also
identified the minimum wage has one of the three main priorities of the workers in Europe at
the time.
After these explanations of the changes and the acceptance of them by Mr. Vandervelde, the
amended text was unanimously adopted by the Plenary Session of the Peace Conference (Phelan
1934b, p. 218). Then, the text of the Convention providing for the establishment of the
International Labour Organization and the Labour Clauses was revised to include the adopted
2

Emphasis added.
The formulation in the French text does not differ here from the English version: “Le paiement aux travailleurs
d’un salaire leur assurant un niveau de vie convenable tel qu’on le comprend dans leur temps et dans leur pays.”
3
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amendments, and it was incorporated into the Peace Treaty as its Part XIII. It still constitutes
the basis of the ILO Constitution, without the article 41, the Labour Charter, which was later
“omitted” when, in 1946, the Declaration of Philadelphia was incorporated into the Constitution.

2. The Declaration of Philadelphia, 1944
The Declaration of Philadelphia was adopted by the International Labour Conference during its
26th Session in Philadelphia on 10 May 1944. It restates the aims and purposes of the
International Labour Organization. The principle of a “living wage” is explicitly mentioned
among the achievements of the programmes that the Organization has “the solemn obligation
to further among the nations of the world” (part III of the Declaration). The formulation is as
follows:
(d) policies in regard to wages and earnings, hours of work and other conditions of work
calculated to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all, and a minimum living wage
to all employed and in need of such protection 4;
(ILO 1944b, p. 316)
The Conference worked on the basis of a report prepared by the Office (ILO 1944a). The
proposed text of what became the Declaration of Philadelphia has been drafted by Edward
Phelan, who had become the Acting Director of the ILO, and Wilfred Jenks, the Legal Adviser.
The initial text regarding the clause mentioning the living wage is very similar to the final one
adopted after discussion at the Conference:
The application of policies in regard to wages and earnings, hours and other conditions
of work calculated to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all, and the assurance
of a minimum living wage to all in need of such protection 5.
(ILO 1944a, p. 14)
The brief explanations given in the report shed light on what was meant by the authors in this
proposed clause. In particular:
The clause is not limited to wage earners, but includes salaried employees and
independent workers.
[…]
No attempt is made to specify in the declaration any particular level of hours, as
experience has shown that under present conditions of technological development any
figure is likely to become rapidly out of date in the industries with the most modern
technical equipment, while remaining an objective for future effort in industries which
are technically less advanced. It therefore appears preferable to state the general principle
that the worker is entitled to his just share of the fruits of progress rather than to endeavour
to prescribe a limit of hours.
The clause applies the same principle to wages and earnings, and to other conditions of
work, and recognises the need for a minimum living wage for those too weak to secure it
for themselves by such methods as collective bargaining.
(ILO 1944a, p. 14)
The proposed text gave rise to a very lengthy discussion during six sittings at the Conference,
from Monday 24 April to Wednesday 26 April, with 52 speakers (ILO 1944b, pp. 22-133).
According to the proceedings, the principle of insuring to all a minimum living wage did not

4
5

Emphasis added.
Ibid.
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raise many reactions during the discussions. It was addressed only in few occasions, among the
numerous speakers.
First, Ms. Frances Perkins, government delegate of the United States, Secretary of Labor, United
States Department of Labor, referred to it in her long introductory speech, which initiated the
discussion and showed the great importance attached to this Declaration by the United States
Government, including a special attention to the precise wording of the text. She addressed
several times the issue of the minimum wage, but with no direct reference to the wording of the
proposed text, more in programmatic terms of what should be done.
The improvement of the conditions of employment is, therefore, an essential concern.
The International Labour Organization has a special and peculiar responsibility for
developing these minimum standards and for establishing them in practice, minimum
standards that all of us regard as necessary, but do not always practise, such as […]
provisions for minimum wages and maximum hours […].
(ILO 1944b, p. 23)
[…] we believe that there should be further exploration of the possibility of setting specific
minimum wages by international negotiation, for particular industries or particular
regions. We believe that the I.L.O. in the past has not given adequate attention to the
problem of securing minimum earnings for those groups who do not work for wages, but
sell the product of their labour direct to the open market.
(ibid., p. 23)
We believe that in every country there should be minimum-wage fixing machinery and
current knowledge as to what wages are paid and what hours worked.
(ibid., p. 24)
The employers’ delegate from Mexico, Colonel Pedro A. Chapa, referred directly to the
proposed text and suggested using the wording “minimum wage” in the following terms:
The principle of the third point of the proposed Declaration is to allow the workers access
to the benefits of civilisation within the particular conditions of each State. As for wages,
it would be better to maintain the use of the term “minimum wage”, which has already
become established in positive law and jurisprudence.
(ibid., p. 38)
Dr. Guillermo Nannetti, government delegate from Columbia, referred to “living wages” as
follows:
Work should not be a commodity. There should be guaranteed living wages.
(ibid., p. 102)
Mr. Jamnadas Mehta, workers’ delegate from India, supported the “solemn Declaration”, which
for him was not “merely a solemn Declaration, but one which entails very solemn obligations
on all of us both in this hall and outside, upon all free nations, and upon the Members of this
Organization, to see that we follow it up with actual results in our respective countries” and he
noted in particular that in India “We have no minimum wages” (ibid., pp. 80-81).
After the discussion ended, it was decided to refer the Declaration to a Drafting Committee with
a view to an adoption by this session of the Conference. The Drafting Committee, chaired by
the President of the Conference, Mr. Walter Nash, Envoy Extraordinary and Minister
Plenipotentiary, Washington D.C., government delegate from New Zealand, had the mandate
“to take into account all observations made during the general discussion in the full Conference
on the Declaration. It will also be prepared to take into consideration any further observations
which delegates may wish to make to it and will decide on the way in which such observations
may be brought to its attention” (ibid., p. 135).
8
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The report of the Drafting Committee was presented by Mr. Nash at the fourteenth sitting of the
Conference, on 10 May 1944. The Committee examined closely all the various observations
and suggestions; and, finally, it introduced only little changes to the proposed text. In the words
of its Chairman:
[It] has held three meetings, in the course of which it has taken into account all the
observations made on the Declaration during the general discussion in plenary session,
and the further observations drawn to its attention by delegates.
The Committee, after examining closely a number of proposals for rearranging the
provisions of the proposed Declaration and simplifying the text, unanimously decided to
propose to the Conference that the Declaration should be adopted substantially in the
form in which it was referred by the Conference to the Drafting Committee.
(ibid., p. 187)
He also gave a precious insight into the approach of the Committee in its redrafting endeavour:
[…] it was guided in the revision of the wording of certain clauses by the desire to make
the text acceptable to all elements in the Conference.
(ibid., p. 187)
Concerning the clause on the “minimum living wage”, a slightly different wording was
introduced, which makes it clear that the guarantee of a “minimum living wage” does not apply
to “all”, but to “all employed”:
(d) policies in regard to wages and earnings, hours and other conditions of work
calculated to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all, and a minimum living
wage to all employed and in need of such protection;
(ibid., p. 316)
Moreover, he made an important statement with regard to the link between this Declaration and
the existing provisions of the Constitution of the Organization. He made it clear that the
Declaration does not in any way overrule them or call them into question:
The Committee wishes to emphasise that the first part of the text, by reaffirming the
fundamental principles on which the Organisation is based, underlines that the
Declaration does not in any way subtract from the force of the provisions of the
Constitution of the Organisation.
(ibid., p. 187)
The proposed Declaration was read and the report as submitted, comprising the revised text of
the Declaration, was unanimously adopted by the Conference, on this sitting of 10 May 1944.
It became the Declaration of Philadelphia, and was incorporated in the ILO Constitution in
1946 6. At this occasion, some amendments were introduced into the text of the Constitution
itself. In particular, a new principle, concerning wages, was added in the Preamble: the
“recognition of the principle of equal remuneration for work of equal value”. Moreover, the
importance of the principles set up in the Preamble was reinforced: attaining the objectives listed
in the Preamble was stated as being the aim of the Constitution of the International Labour
Organization. One sentence (underlined below) was included to this effect in the last paragraph
of the Preamble, which in the amended text now reads:
The HIGH CONTRACTING PARTIES moved by sentiments of justice and humanity as well
as by the desire to secure the permanent peace of the world, and with a view to attaining
the objectives set forth in this Preamble, agree to the following Constitution of the
International Labour Organization: […].
(ILO 1948, p. 544)
6

In the French text, a “minimum living wage” is here a literal translation of English: un “salaire minimum vital”.
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The Committee on constitutional questions proposed also, with the incorporation into the
Constitution of the Declaration of Philadelphia, the “omission” of article 41, the “Labour
Clauses” of the Treaty of Versailles (ibid., p. 356).
Since then, the first paragraph of article 1 of the ILO Constitution reads:
1. A permanent organisation is hereby established for the promotion of the objects set
forth in the Preamble to this Constitution and in the Declaration concerning the aims and
purposes of the International Labour Organization adopted in Philadelphia on 10 May
1944 the text of which is annexed to this Constitution.
(ibid., p. 546)

10
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II. Implementation of the Principle in the First Decade
In the first decade of the ILO, the implementation of the principle of a living wage stated in the
Treaty of Versailles can be summarized in the following way: from “an adequate living wage”
to “a minimum wage-fixing machinery”.
The issue of the minimum wage came up very early after the establishment of the Organization
and of the Office. Already at the first session of the International Labour Conference, in
Washington D.C., in 29 October-29 November 1919, the issue was raised by the government
delegate of Paraguay, Mr. Gondra, during the discussion over the hours of work convention,
which became the first ILO convention. He pointed out the risk for the level of wages of the
reduction of the hours of work and, consequently, the need for minimum wages:
[…] the delegation from Paraguay intends that incorporation of the American principle
that human labor shall not be considered as merchandise shall include the principle, not
only of limiting the working day, but also of the minimum wage in the various industries.
The delegation from Paraguay announces, in this connection, that it is going to adopt the
recommendation that this question be considered at the next conference. Now, I believe
that it would be fair to prevent wages which have been obtained by the Italian workers,
for instance, in Italy, in conformance with ordinary living conditions in this country, from
being decreased, owing to the change in the length of the working day.
(League of Nations 1920, p. 130)
The delegation of Paraguay presented then a motion for the “establishment of a commission on
minimum wages”, proposing the adoption of the following resolution:
Whereas the incorporation into the by-laws of this conference of the principle that human
labor is not an article of commerce, implies the right of the State to enact the proper laws
to enforce that principle so that human labor shall not be subject to the law of supply and
demand, and in times of unemployment should not be subject to inadequate wages
brought about by abundance of labor, therefore be it
Resolved, That the International Labor Conference in its first session recommends to the
States, members thereof, the establishment of a special commission that may gather the
necessary material to study and report to a future conference upon the possibility of the
establishing of minimum wages in the different industries in accordance with the
principle of the general declaration contained in article 427 of the treaty of Versailles,
and be it further
Resolved, That the trades and processes with which this recommendation deals be the
same as those contemplated by the convention on hours of work.
(ibid., p. 271)
The proposal to establish a Commission on Minimum Wages was not retained by the Governing
Body at its Second Session, held in Paris on January 1920 (ILO 1920b, p. 40). But the Office
did extensive work on the minimum wage, and on wages in general, in the following years.

1. The Office work on the minimum wage
Following up on the motion of the delegation from Paraguay, the Director of the Office, Albert
Thomas, asked for a note on the minimum wage. It was produced by a statistician freshly
recruited by the Office, James Nixon. Dated the 18 May 1920, it was written in English and then
translated in French for Albert Thomas; only the French version is now available (Nixon, 1920).
This note is of great interest, as it shows the complexity of the issue and points to the main
questions raised by the establishment of a living wage/minimum wage with which the ILO was
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confronted in the following years and which have determined its work subsequently. Most of
these questions are still widely relevant today.
First, Nixon lists the benefits and the disadvantages of a minimum wage established by an
international agreement (pp. 1-4). Then, he considers that a minimum wage differs in essential
ways from other minimums addressed in the Treaty:
In the first place, a minimum wage does not constitute, unlike the other minimums, one
of the elements of a minimum standard of living, but only a means of attaining that
minimum level, by providing the worker with a minimum income. The minimum wage
itself provides a minimum income only if the continuity of the employment to which it
relates is guaranteed. Moreover, the minimum wage, as is generally understood, is fixed
without taking into account the family expenses of the employee and may therefore not
provide an adequate minimum of family income.
The second dimension under which a minimum wage differs from the other minimum
levels is that the standard of living, translated into a sum of money and commodities,
differs to such an extent from one country to another that an international standard is
almost, if not totally, impossible to fix.
Each State must therefore be able to determine its own standard and all that an
International Conference could do is to lay down certain principles, according to which
each State should proceed. 7
(Nixon 1920, pp. 4-5)
He then lists some of the points that a special commission at the Conference would have to deal
with (ibid., pp. 5-8). Here is a summary of these points:
1. What is a living wage and on what basis should it be determined?
2. What minimum of welfare should be ensured?
3. Should we distinguish a minimum for men from the minimum for women? Should
there be a special minimum for young people? Would married men be distinguished from
single men?
4. The subsistence of how many people should the normal wage, i.e. the wage of a married
man, be able to ensure?
5. Should there be: 1) a national minimum across the country, or 2) different minimums
for different industries, or 3) a combination of 1) and 2)?
6. What special provisions should be made to apply the minimum wage to piecework?
7. Should the minimum wage, whether or not it is the same for all trades, differ according
to localities?
8. How should the minimum wage take into account changes in the cost of living?
9. How can a minimum wage be set? Three methods have been tested in different
countries: direct fixing by law, fixing by certain designated bodies (method generally
adopted: "Trade Boards", "Wage Boards", joint arbitration or conciliation Boards, etc.),
collective agreements made binding.
Nixon does also a review of existing legislation in various countries (pp. 9-14). It is worth
mentioning here his comments regarding the experience of Australia and New Zealand, two
pioneering countries in the field of minimum wages and who actually used the concept of a
living wage in their legislation:

7

Our translation.
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The results of the experiences in Australia and New Zealand were as follows:
1. insufficiently paid homework has been abolished;
2. there has been no significant unemployment resulting from the application of the
minimum;
3. there is an undoubted tendency to undervalue or depreciate skilled work;
4. trade unionism was encouraged;
5. the "living wage" has been increasingly interpreted in such a way that it no longer
represents only the minimum necessary for existence but a "normal" wage. 8
(ibid., p. 12)
Nixon concludes his note by saying that it would be inappropriate to establish a special
commission on the issue at the Conference in 1921. He is very clear in his conclusion and in his
recommendations for the way forward:
Inappropriate to set up a special committee at the 1921 conference to study the matter.
The above analysis is sufficient to show how complex the issue is. An in-depth review
would require, first of all, an enormous documentation, and a commission would be less
qualified to carry it out than the International Office itself.
The Office should therefore have carried out all necessary preparatory work before the
Committee could begin its work. 9
(ibid., p. 15)
Subsequently, during its first decade, the Office worked extensively on wages statistics,
especially in conjunction with a series of International Conferences of Labour Statisticians
(ICLS). The initial Conference was held under the auspices of the ILO in Geneva in 1923. The
objective was to discuss principles and methods from the point of view of international
comparisons. The statistics of “wages and hours of labour” was one of the three subjects
addressed at this first Conference (ILO 1923b and ILO 1924). This initial Conference was
followed by four others in 1925, 1926, 1931 and 1932, covering the whole field of labour
statistics. The fourth Conference, in 1931, dealt exclusively with the issue of “international real
wage comparisons”. In addition to these conferences convoked and organized by the ILO, the
Office collaborated closely to three other international meetings, where it was invited to take
part. One in Munich in 1928 on statistics of housing and two convened in 1929 and 1930 by the
Social Science Research Council (USA) to study the question of statistics of wages (for a review
of the work of the Office and of these international statistical conferences, see ILO, 1934).
The Office did also a survey on legislation regarding minimum wage in various countries. A
series of articles were published in the International Labour Review describing the legislation
and practice of the United States (May-June 1921), Great Britain (Aug. 1923), Canada (April
1924), Australia and New Zealand (Oct.-Dec. 1924), Norway (Dec.1925), and France (Aug.
1926). It also published an article on the minimum wages laws for the protection of workers in
low-paid industries in various European countries (Nov. 1921) and one on general problems
involved in fixing minimum wages (May 1925). In 1927, The Review published an article which
outlines the general problem of fixing minimum wages and reviews the main features of the
minimum wage systems of various countries (ILO 1927a). The article identifies notably in
existing laws three different approaches or criteria for fixing minimum wages: “the living-wage
principle”, “the relation to wages of other groups of workers” and “the capacity of industry to
pay”. And it gives an interesting insight into the actual application of the principle of the living
wage:

8
9

Ibid.
Ibid.
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The living-wage principle had received its greatest application in Australia, New Zealand,
the United States, and Canada. A frequent practice in the two former countries is for the
minimum or basic wages of adult male workers to be fixed according to the requirements
of a family of average size, while the basic wage for women workers is determined
according to the requirements of a woman dependent solely on her wage but not
contributing to the maintenance of others. In the United States and Canada, where, as
already stated, the minimum wage laws have hitherto applied mainly to female workers
or to female workers and male minors, the minimum wage is based, as in Australia and
New Zealand, on the requirements of a woman without dependants.
Since the minimum requirements of a man with a family of given size or of a woman
without dependants are approximately the same for workers of given grade in different
trades in the same district, it follows that if the living-wage principle is applied there will
be uniformity in the minimum rates fixed for the lowest grades of workers of different
trades in any given area. The difficulty arises, however, that all trades are not equally
prosperous. […].
A further problem arises in connection with the living wage. The cost of living often
differs from one locality to another, and therefore the same money wage implies a
different real wage in different localities. […] Another problem is the adaptation of money
wages to changes in the cost of living from date to date.
(ILO 1927a, p. 678)
The article also points out the motivation, from an international perspective, for “stimulating
the establishment in various countries of machinery for fixing minimum wages in badly
organised low-paid trades”. The main concern relates to the comparative advantage of low
wages in a context of international economic competition and free trade:
Already many industrial States have applied the principle of regulation to protect lowpaid unorganised workers. The application of the principle in other States would appear
desirable as a measure of protection to the workers in those States. Also such action would
be in agreement with the idea expressed in the preamble of Part XIII of the Treaty of
Peace, that “the failure of any nation to adopt humane conditions of labour is an obstacle
in the way of other nations which desire to improve conditions in their own countries”.
The obstacle would be removed to a greater or less extent by the adoption of a system of
minimum wage regulation in all countries.
(ibid., p. 671)
Parallel to the Office work, the Governing Body of the ILO considered on several occasions to
place the question of minimum wages on the agenda of the International Labour Conference
(the Conference). The proposal was rejected twice, at its 17th Session, in January-February 1923,
and at its 25th Session in January 1925. Finally, the question was retained at its 30th Session in
January 1926 and placed on the agenda of the Conference, at its 10th Session in 1927.

2. Minimum wages at the International Labour Conference, 1927 and 1928
The process towards the Conference
The proposal to place the question of minimum wages on the agenda of the Conference was put
forward by the British Government delegate, Mr. Humbert Wolfe. It was first presented and
discussed at the 29th Session of the Governing Body, in October 1925 (ILO 1925, pp. 44-45).
The question was phrased as follows:
Minimum wage fixing machinery in trades where the organisation of the workers and the
employers is not sufficiently developed to provide the regulation of wages by collective
agreement, and where, in the absence of that regulation, the wages are exceptionally low.
(ibid., p. 44)
14
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In presenting its proposal to the Governing Body, the British Government delegate explained
its rationale and underlined its limited scope:
Mr. Wolfe pointed out that the proposal did not imply the fixing of minimum wage, but
an examination of the methods by which wage rates could be fixed in certain industries.
This question was without doubt more important, more urgent and more critical than that
of holidays with pay [other proposed question to be placed on the agenda of the
Conference], important as that might be. The Governing Body could not fail to concern
itself with those workers who were suffering privation owing to exceptionally low wages,
and it was for those countries with advanced social legislation to help the less advanced
countries by indicating the methods of fixing wages in those special cases. The Office
should devote its attention to the position of workers in sweated industries.
(ibid., p. 44)
The Governing Body decided to place provisionally the proposed question on the agenda of the
1927 Conference, for a final decision to be taken at its next session, and it asked the Office to
prepare a note defining the exact scope of the question. Following the discussion at the
Governing Body and taking into account the criticisms expressed, Mr. Wolfe sent to the DeputyDirector of the Office, Harold Butler, a memorandum to clarify the British Government proposal
(Wolfe 1925). He identified two different kinds of criticism that had been made by members of
the Governing Body against the initial proposal: 1) it was pointed out that “it was difficult to
understand the exact scope of the subject without some specific reference to home-working
trades”; 2) it was point out that, “unless Governments were allowed considerable freedom of
action and discretion and unless the convention was very widely drawn, in some cases the effect
of such a convention would be to impose universal wage regulation” (ibid., p. 1). To remove
the concerns regarding these two points, he proposed a new drafting of the question:
“Wage-fixing machinery in unorganised and underpaid trades, having special regard to
home-working trades.”
He considers that the new wording clarifies the intention and the scope of the proposal:
“These words make three main points perfectly clear:
(a) That there is no intention to suggest that wages should be fixed by the convention
itself, but merely that wage-fixing machinery in the various States should be
examined. […].
(b) That the scope of the convention should be clearly limited to the trades in any
country which were the worst in that country. […].
(c) That the kind of trades that the subject envisages are home-working trades and trades
of that character, i.e. the trades which as a rule do not form the staple trades of any
country.”
Moreover, he emphasized that it was not at all an ambitious proposal and considered that the
International Labour Organization should, at one point, seriously address the wage problem:
“It will be clear, therefore, that the proposal is a modest one and starts by dealing at the
least complicated point with the wage problem, which, after all, is a problem which the
International Labour Organization must at some time or another attack.”
(ibid., pp. 1-2)
At its 30th Session in January 1926, the Governing Body considered again the proposal of the
British Government delegate on the basis of the note prepared by the Office, note which
included the new wording proposed by Mr. Wolfe (ILO 1926, pp. 108-110). It finally decided
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to place the issue on the agenda of the 1927 Conference and with the question formulated as
follows 10:
Minimum wage-fixing machinery in trades in which organisation of employers and
workers is defective, and where wages are exceptionally low, with special reference to
the home working trades.
(ibid., p. 37)

The first discussion at the Conference, 1927
The Conference benefited from an extensive preparatory work of the Office. In view of the
discussion, the Office published an international review of legislation and practice on
“minimum wage-fixing machinery” (ILO 1927b) and produced a report to serve as a basis for
the first stage of the discussion 11, report that included an overview of the different aspects of the
issue, suggestions regarding a draft convention and a draft recommendation and a proposed draft
questionnaire to be sent to governments (ILO 1927c). There are several points related to the
application of the principle of a living wage in these reports that are worth quoting. The case of
Australia, for example, is especially interesting:
The basis on which wages are generally regulated in Australia is the living wage although
this is defined in varying terms and is subject to reservations which differ from one State
to another. In the development of the application of the living wage principle the
Commonwealth Court has exercised an important influence. In making awards, the
president of the Court has indicated the principles on which the decisions of the Court
have been reached. These include the right of every employee in any industry to a living
wage. The living wage is based on the general standard of the community and the
economic conditions of an industry are not taken into consideration except perhaps to
allow for a temporary depression. For adult male workers the living wage is defined as a
wage adequate in a civilised community for a man with wife and three children. For
women workers it is based on the requirements of a woman without dependants; where,
however, women compete with men in any occupation, the men’s wage is generally
prescribed.
(ILO 1927b, p. 122)
The report for the Conference reviews the main different bases identified for fixing minimum
wages: the living wage basis; the capacity of industry to pay; the relation to other groups of
workers (ILO 1927c, pp. 27-41). It notes that:
It would appear at first sight that these different bases are irreconcilable. However, a close
relation exists between them. This is especially true of the living wage basis and that of
the capacity of the industry to pay. As a basis for wage fixing it would be meaningless to
make an estimate of a living wage beyond the capacity of industry to pay. Here capacity
of industry as a whole, and not of each separate industry or branch, is to be understood.
(ILO 1927c, p. 28)
On the living wage basis, the report draws extensively on the example of Australia, especially
on the provisions of the New South Wales law:
In that State the Industrial Commission is required, after public inquiry, to declare from
time to time what shall be the living wages to be paid to adult male employees and to
adult female employees in the State. For adult male workers the living wage must be
based on the requirements of a man with wife and two children under 14 years of age.
10

For the discussion, see ILO 1926, pp. 5-17 and pp. 35-37.
For the first time the Conference in 1927 introduced a double discussion procedure, with a preliminary discussion
leading notably to the adoption of a questionnaire to be sent to governments, and a second discussion for the possible
adoption of a convention and/or a recommendation. Subsequently, the principle of a double discussion was kept,
but with the questionnaire to be already sent to governments before the first discussion.
11
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For adult female workers the wage is to be based on the requirements of a woman without
dependants.
From the above definition a number of problems emerge. What are the requirements of a
man with wife and two children, and of a woman without dependants? Do these
requirements vary according to industry, district, and period of time? What course is the
wage-fixing body to follow in the case of an industry or establishment unable to pay the
wage considered necessary to meet these requirements? Is a special rate to be fixed for
workers who are handicapped owing to physical or mental defect? Is allowance to be
made for the fact that some male workers have fewer dependants than a wife and two
children, while other have more? What provision is to be made for women with
dependants? Is the relation between the wages of men and women, to which such a basis
would lead, satisfactory?
(ibid., p. 29)
These questions, “some of them highly controversial”, are examined in the following pages of
the section, “in the light of experience applying the living wage principle” (see ibid., pp. 29-35).
One particular point is worth highlighting here, the introduction of family allowances to deal
with the issue of different family sizes:
Whatever basis be adopted, the difficulty arises that, if wages are fixed at a flat rate for
all workers of a given grade, workers who have few or no dependants will be better able
to meet their needs than those with large families. If the wage is adequate for a family of
five, those with smaller families will be able to enjoy a higher standard of living while
those with larger families will suffer privation.
To meet this difficulty family allowance or family endowment system has been proposed.
By this system the family income of the worker with dependants would include the wage
of the worker and additional sums in respect of some or all of his dependants.
(ibid., p. 33)
The proposal of the Office was to adopt three instruments:
A general Convention “dealing with the creation of minimum wage-fixing machinery for
trades in which organisations of employers and workers is defective and where wages are
exceptionally low, but leaving each Government free to decide for which precise trades
the machinery in question should operate. This Convention would also provide for the
annual communication to the International Labour Office of the results of the application
of the wage-fixing machinery, the trades to which it was applied, the rates of wages fixed,
the number of workers affected, etc.”
A Recommendation concerning homework trades “urging Governments to apply the
wage-fixing machinery provided in the above Convention to all homework trades and
recommending Governments to supply annually information concerning its application
in this field.”
A general Recommendation “giving:
(a) criteria for determining the trades in which the organisations of employers and
workers is defective and where wages are exceptionally low;
(b) bases which could be used for determining what the minimum rates of wages are
to be;
(c) various types of machinery and methods of inspection and enforcement of
regulations.”
(ILO 1927c, p. 144)
The draft questionnaire was framed in three sections, in accordance with this suggestion. The
question 2 of section III on the general Recommendation, related to the base for fixing minimum
wages, was as follows:
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2. Do you consider that a Recommendation should contain a provision indicating the basis
which the minimum wage-fixing body or bodies should adopt when determining
minimum rates of wages?
If so, what basis (living wage, capacity of industry, relation to wages of other categories
of workers, or other) do you suggest?
(ibid., p. 146)
At the Conference, the question was dealt by the Committee on minimum wage-fixing
machinery, chaired by Mr. Wolfe (for the report of the Committee, see League of Nations 1927,
pp. 661-670; for the proceedings of the discussion of the report at the Plenary, pp. 389-403, 406409 and 419-432). The Committee chose first to suppress the framing in three sections and to
adopt a single text. Then it was decided that “the questionnaire should deal both with homeworking trades and other industries” (ibid., p. 663). Several amendments to the Office text were
then introduced question by question. The one concerning question 2 of section III in the initial
questionnaire, which became question 5 in the questionnaire drafted by the Committee, is of
particular interest here. It was decided to remove references to possible basis for fixing
minimum wages:
Question 5
In this question again several passages in the Office questionnaire are summarized. It is
proposed to ask the Governments if they consider that some provision should be made
for a basis for fixing minimum wages and to indicate the basis they suggest. At the same
time the question refrains from making suggestions as to the choice of a basis.
(ibid., p. 666)
The revised text drafted by the Committee and adopted by the Conference reads as follows:
5. Do you consider that some provision should be made for a basis for fixing minimum
wages? If so, what basis do you suggest?
(ibid., p. 668)
The living wage, stated as a principle in the Peace Treaty, subsequently perceived as one of the
basis for fixing minimum wages, was thus removed at this stage from the preparation process
of the first ILO instrument on minimum wages.

The second discussion at the Conference, 1928
For the second discussion at the Conference in 1928, the Office prepared a report comprising
three parts: the replies of the Governments to the questionnaire (coming from 22 countries); a
general survey of the question in light of the replies of the Governments; and the texts of a
proposed draft convention and a proposed recommendation (ILO 1928). On question 5,
concerning the basis for fixing minimum wages, the report notes that “there can be no question
of endeavouring to formulate a uniform international minimum of real wages. And it seems
equally impossible to formulate any single and definite principle for determining minimum
wages which would at once be satisfactory from the point of view of the protection of the
workers and such that the different countries could be expected to accept it […]” (ibid., p. 106).
Still, the report considers that the “living requirements of the workers” should be taken into
account in the Recommendation:
The frequent references which are made in the replies of the Governments, however, to
the necessity in any case of taking account of the living requirements of the workers (e.g.
living wage, cost of living in the locality, minimum family budget, suitable standard of
living, prevailing standard of wages and living, the fixing of wages in accordance with
fluctuations of the cost of living, etc.) would appear to furnish one or two general
principles which might be indicated in the Recommendation.
(ibid., p. 107)
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In its proposed text for the Recommendation, the Office did not retain the principle of a living
wage for fixing minimum wages, but suggested two other possible principles: the referring to
the rates of wages in trades with effective collective agreements or to the prevailing wages in
the country or locality. Still, it puts the Recommendation in the context of the principle of an
adequate living wage stated in the Peace Treaty:
In view of the replies, it would appear that the different countries might well be
recommended to take these general principles into account: they are, in effect, an
elaboration for the special purposes of the minimum wage fixing machinery of the
adequate living wage principle formulated in the Preamble and Article 427 of Part XIII
of the Treaty. It is accordingly proposed to include in the Recommendation the principle
that for the purpose of determining the minimum rates of wages to be fixed account
should in any case be taken of the necessity of enabling the workers to maintain a suitable
standard of living, and that for this purpose regard should primarily be had to the rates
of wages paid for similar work in trades where the workers are adequately organised and
have concluded effective collective agreements or, if no such standard of reference is
available in the circumstances, to the general level of wages prevailing in the country or
the particular locality.
(ibid. p. 108)
At the Conference in 1928, the question was dealt again by the Committee on the minimum
wage fixing machinery, chaired this time by Mr. Gascon y Marin, Spanish Government delegate
(for the report of the Committee, see League of Nations 1928, pp. 626-652; for the proceedings
of the discussion of the report at the Plenary, pp. 378-386, 389-414, 417-439 and 441-446). The
Committee worked on the basis of the proposed draft convention and of the draft
recommendation prepared by the Office. In the discussions as they are reported, the paragraph
of the recommendation dealing with fixing the minimum rates of wages did not raise major
problems; even if we refer to the minority report submitted by the majority of the Employers’
Group 12 (ibid., pp. 650-651). The text proposed by the Office was kept as initially drafted and
became the first paragraph of Part III of the recommendation, as follows:
For the purpose of determining the minimum rates of wages to be fixed, the wage-fixing
body should in any case take account of the necessity of enabling the workers concerned
to maintain a suitable standard of living. For this purpose regard should primarily be had
to the rates of wages being paid for similar work in trades where the workers are
adequately organised and have concluded effective collective agreements, or, if no such
standard of reference is available in the circumstances, to the general level of wages
prevailing in the country or in the particular locality.
At the Plenary, the German Employers delegate, Mr. Gärtner, had proposed to add at the end of
the paragraph the following words: “taking also into consideration the special situation of the
industry with regard to the condition of supply, production and competition”. The amendment
was rejected by 52 votes to 27 (ibid., p. 445).
The draft convention and recommendation were finally adopted by the Conference on 16 June
1928, respectively by 76 votes for, 21 against, and 81 votes for, 18 against (ibid., p. 482 and
p. 484). They became Convention No. 26 and Recommendation No. 30 on Minimum WageFixing Machinery.

*

Convention No. 26 met a great success among ILO member States. In the following years after
its adoption, it became one of the most ratified ILO conventions (Marinakis 2008, p. 14). By
12

The minority report of the Employers’ Group was essentially motivated by the unsuccessful proposals of the
Employers’ Group to have the Committees’ decisions restricted to home working trades.
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and large, during its first decade, the ILO had worked extensively on minimum wages and, more
generally, on wages (for an overview of the work done, see ILO 1931, pp. 161-174). However,
Albert Thomas, the first Director of the Office, addressing the International Labour Conference
in 1931, made a quite modest assessment of what has been achieved and stressed the need for
new and broader work:
On the question of wages, it must be confessed that during the last ten years our
Organisation has accomplished very little. In these ten years the problem has not been
dealt with as broadly or as courageously as it should. We have collected statistics. They
have been criticised. Mr. Vogel and the other German employers have not minced their
words. Yet the technical experts encourage us to go on. The last Conference of Labour
Statisticians said how useful and valuable this work was. But statistics are not enough:
what is needed is to define a possible wages policy for the Organization. In other words,
what is the practical significance of the definition given in the Treaty of Peace – an
adequate living wage.
(Thomas 1948, pp. 91-92)
Subsequently, in 1939, the Office published a new comprehensive international survey of
minimum wage legislation and practice (ILO 1939). The report provided in particular interesting
examples of the practical complexity of applying the principle of the living wage, especially in
the case of Australia (pp. 6-49) and New Zealand (pp. 151-177). Moreover, as Convention
No. 26 and Recommendation No. 30 were only covering “manufacture and commerce”, the ILO
embarked on a process of preparing new instruments covering agriculture. The process was
undertaken under the same principles as for the previous instruments. It started in 1938, was
interrupted by the war, and ended in 1951 with the adoption of Convention No. 99 and
Recommendation No. 89 on Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery in Agriculture (for a detailed
review of the process, see Marinakis 2008, pp. 11-14).
In the 1960s, almost 40 years after the adoption of the first convention and recommendation on
minimum wage, the ILO took a fresh approach to the issue.
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III. Implementation of the Principle in the 1960s
1. A resolution on minimum living standards, 1964
The issue of minimum wages came back on the agenda of the ILO in the 1960s, in the context
of the post-World War II decolonization and the corresponding growth of the membership of
the Organization. It was re-introduced at the International Labour Conference in 1964 through
a resolution submitted by the Mexican Workers’ delegate, Mr. Sánchez Madariaga, and the
Canadian Workers’ delegate, Mr. Morris. After it has been discussed and slightly modified in
the Resolutions Committee, the “Resolution concerning Minimum Living Standards and Their
Adjustment to the Level of Economic Growth” was adopted by the Conference (for the text of
the resolution, see ILO 1965, pp. 613-614; for the initial text, pp. 589-590; for the report of the
Resolutions Committee, pp. 606-608; for the proceedings of the discussion of the report at the
Plenary, pp. 518-520). Recommending the resolution to the Conference, Mr. Morris puts it
explicitly in the context of the Declaration of Philadelphia and of the guarantee of a minimum
living wage:
The Declaration of Philadelphia states that it is a “solemn obligation of the International
Labour Organisation to further among the nations of the world programmes which will
achieve … policies in regard to wages and earnings, hours and other conditions of work
calculated to ensure a just share of the fruits of progress to all, and a minimum living
wage to all employed and in need of such protection”. In submitting this resolution we
were guided by these provisions of the Declaration of Philadelphia.
We feel that the effort of the I.L.O. in the field of incomes policies should be devoted to
raising the wage of the lowest-paid workers in industrialised as well as developing
countries to a minimum wage standard.
(ibid., pp. 518-519)
He introduced a new and important dimension to the living wage, which was previously in germ
with family allowances, namely social security as a factor determining living standards, together
with wages; and he suggested that there should be for both of them periodical adjustments:
[…] the resolution calls for the establishment of dynamic minimum wage levels and
dynamic levels of social security measures; and we suggest that both levels should be
periodically adjusted to the economic growth of the country and to increases of the cost
of living.
(ibid., p. 519)
The resolution included also a series of studies to be undertaken by the Office and the proposal
of revising Convention No. 26 and Recommendation No. 30, taking into account the principles
enunciated in the resolution.
By and large, the resolution was well received when discussed in the Resolutions Committee:
The general ideas underlying the resolution were very sympathetically received by a large
majority of the Committee, although certain observations were expressed by the
Employers’ and some Government members.
(ibid., p. 606)
There were two major points of contention. The first concerned the link to establish between the
improvements in the living standards of workers and the economic potential of the country. This
was taken care of by inserting a new formulation in the fourth paragraph of the preamble, which
“underlined the interdependence of economic development and improvements in minimum
living standards” (ibid., p. 606). The second point of contention related to periodical
adjustments. The initial proposal considered that levels of wage and of social security measures
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should be adjusted periodically “to the economic growth of a country and to increases in the
cost of living” (ibid. p. 589). By a majority vote the Committee decided to introduce into the
text a slight distinction between economic growth, which had to be taken “fully into account”,
and an increase in the cost of living, which had to be “duly taken into consideration” (ibid.,
p. 606). The final paragraph reads as follows:
The General Conference of the International Labour Organisation, […]:
2. Emphasises that adequate minimum standards of living should be ensured through the
establishment of a dynamic minimum wage level and a dynamic level of social security
measures adjusted periodically to take full account of economic growth and to have due
regard to increases in the cost of living.
(ibid., p. 813)
The resolution invites also the Governing Body of the ILO to request the Director General:
(1) to undertake a study dealing with the interdependence of minimum standards of living
and economic growth, [follows a detailed description of the studies to be undertaken];
(2) to work out proposals for a revision of the Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery
Convention, 1928 (No. 26) and Recommendation, 1928 (No. 30), taking into account the
principles enunciated in this resolution.
(ibid., p. 814)
The resolution was adopted by the Conference by 176 votes in favour, 1 against, with 17
abstentions (ibid., p. 529).
As a follow-up to the resolution, the Governing Body, at its Session of February-March 1967,
approved the proposal of the Office to convene a “Meeting of Experts on Minimum WageFixing and Related Problems, with Special Reference to Developing Countries”, with the
following agenda:
(a) problems of minimum wage-fixing and related problems, with special reference to
developing countries; and
(b) ways in which the I.L.O. Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery Conventions and
Recommendations might be revised if revision is considered desirable.
(ILO 1967a, p. 2)

2. A meeting of experts, 1967
The meeting took place in Geneva from 25 September to 6 October 1967 and produced a report
covering the two questions defined by the Governing Body (ILO 1967b). Some points of the
report deserve to be highlighted here. Notably with regard to criteria for minimum wage fixing;
it identifies three broad classes traditionally used: “(a) the workers’ needs; (b) the employers’
capacity to pay; (c) wages or incomes elsewhere in the economy”. And adds that: “Recent
discussions have emphasised the importance of a fourth criterion, namely: (d) the requirements
of economic development” (p. 10).
It should be noted that, to define the criteria, the report does not use the notion of “a living
wage”, but that of “workers’ needs”. And in introducing the questions related to this criterion,
it states that:
If a minimum wage is to have any significance it must be related in some way to the needs
of workers. We must never overlook the fact that when we are dealing with wages we are
not dealing with an economic abstraction but with the source of livelihood of millions of
people.
(ibid., p. 10)
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The report lists then a series of points related to the criterion “the needs of the workers”,
especially relevant to quote here:
1. “The difficulty lies in specifying these needs precisely.”
2. “How much income a wage earner requires depends also on the size of his family”, “a
wage is in no sense a living wage unless it adequately covers all who have to live with
it.”
3. There is a basic dilemma: “If the concept of human needs is interpreted very broadly
in a poor economy, it will lead to the setting of wages at a level which throws out of
work many of those who are in greatest economic need. On the other hand, if it is
interpreted too narrowly, it will have little effect on actual wages, and may indeed be
taken as an excuse for paying wages that are quite unreasonably low.”
4. “A distinction is implied between a “subsistence” standard which covers the barest
needs of workers, and which could be the basis of a national minimum wage, and, on
the other hand, a somewhat higher standard which should take greater account of
social needs, and which could be seen as a future target for the whole population, or
as a yardstick for setting the wages now of, e.g. those with some degree of skill.”
5. The analysis implies that “human needs have to be interpreted relatively, i.e. in
relation with the economic level of the country concerned. Yet an objective minimum
standard is necessary for each country, cast in physical terms as far as possible (e.g.
so many pounds of rice, etc.). This standard should be such as to end conditions of
labour which in the circumstances of that country would be considered “sweated
labour”, at the lowest cost in terms of swelling the mass of unemployment.”
(ibid., pp. 10-11)
However, the report considers that the new and fourth criterion it introduces, “economic
development”, should be, in the last resort, decisive:
Although an objective standard based on the human needs of workers should be
established as a guide for wage-fixing authorities, the conditions in the country
concerned, and its development needs and possibilities, must in the last resort determine
the choice of standard and its exact definition.
(ibid., p. 14)
On the second question, concerning the possible revision of the conventions and
recommendations, the report concludes on the desirability of drawing up new instruments.
Moreover, it provides the concept of the minimum wage which could serve in the process; it
comprises the three main following ideas:
(a) the minimum wage is the wage considered sufficient to satisfy the vital necessities
of food, clothing, housing, education and recreation of the worker, taking into
account the economic and cultural development of each country. In some cases the
needs of the family are also taken into account in the same manner as those of the
worker, and in other cases they are covered by family allowances and other measures
of social security;
(b) the minimum wage represents the lowest level of remuneration permitted, in law or
fact, whatever the method of remuneration or the qualification of the worker;
(c) the minimum wage is the wage which in each country has the force of law and which
is enforceable under threat of penal or other appropriate sanctions. Minimum wages
fixed by collective agreements made binding by public authorities are included in
this definition.
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And with the following clause:
When examining the concept of minimum wage, mention must be made of the national
minimum wage conceived as a level of basic general remuneration applicable to all in a
given country, subject to adaptation to the economic and social conditions existing in the
various areas or regions.
(ibid., p. 21)
Concerning the nature of the instruments, the report favours “the adoption of a new Convention
supplemented by a Recommendation, instruments which would not affect Convention Nos. 26
and 99 and Recommendations Nos. 30 and 89” (ibid., p. 26).
In addition to the report of the meeting of experts was appended a law and practice report (ILO
1967c). The example of India on wage-fixing criteria is worth quoting:
In India […] the Minimum Wage Act does not give any guidance regarding the principles
or basis on which minimum wages are to be fixed. The factors generally considered by
the industrial courts in determining minimum wages when industrial disputes are referred
to them are the minimum needs of workers and their families, prevailing wage rates in
comparable concerns, the fringe benefits payable to the workers, the nature of the work
done, the productivity of labour, the level of managerial and technical efficiency, and the
capacity of industry to pay. A formula for estimating minimum needs was provided in a
resolution unanimously adopted by the tripartite Indian Labour Conference in 1957. This
includes the cost of an adequate diet, 18 yards of cloth by person per year, rent for housing
on a scale laid down in a government industrial housing scheme, and an allowance (20
per cent. of the total) for fuel, lighting and other miscellaneous items of expenditure. The
resolution provided that “wherever the minimum wage fixed was below the norm
recommended … it would be incumbent on the authorities concerned to justify the
circumstances which prevented them from adherence to the aforesaid norm”.
(ibid., p. 20)
The Governing Body discussed the report and its annex at its Session of November 1967 (ILO
1967d, pp. 30-33) and, in the same Session, decided to put the item “Minimum wage-fixing
machinery and related problems, with special reference to developing countries” on the agenda
of the 1969 Session of the International Labour Conference, for examination under the doublediscussion procedure.

3. Minimum wages at the International Labour Conference, 1969 and 1970
The Office prepared two reports for the first discussion at the Conference in 1969. A preliminary
report to serve as a basis for the discussion, which provides a summary of the background, a
description of law and practice in a representative number of countries, the text of the four
existing instruments, an extract from the report of the meeting of experts and a questionnaire
sent to governments (ILO 1968). The second report comprises the replies to the questionnaire
of the governments of 79 member States, comments on the replies and the proposed text of a
Convention supplemented by a Recommendation (ILO 1969a).
The question was discussed at the Conference in the Committee on Minimum Wage (for the
report of the Committee, see ILO 1970, pp. 678-687; for the proceedings of the discussion of
the report at the Plenary, pp. 467-473). Considering, in particular, the marked change in world
economic and social conditions, in industrialized as well as developing countries, since the
adoption in 1928 of the first instruments on minimum wage fixing, the Committee was in favour
of drafting new instruments. Its proposal was to have a Convention and a supplementary
Recommendation, “which would suggest guidelines for the implementation of the obligations
embodied in the proposed Convention” (ibid., p. 680) and that will cover “all groups of wage
earners whose terms of employment are such that coverage would be appropriate” (ibid., p. 685).
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The Committee worked on the basis of the text proposed by the Office for the two instruments
(ILO 1969a, pp. 119-123). Altogether, the Committee held 14 sittings and set up a Working
Party to complement its work, as reported to the Conference by its Reporter, Mr. Okogwu,
Nigerian Government delegate:
Having constantly before it, in particular, the needs and problems of developing countries,
the Committee examined the subject from practically every possible angle. Consideration
of economic and social development, the cost of living, the standards of living of other
social groups, the level of employment, unemployment and underemployment, the
capacity of employers in general to pay, the balance of payments and the rate of increase
in productivity were not ignored. Discussions, quite often protracted, were frank,
objective and incisive.
As guidelines on the subject of minimum wage fixing, the proposals for both instruments
break new ground and would meet a long-felt need. This is particularly evident in the
Recommendation which includes, inter alia, criteria for determining the level of
minimum wages; criteria for the adjustment of minimum wages; and measures to ensure
the effective application of all provisions relating to minimum wages.
(ILO 1970, pp. 467-468)
In the text proposed by the Committee and approved by the Conference, the issue of the criteria
for determining the level of minimum wages is dealt with in both the proposed Convention and
the proposed supplementary Recommendation.
The proposed Convention strikes a balance between the needs of workers and their families,
and economic considerations, in the following way:
6. In determining the level of minimum wages, regard should be had, inter alia, to –
(a) the needs of workers and their families, taking into account the level of wages in the
country, together with social security benefits, and the relative living standards of all
other social groups;
(b) economic considerations, including the attainment and maintenance of a high level
of employment.
(ibid., p. 685)
The proposed Recommendation supplements these two clauses with the following guidelines:
B. Criteria for Determining the Level of Minimum Wages
14. Minimum wages should be fixed at a level that takes proper account of the basic needs
of workers and their families, having regard to the general level of wages in the country,
to the cost of living and changes therein and to the relative living standards of all other
social groups.
15. Among the economic considerations referred to in Point 6. Attention should be given
to plans for economic development, the level of employment, the capacity of employers
in general to pay, the balance of payments and the rate of increase in productivity.
(ibid., p. 686)
As a basis for the second discussion at the Conference in 1970, the Office prepared a report
which, first, recalls the general discussion at the previous session of the Conference and presents
the recommendations of the Committee on Minimum Wage, and, second, contains the proposed
texts of a Convention and a Recommendation, which basically reproduce, with minor changes
and the regrouping of some points, the proposals approved at the previous Session of the
Conference (ILO 1969b). At this Session, the Committee on Minimum Wages was able to
conclude its work and the drafting of a proposed Convention and Recommendation in eight
sittings (ILO 1971, pp. 440-446; for the final text of the Convention, pp. 696-700, and of the
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Recommendation, pp. 710-714). One of the major points of contention concerned in fact the
criteria for determining the level of minimum wages and the issue regarding the needs of
workers; as formulated by the Reporter of the Committee at the Plenary:
The third major point [of contention] concerned the criteria for determining the level of
minimum wages. Here it was suggested that the proposed Convention should refer to the
“basic” needs of the workers, and not simply to the “needs of the workers”; that it was
adequate if only the needs of the workers were mentioned and not also the needs of their
families; and, finally, that some additional criteria should be mentioned in the proposed
Convention with at the same time the relevant Article 3 [point 6 in the previous text
quoted above] being made more flexible, so that the criteria cited therein, as well as any
others, might be taken into account only so far as possible and appropriate in relation to
national practice and conditions.
After considerable discussion on these points, the Committee decided that it was desirable
to retain the reference to the “needs of the workers and their families”, whilst also
agreeing to include additional criteria in this Article, such as the requirements of
economic development and the cost of living. The Committee decided to allow countries
some flexibility in the choice of these criteria, depending on national practice and
conditions.
(ibid., pp. 440-441)
This solution did not satisfy the employers’ delegates, who would have strongly preferred “basic
needs” rather than the concept of “needs” and wanted to delete the reference to “and their
families” (ibid., p. 443). At the end, the majority of the employers voted against the Convention
and abstained on the Recommendation.
The final wording on the criteria for determining the level of minimum wages adopted by the
Committee reads as follows:
For the Convention:
Article 3
The elements to be taken into consideration in determining the level of minimum wages
shall, so far as possible and appropriate in relation to national practice and conditions,
include –
(a)

the needs of workers and their families, taking into account the general level
of wages in the country, the cost of living, social security benefits, and the
relative living standards of other social groups;

(b)

economic factors, including the requirements of economic development,
levels of productivity and the desirability of attaining and maintaining a high
level of employment.
(ibid., p. 698)

For the Recommendation:
II. Criteria for Determining the Level of Minimum Wages
3. In determining the level of minimum wages, account should be taken of the following
criteria, amongst others:
(a) the needs of workers and their families;
(b) the general level of wages in the country;
(c) the cost of living and changes therein;
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(d) social security benefits;
(e) the relative living standards of other social groups;
(f) economic factors, including the requirements of economic development, levels
of productivity and the desirability of attaining and maintaining a high level of
employment.
(ibid., p. 710)
The text of the Convention proposed by the Committee was adopted by the Plenary of the
Conference by 246 votes in favour, 48 against and with 26 abstentions; and that of the
Recommendation by 228 votes in favour, 3 against, with 55 abstentions. Both texts were then
transmitted to the Drafting Committee of the Conference for the preparation of the final texts.
The Convention and the Recommendation were finally adopted by the Conference on 22 June
1970 by, respectively, 248 votes in favour, 46 against, with 46 abstentions for the Convention,
and, for the Recommendation, 251 votes in favour, 5 against, with 74 abstentions (ibid., pp. 599600; and for the detailed results of the votes, pp. 603-606). They became Convention 131 –
Convention concerning Minimum Wage Fixing, with Special Reference to Developing
Countries, and Recommendation 135 – Recommendation concerning Minimum Wage Fixing,
with Special Reference to Developing Countries.
Since then, and as the International Labour Organization is heading towards its centenary, these
two International Labour Standards constitute the ILO instruments which implement the
principle of a living wage as a criterion for determining the level of minimum wages, under the
notion of “the needs of workers and their families”.

Conclusion
The historical perspective on the ILO and the living wage provides a good, almost paradigmatic,
illustration of the functioning of the Organization and of the production of international labour
legislation. It shows how a principle is stated at historical moments, in the Peace Treaty of WWI
in 1919 and towards the end of WWII in 1944, and how it is afterwards translated into
international legal instruments. Looking at the whole process gives a special insight into the role
of the various actors involved and the interplay between the three components of the
Organization: the Office, the Governing Body and the Conference; in other words, the
secretariat, the executive body and the legislation body, the key institution, composed of four
representatives of each of the Members, with two delegates representing the government and
two others representing respectively the employers and the workers.
Wages are an especially important issue for the ILO since its origin. They are essential for
workers as the source of their livelihood and, at the same time, low wages are used in some
countries as a comparative advantage in international trade. The tension between these two
dimensions is closely linked to the very reason for establishing the Organization in 1919: to
avoid social unrest that could imperil “the peace and harmony of the world” in improving labour
conditions, in the context of international economic competition and free trade. With the
experience of the pre-WWI economic globalization – the “first globalization” –, it was clear for
the negotiators at the Paris Conference that to improve labour conditions worldwide an
international labour organization was needed, as “the failure of any nation to adopt humane
conditions of labour is an obstacle in the way of other nations which desire to improve the
conditions in their own countries” (Treaty of Versailles, Part XIII, preamble, par. 3). Among
the urgent priorities for improvement, they identified wages and set an ambitious objective for
them: the provision of an adequate living wage, understood as a minimum wage.
The Office was confronted with the issue very early on, just after the first session of the
Conference in 1919. It had to face the complexity of the question, and this with a dramatic lack
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of available international comparative information and data. It worked extensively on wages
statistics in the following years. To do so, it developed a capacity to collaborate closely with
national statistical institutions, notably in creating a new dedicated institution, the International
Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS); which still exist and has celebrated its 90th
anniversary at its 19th session in 2013. The explicit aim was to measure the extent of social
dumping, the comparative advantage of reducing the cost of production through wages
limitation. The Office undertook also an extensive review of existing legislation and practice
regarding minimum wage worldwide. The ultimate objective of this statistical and research
work was to provide the relevant background information for the development of international
labour standards on wages.
The opportunity to move forward in this direction came up with the decision of the Governing
Body to place the issue on the agenda of the 1927 Conference, following a proposal of the
British Government delegate. Britain, as a major industrialized country with minimum wage
legislation, was obviously keen to have other countries adopt such legislation and ensure a level
playing field in international trade. Other delegates had a very cautious reaction to the initial
proposal, even though it was a “modest one”, only dealing with minimum wage fixing
machinery. After discussion, revision and clarification, the proposal was finally adopted with
the clear understanding that it had a very limited scope: the intention was in no way to fix wages
or an international minimum by a convention, but just to set general principles for national
governments to establish minimum wage-fixing machinery. At this occasion, the Office refined
the procedure for preparing, discussing and adopting conventions and recommendations. It
introduced a double discussion procedure, whereby after a first discussion at the Conference, a
detailed questionnaire was sent by the Office to governments to prepare the second discussion,
the following year. At the end of the whole process, the Conference adopted in June 1928
Convention 26 and Recommendation 30 on Minimum Wage-Fixing Machinery.
The notion of a living wage does not appear in these two instruments. The issue of determining
the level of the minimum wages is not even dealt with in the Convention. In the
Recommendation, there is a provision referring somehow to it: “For the purpose of determining
the minimum rates of wages to be fixed, the wage-fixing body should in any case take account
of the necessity of enabling the workers concerned to maintain a suitable standard of living.”
(A, III). However, the reference proposed to define the actual wage level does not relate directly
to the living requirements of the workers, but more generally to prevailing practice in similar
trades with effective collective agreements or to the general level of wages in the country or in
the locality. This achievement is very far from the objective set in the Peace Treaty, and this is
well reflected in the address of the first Director of the Office, Albert Thomas, to the Conference
in 1931. Even though what has been done in the field of wages during the first decade of the
ILO seems impressive, especially for a new institution with few comparable experiences to build
upon, Albert Thomas considered that very little was achieved: “On the question of wages, it
must be confessed that our Organization has accomplished very little. In these ten years the
problem has not been dealt with as broadly or as courageously as it should.” And he pointed out
clearly what should be the objective for the years to come: “[…] what is needed is to define a
possible wage policy for the Organization. In other words, what is the practical significance of
the definition given in the Treaty of Peace – an adequate living wage.” (Thomas 1948, pp. 9192).
The issue of minimum wages came back on the agenda of the ILO in the 1960s. The context
was dramatically different from the 1920s, especially with the substantial expansion of ILO
membership and a corresponding wider variety of interests represented with the great number
of new Nation States in the previously colonized territories. The initiative this time came from
workers’ delegates through a resolution on minimum living standards submitted at the
Conference in 1964. The resolution had a much broader scope than the previous endeavour and
it was explicitly put in the context of the “solemn obligation”, stated in the Declaration of
Philadelphia, to achieve the objective of “a minimum living wage to all employed”. It also
introduced two new and important dimensions to the notion of a living wage: social security
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benefits as a factor determining living standards, together with wages; and the need for
periodical adjustments for both of them. The resolution was adopted almost unanimously by the
Conference and called for a series of studies to be undertaken by the Office and a proposal to
be worked out for the revision of the minimum wage-fixing machinery Conventions and
Recommendations.
As a follow-up, the Office convened a meeting of experts to examine the problems related to
minimum wage fixing, notably in developing countries, and the ways in which the existing
Conventions and Recommendations might be revised. The report of the meeting served as a
basis to move forward. It is worth noting that, with regard to criteria for minimum wage fixing,
it does not refer to the notion of a “living wage”, but that of “workers’ needs”. It also introduces
a new criterion, not traditionally used, “economic development”, and stresses the importance of
taking into account the development needs and possibilities of the country. Moreover, rather
than a revision, the report favours the adoption of a new Convention supplemented by a
Recommendation, which would not affect existing instruments. After discussing the report, the
Governing Body decided to put the issue on the agenda of the 1969 Conference, for examination
under the double-discussion procedure. This led to the adoption by the Conference in June 1970
of the Convention 131 and Recommendation 135 on Minimum Wage Fixing. The objective of
a “living wage” is re-introduced in these instruments under the notion of “the needs of workers
and their families” as a criterion to determine the level of minimum wages, taking into account
the general level of wages in the country, the cost of living, social security benefits and the
relative living standard of other social groups. But economic factors should also be taken into
consideration in fixing minimum wage levels, including the requirements of economic
development, levels of productivity and the desirability of attaining and maintaining a high level
of employment.
This achievement can be considered as being below the initial ambition of “the provision of an
adequate living wage”, or from the objective of “a minimum living wage to all employed” set
in the Declaration of Philadelphia. However, it reflects the complexity and practical difficulties
to actually implement a broad principle stated at historical moments. Even if they are not up to
the stated ambition, existing ILO Conventions and Recommendations on minimum wage fixing
nevertheless provide relevant guidelines to establish national minimum wage systems with the
explicit view to ensure a living wage to all employed. Moreover, the extensive tripartite
deliberative process the ILO went through on the issue, in the course of its long history, involved
a wide range of conflicting interests and mobilized a broad worldwide expertise. In the current
context of a renewed interest in the principle of a living wage, this experience can bring useful
information into the debate and shed light on the questions and difficulties raised by the practical
implementation of this principle.
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