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US New Deal Social Policy Experts 
and the ILO, 1948–1954
Jill Jensen

The International Labour Organization (ILO) played a key role in the US 
approach to global  socio- economic affairs in the years immediately fol-
lowing the Second World War. The US federal government significantly 
bolstered activities in conjunction with the ILO, part of the United 
Nations after 1947, fully aware of the agency’s significance in relation to 
 post- war economic and social welfare. In its Declaration of Philadelphia, 
the ILO in fact elaborated upon President Roosevelt’s powerful January 
1944 call for an ‘economic bill of rights’ insisting that all people deserve 
economic security and job opportunities.1 Roosevelt’s New Deal and the 
ILO both supported state regulation of labour standards and broad social 
protections through the idea of ‘social security’. After the war, two former 
New Deal activists, Frieda Miller and Arthur Altmeyer, took advantage 
of ILO support to push for greater, not less, state action in the support 
of workers’ welfare in the United States and abroad. But they attempted to 
make the New Deal global at a time when the direction of US labour and 
social policies took on an increasingly confrontational tone given a politi-
cal environment in the country which was quickly turning away from the 
welfare state.

This chapter describes how ideas central to the United States during the 
New Deal found a new venue for expression in the ILO’s  post- war formula. 
It does so through a focus on a pair of  US–ILO activists, two individuals 
who represented two distinct streams of evolving labour standards poli-
cies: the first related to the development of legal standards on equal wage 
protections and the other to institutionalizing social security. Both forms 
aimed at providing economic security for individuals, whether through 
equal employment standards or the management of social risks. By 1948, 
the ILO had turned in earnest to such issues extending beyond conditions 
in the workplace toward the general social environment. US attention to 
the reconstruction of Europe, along with the larger project of restructur-
ing international economic and political relations, pushed experienced 
New Deal  policy- makers onto the international stage with such pursuits. 
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Many of these same individuals continued to influence US domestic 
policies.

But, as Europe on the whole embraced social democracy, US attitudes 
towards the ILO underwent a series of trials regarding notions of social 
equality and access to opportunity, entangling public welfare disputes 
deep within the dilemmas of US international policy. To elaborate on these 
 battles, and to humanize the  policy- making process, I explore the influences 
and motivations driving two exceptional US social activists as they engaged 
with the ILO.

Frieda S. Miller assumed the directorship of the US Women’s Bureau in 
1945, focusing her efforts on programs to support women workers forced to 
accept certain disadvantageous readjustments in the labour market after the 
war.2 Miller was a noted expert on labour standards laws and part of a group 
of labour feminists who utilized the women’s trade union movement and 
social investigation tactics to see to their legal compliance.3 She had been 
involved with the ILO since 1936, and in conjunction with its  post- war aims 
offered an assessment of equality of opportunity, family security and fair 
wages. In doing so she attempted to push the ILO to reconcile its approach 
to gender disadvantage in the workplace by combining a call for  post- war 
equality of treatment with  long- standing defence of the special burdens of 
the  wage- earning woman, especially mothers facing an increasingly long 
‘double day’. Calling the challenge one faced by ‘workers, homemakers, and 
citizens’,4 Miller simultaneously spoke out to US government officials and 
the broader public on economic justice for  wage- earning women far before 
the ultimate success of the 1963 US Equal Pay Act or the women’s movement 
for equal rights in the late 1960s. She took advantage of the ILO as a resource 
to promote her vision of women’s right to earn amidst dynamic changes 
influencing the  post- war female workforce on an international scale.

Arthur Altmeyer, Commissioner of the Social Security Administration, 
remained the leading US expert on international social security policies 
in the early  post- war years. He offered what he called a ‘philosophy and 
practice’ of social security to fellow US  policy- makers and international 
experts within the ILO, based on a thorough understanding of the US fed-
eral system and the political dynamics that created it.5 As an advocate of 
the ‘Wisconsin School’, Altmeyer supported a version of social insurance 
based on an  earnings- related contribution model, yet one with significant 
government oversight.6 Over the course of his career, he greatly impacted 
the evolution of the US social welfare state. He also ran into major obsta-
cles stemming from the Cold War in his efforts to push for greater state 
involvement. Through the ILO, Altmeyer cooperated with foreign experts 
to develop social security mandates as he formulated ongoing proposals for 
the US programme. He and others in the Federal Security Agency’s Office of 
International Relations also worked to train international experts to design 
and administer social insurance systems abroad.
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174  Globalizing Social Rights

Both Miller and Altmeyer faced significant challenges in terms of their 
ambitions during the early  post- war years and, despite significant agreement 
with many of their allies in the ILO, in the end faced three key constraints 
that shaped their effectiveness. The first involved divisive US views during 
the early years of the Cold War over how best to promote economic security 
for citizens, pitting ‘free market’ capitalism against anything that hinted at 
state socialism. Related to this, though described as a social rather than an 
economic problem, were obstacles to laws on equitable pay and extended 
welfare provision within a federal–state system that proved hesitant to 
regulate social relations in any form. Finally, they faced an unyielding and 
cumbersome national bureaucracy, still struggling to define the  post- war 
priorities of the United States. Once Miller and Altmeyer left the domestic 
stage they both chose to carry on their work in the international realm, 
which offered them far greater latitude in their efforts.

Their engagement within the ILO represented an important trend often 
overshadowed in scholarship assessing the more subversive side of US 
actions abroad during the early Cold War. Often against the grain, these 
individuals worked to realize more systematic guarantees for workers, even 
as social policy in the United States remained burdened by structural, racial 
and gender inequalities. Within the country, powerful lobbies led by con-
servative business groups railed against expensive government social welfare 
initiatives for all, calling these too ‘socialistic’, and positioned the ILO as 
a most subversive supporter.7 Meanwhile, the Soviets themselves chose to 
remain outside the ILO and communist pundits also viciously disparaged 
its work. The Cold War produced many negative consequences, not least 
among them the growth of vast military states, yet the competition between 
economic systems that it codified also created pressures for serious  attention 
to social welfare rights and economic justice. Within the ILO between 1948, 
with its return to Geneva from wartime Montreal, and 1954, the year the 
Soviet Union finally rejoined, the institution engaged over just wages, 
enhanced employment opportunities for women, and social security – and 
Miller and Altmeyer were there promoting a particular US version of these 
rights and justices.

Employment improvements for women: the debate over 
equal pay for equal work

Out of the efforts of Miller and others, the notion of offering equal pay to 
male and female workers in comparable jobs came to the forefront of US 
policy debates in the years following the war. After demobilization, returning 
soldiers flooded the US labour market and working women, who had done 
relatively well in terms of securing  high- paying jobs with benefits  during 
the war, found themselves forced to return to  low- wage ‘women’s trades’. 
Back in the textile mills, laundries and restaurants,  wage- earning women 
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saw their salaries decrease, working conditions decline, and themselves in 
job  categories left unregulated by New Deal wage and hour protections.8 As 
Director of the US Women’s Bureau, Miller was  painfully aware of  conditions 
associated with these jobs. Since the 1920s she had been  fighting to ensure 
greater economic security by way of enhanced employment  opportunities for 
women. The 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act set a  minimum wage throughout 
the country, but had failed to solve the problem of  discretionary wage levels, 
most certainly for occupations such as domestics left outside its coverage.9 
Public policy, in fact, failed to include basic labour  protections for women 
engaged in household paid labour. Meanwhile,  post- war America was rife 
with reactionary effort to ‘put [women] back where they came from’, as one 
cultural commentator put it, through a concerted media ‘attack’ against 
women who needed to work.10

As a labour economist, minimum wage expert and labour rights activist, 
Miller first lobbied for protective regulations and against pay discrimination 
through the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), a coalition of unionists 
and  middle- class reformers sympathetic to the needs of  low- income women 
and families. Part of a second generation of social feminist activism, Miller 
had worked at the famous Hull House social settlement in Chicago, which 
offered social and human services to a primarily immigrant population. 
Although from an upper- middle- class family, through such experiences she 
became aware of the inequities endemic in modern capitalist  economies 
relating to gender and active in the pursuit of policies that would address 
problems relating to the disproportionately unfair  distribution of income. 
She moved on to teach ‘social economics’ at the women’s  college, Bryn 
Mawr, in Pennsylvania, well known in the realm of US reform and civic 
action. Here, she helped organize a Summer School for Women Workers 
in Industry and developed an ideology on women’s economic and 
social justice.11

After making a name for herself as a New York factory inspector, in 
the 1930s Miller became directly involved with the ILO through her col-
league, Frances Perkins.12 She took over for the latter as New York Industrial 
Commissioner after Perkins left for Washington to become the first female 
Secretary of Labor, under US President Franklin Roosevelt. Within the con-
text of the New Deal, Miller contributed to the development of  state- level 
unemployment insurance programmes and – as a main focus throughout 
her career – minimum wage law administration. Simultaneously, she served 
as US government representative to the ILO, raising resolutions at inter-
national labour conferences relating to fair wages.13 After the war, she was 
involved in several ILO commissions, including those on women’s work, 
equal  remuneration and the employment of  home- based domestic  workers. 
Mobilizing support for her efforts, she nurtured relations with US trade 
unions, social reform groups and international specialists on  women’s 
employment, notably Ana Figueroa of Chile and Kerstin Hesselgren of 
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176  Globalizing Social Rights

Sweden. Outreach of this sort across institutional and national boundaries 
was absolutely necessary for Miller since in the early  post- war years the 
Women’s Bureau had diminished resources. Set within the Department of 
Labor, which had its own budgetary difficulties, projects run by the Women’s 
Bureau in particular were consistently under threat.14 Miller therefore took 
advantage of all the help she could garner from the ILO and the trans-
national reform networks it produced to see to it that women advance their 
chances of finding good, secure jobs. Her role as US representative during 
Governing Body debates on the ILO’s  post- war constitution and  association 
with International Labor Office staff, many of whom she had come to 
know in Montreal, meant she exercised a considerable influence on US–ILO 
 relations.15 Through the Correspondence Committee on Women’s Work, 
Miller encouraged her ILO colleagues to address the issue of equal pay.

Due to the work of international feminist lobby, coming from the likes 
of the  Inter- American Commission of Women and female advisers from 
Europe, Australia and China, the UN Charter specifically advocated equal 
rights for men and women.16 The ILO was in the process of an important 
transition period in regard to women’s work as pressure from the UN and 
international women’s groups – part of a  long- standing feminist tension 
over full equality – encouraged the Organization to  re- evaluate its  life- long 
protectionist stance on female employment. UN requests came initially 
from the  Communist- influenced World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), 
relating to both wage protection and equal pay.17 The UN’s Commission for 
the Status of Women meanwhile called upon the ILO to commit to policies 
removing ‘all discrimination based on sex’, yet a faction within qualified 
this request by saying that where standards were particularly low, special 
protection may be necessary to protect the health of women.18 Commenting 
on the failures of the ILO to adequately address the issue, Polish delegates 
also introduced a resolution within the ILO itself, calling for greater 
 attention to equal pay as part of its wages policy at the 1949 International 
Labour Conference in Geneva.19 These propositions directly questioned the 
foundational premise of special labour laws for women and, although the 
Office was actively preparing its stance on equal remuneration, deliberation 
on the subject would take years before the ILO would finally outline new 
international standards. As details moved forward the US Women’s Bureau 
contributed numerous position papers on the economic impact of equal pay 
prepared during US legislative campaigns already under way.20

When the issue was discussed in 1950, the tripartite ILO Committee on 
Equal Remuneration failed to reach significant agreement on potential equal 
pay proposals. Governments were split on the issue and the United States 
itself offered no firm commitment despite Miller’s advocacy, although she 
did claim to have countered several ‘debilitating amendments’ coming from 
her British colleagues that she felt would in the end undermine the propos-
als.21 On the whole, workers’ representatives endorsed a Convention while 
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employers almost unanimously maintained that equal pay for equal work 
was not suitable for international regulation. Lena Ebeling, a human resource 
administrator with the US paint firm  Sherwin- Williams,  eventually swayed 
toward halfhearted support of a Recommendation. Frustration, it appears, 
brought Miller and Ebeling together as cautious allies,  involving what 
Miller saw as a core problem in defining the meaning of equal  remuneration 
for work of equal value.

Despite attempts to explain that US manufacturers based pay scales on 
strictly delineated job categories, Miller found it difficult to correct what 
she interpreted as a misunderstanding among other delegates to the ILO 
 committee on the organization of  mass- production industries.22 A strict 
notion of how implementation would be carried out was for her an  ‘essential 
preliminary to any form of fruitful international wage  discussion’. In neither 
Spain nor France, she explained to government officials in Washington, is 
there an acceptable term for what Americans called ‘job content’, and in 
countries such as India there had been no thorough  nation- wide job analysis 
conducted.23 These complications revealed discrepancies between industri-
alized and  non- industrialized nations, but also in the way the United States 
and European countries conceptualized exact forms of employment. Such 
differences led to a major battle the following year over both the form and 
scope of the regulation proposed.

Wage rates for  large- scale manufacturing in the United States were, on the 
whole, fixed in relation to job specification, but Miller was sceptical about 
whether legal remedies would in the end address the problem of systemic 
gender inequalities. For without strict monitoring, efforts were sure to fail. 
Prior legislation in New York outlawing pay discrimination had proved 
 significantly unenforceable in Miller’s opinion when employers  consistently 
reclassified job descriptions.24 Back home, most government officials were 
less than sanguine about the issue of equal pay in the first place. If US 
 economic justice campaigns made little headway in the immediate  post- war 
period, it was due to countervailing forces that not only called for women 
to return to the home, but worked against the very notion of basic social 
 equality. It was doubtful, a government position paper noted in 1947, 
whether the United States could recognize job opportunity guarantees for all 
within the notion of the ‘right to work’, which was considered ‘incompat-
ible with the principles of private enterprise economy’.25

Even with these difficulties, the International Labour Office moved 
forward on drafting a Convention on equal pay for a vote in 1951.26 Despite 
obstacles confining her own official stance to that consistent with the US 
position overall Miller served as Reporter for the drafting committee. Its 
 vice- chairman, Gullmar Bergenström, a representative for employers from 
Sweden, rightfully noted the sheer complexity of the issue given the distinct 
forms of political economy in the different countries. In discussions Miller 
offered three specific contributions to the norms being established by the 
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178  Globalizing Social Rights

ILO. The first involved careful consideration based on some form of  job- type 
measurement to facilitate greater accountability. The next was to push for a 
Recommendation for methods of application in addition to a Convention 
on general principles. Finally, in agreement with others involved, she 
 advocated outlining a method of determining wages in relation to both 
national laws and private collective bargaining agreements.27

Once the official Conference vote took place, the British, Swiss and Indian 
governments – all of whom had expressed opposition to such regulation – 
abstained rather than voted against the Convention. The largest bloc 
advocating the standards came from Latin America.28 Yet it was in fact the 
Polish government, backed by the Czechs, which pushed for the by far most 
enhanced commitment from member states. In the end these Soviet bloc 
countries complained that the final outcome of the drafted labour codes 
provided no precise measures and no firm obligations. Only ‘full commit-
ment to equal remuneration would fully aid in raising the standards of 
living for the workers of the world,’ the Poles argued. In the early years fol-
lowing the creation of the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100), 
Soviet Bloc countries and continental Western European nations had the 
best records of ratification. The more industrially advanced Latin American 
countries with strong labour movements, such as Mexico, Argentina and 
Brazil, also ratified the Convention early on.29

The US government in the end approved the Convention but, as was 
usual, offered significant reservations during national debates relating to 
the nature of competence within a federal system that offered considerable 
power to individual states.30 Meanwhile, discussions that had taken place in 
Geneva stimulated renewed attention to domestic equal pay  legislation. For 
years, Miller and her allies had been trying to gain support for a Women’s 
Status bill, calling for legal protections against gender discrimination in 
employment and the creation of a national women’s commission to study 
US laws with regard to a policy of equality.31 Miller offered numerous 
 testimonies during this time in which she referred to ILO standards. Before 
Congress she called wage discrimination a threat to the general pay levels of 
all workers, as well as immoral and inefficient.32 She also argued that women 
 wage- earners would benefit from the extension of labour standards to cover 
domestic service worldwide, constituting a large proportion the female 
workforce, though falling outside most legal provisions.33

Given her interest in including domestic workers in the United States 
under labour standards, Miller also became involved with a committee of 
experts that focused specifically on domestic labour globally.34 In her assess-
ment, she expressed hopes that the ILO was entering a new phase of activity 
in addressing the complications of transnational domestic paid labour, but 
criticized member states for their ‘callow assumptions of responsibility in 
a hitherto untouched field’.35 In terms of US national policies, household 
workers were finally incorporated into the US Social Security system in 
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1951, but still barred from most wage and hours regulations. The nature of 
the job’s informal wage relationships, though, continued to disadvantage 
women in terms of contributory retirement funds. On the international 
level, no ILO Convention materialized at that time explicitly dealing with 
domestic workers, although it remained one of the largest employment 
categories worldwide for girls and women. The argument through the ILO 
rested in the notion that all standards, unless expressly excluding domestic 
workers, would cover them in their scope.36 The reality was otherwise, since 
this increasingly undocumented workforce lacked citizenship rights or other 
such work status protections that might include them in labour standards 
legislation.

Returning to the topic of equal pay, US federal legislation on the subject 
did not emerge from these ILO efforts. Still, as Miller’s comments in refer-
ence to the campaigns explain, equal pay’s full significance could only be 
appreciated when ‘faced in relation to the whole of the ILO work in the 
field of wage protection’.37 She and others hoped modern development 
could provide greater opportunity for women throughout the world, but 
remained cognizant that poverty and hardship remained the plight of 
many women, even in the industrialized world. In the US this was the case 
particularly amongst African Americans who worked disproportionately 
in domestic service or other  low- wage occupations. And although ILO 
officials spoke often of progress in the fight for equal wages, severe compli-
cations remained in realizing equity in employment. Along with early 
ratifications coming from Europe and Latin America, Convention 100 con-
tinued to attract global attention and was ratified by many new nations in 
Africa and the Middle East following decolonization. The Convention was 
eventually classified as one of the ILO’s core labour standards; yet it remains 
one of the most common forms of inequality in the workplace and fails to 
fully address the needs of workers in the informal sector. ILO gender activists 
continue to fight for greater opportunities for women and the  conversation 
goes on as to how social rights and employment rights can work together 
to ensure pay equity.

After leaving the Women’s Bureau in early 1953, Miller went to work 
for the ILO’s Expanded Program for Technical Assistance in the Asian 
Region, conducting surveys on conditions facing working women abroad 
and  lecturing on her findings.38 She explained to those back in Geneva 
that her goal was to offer greater attention to women’s place in producing 
and sharing in the wealth of her society by reporting on conditions, defin-
ing problems and ascertaining measures meant to address the challenges 
women faced.39 She outlined the same priorities for women in the US as she 
did internationally, noting there were two kinds of standards –  industrial 
standards and social standards. Among industrial standards, first and 
 foremost, were those dealing with decent working conditions, job training 
and equal pay. Among the social standards Miller stressed services of the 
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180  Globalizing Social Rights

 community such as  child- care, public transportation and access to health 
and education services outside of working hours. She also encouraged those 
she worked with not to isolate the problems of women from more universal 
approaches to health, education and social freedom, ‘all of which they are a 
part’.40 Through the ILO she sought out international support for poli-
cies advocating economic independence of workers as the best approach 
given the circumstances women on the whole faced in the  post- war world. 
Still,  policy- makers focusing on the right to economic stability did so also 
through the emerging concept of ‘social security’.

Internationalizing social security

Arthur Altmeyer served with Miller at several ILO conferences and, by the 
1950s, both had become prominent international social welfare experts. 
During the heady days of the New Deal in the 1930s, Altmeyer had come 
to federal government service to work on unemployment compensation 
and  old- age insurance. Secretary Frances Perkins quickly recruited him into 
the Department of Labor. After serving on the President’s Committee on 
Economic Security, Altmeyer moved to become the leading administrative 
officer of the US Social Security programme, overseeing the burgeoning 
system of  old- age benefits for qualifying retired workers and coordinating 
federal–state grants for unemployment insurance. As a student of institu-
tional labour economics, Altmeyer emerged as a foremost advocate from 
the ‘Wisconsin School’, which he preferred to equate to a loftier ‘Wisconsin 
Idea’. It advocated for Altmeyer and others the informed use of social 
 institutions to better the general welfare of citizens.41 Within this formula 
he remained a  life- long advocate of a  market- based,  earned- right system 
of social insurance as had been developed by his mentor at the University 
of Wisconsin, John R. Commons.42 Recognizing the need for international 
coordination of social security, President Roosevelt sent Altmeyer to lead US 
delegations to ILO regional conferences of the American States during the 
Second World War.

In cooperation with ILO Director John Winant, who also served on the 
US Social Security Board, both men helped develop important and lasting 
ties between the ILO’s Social Insurance Section and US government offices. 
Altmeyer, who eventually replaced Winant as head of the Social Security Board, 
went on to chair the  Inter- American Committee on Social Security, which 
drafted statements on the benefits of international social policy. This 
 ILO- affiliated body influenced the formulation of the general social security 
proposals included within the ILO’s Declaration of Philadelphia.43 After the 
war, Altmeyer sat as an adviser to the UN Social Commission where he pushed 
for greater international action through worldwide social welfare projects. 
President Truman assigned him to oversee preparatory  arrangements for the 
UN International Refugee Organization and he spent months in Geneva 
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in late 1947 while balancing his obligations in Washington.44 There he 
 consulted with ‘old friends’ he knew in the ILO’s Social Insurance Section, 
but also forged relations with other European specialists, such as Pierre 
Laroque, architect of the French social security system. In fact, Laroque 
served with Altmeyer as a fellow officer on the ILO’s Committee of Social 
Security Experts, along with M. B. Knowles from the United Kingdom and 
Gertrude Steinberg of the Netherlands.45

Throughout the years, amid serious controversies surrounding the 
direction of the US system of social security, Altmeyer acted as a public 
spokesman for the US form of contributory,  wage- based social insurance. It 
was this model, as opposed to  state- funded, universal social insurance, that 
he highlighted at international gatherings.46 He worked also to draft ILO 
social security training programmes with ILO social insurance expert 
Maurice Stack, whom he knew from efforts in the Western Hemisphere.47

Within the United States, Altmeyer was considered a social policy inno-
vator, but he was always forced to legitimize social protection as an earned 
right, as opposed to a charitable right. Yet support of human welfare 
through individual economic wellbeing remained for him the aim of social 
security and his personal perspectives often contradict those of his official 
viewpoints. Altmeyer expressed the notion that  wage- loss replacement was 
in no way different than  needs- based funds. ‘Though people sometimes 
hold those rights arising out of contributions as more valid,’ he wrote in 
the reform magazine Survey Graphic in 1945, ‘I do not believe that such a 
distinction can be made.’48 Altmeyer thus pushed for robust social  assistance 
programmes within the ILO while accepting limited forms of social welfare 
at home. As an administrator, he supported many tactical decisions that 
seemed to compromise the description of social security offered in his 
numerous articles and speeches, a testament to the restraints created by 
the US political system and national ideology. Nevertheless, Altmeyer did 
believe that eventually the US social security system would evolve to include, 
for example, comprehensive public health services covering the entire 
national population.49

By 1950, however, he argued that redistributive, uniform pensions would 
lead to ‘economic chaos’, as campaigns against state intervention in the 
economy grew in magnitude.50 US domestic fights led to a visible tension 
between Altmeyer and his critics over the evolution of policy in a country 
obsessed with economic growth and progress. In a comparable sense there 
was a practical tension within the internationalization of the New Deal itself 
as State Department officials warned Altmeyer and others against using the 
UN in the capacity of a ‘do good and spending organization’.51

Undeterred, Altmeyer saw the ILO as a partner in what he called a 
‘tremendous international activity’ within the field of social welfare.52 Over 
the years he exchanged a great deal of information with the International 
Labour Office on organizational and actuarial aspects of social security. 
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Under the auspices of ‘International Services’, Altmeyer’s Social Security 
Administration maintained a significant staff to train fellows and students 
from other countries in social welfare provision.53 These efforts were not 
‘purely technical’ in scope according to his memos, and he reminded those 
within government service that his staff in fact determined the  development 
of general US international policy in this regard.54 He was therefore highly 
active in consultations on programmes with various ILO member nations and 
offered Maurice Stack extensive lists of US experts for possible technical 
assistance projects run through the ILO Office.55

 ILO- affiliated social welfare experts came together, first in Geneva in 
October 1949 and then in Wellington, New Zealand, in February 1950, to 
draft a Convention which would provide what they called a ‘comprehensive 
revision’ of ILO policy. According to an outline presented at the first meet-
ing of experts in 1950, the aim was a ‘new conception’ of social  security 
which would literally transform the world. The ILO was preparing to 
 compile its list of separate social insurance standards into one  wide- ranging 
social security formula.56 The task was significant as the conceptualization 
of social security was still literally a work in progress, even within countries 
such as the United States, New Zealand, Canada and Great Britain that 
had formally adopted the term. Beyond the fact that it encompassed a 
new approach, interpretations on how to move forward generated further 
debate. Social security, no doubt, formed a vital part of a vision puls-
ing through the ILO that called for greater protection of human welfare 
through the management of economic risks. From the perspective of the US 
government, it was important to push for robust social security schemes in 
‘vulnerable’ countries to ‘build up a stable force of urban, industrial work-
ers  internationally’.57 Thus, US views on international social security related 
significantly to preventing social unrest within what they assumed would be 
quickly industrializing settings of the ‘free world’. The vision remained 
 consistent with Roosevelt’s vision of global security, but now with a Cold 
War twist in a decolonizing global arena, and one which stood against 
threats to ‘Western’ capitalism.

Altmeyer and the strategists in the State Department with an eye to Soviet 
influence were not the only ones interested in the ILO’s Convention on 
social security. Charles McCormick, a national business leader serving as 
US employer delegate to the ILO, was dismayed with the  on- going drafting 
process of the Social Security Convention. He accused ILO Office staff of 
changing the text after a vote in committee by revising payment schedules 
and downplaying voluntary plans in its formula, always a vital part of the 
US private–public welfare system. McCormick reacted by alerting US con-
gressional members of the dangers of allowing an outside entity – even an 
 inter- governmental institution – to ‘designate’ federal law.58 A great deal 
of misinformation circulated in the United States about ILO social security 
statements. One angry doctor wrote to liberal Minnesota Democratic Senator 
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Hubert Humphrey, a government representative to the ILO, for explanation 
about a letter he had received from the American Medical Association. With 
the title, ‘ILO Attempts Backdoor to Socialization’, this diatribe claimed 
ratification of the ILO Convention would automatically lead to compulsory 
public health insurance, which was simply incorrect.

Without  US- employer delegation support, nor that of other national 
employers for that matter, delegates to the 1952 International Labour 
Conference passed Convention No. 102, which clarified basic minimum 
standards for national systems surrounding nine branches of social 
security. Ratification required member states to offer proof of competency 
in three of these nine categories: medical care, sickness benefit, unemploy-
ment benefit, employment injury benefit, family allowances, maternity 
care allowances, invalidity pensions and survivor’s pensions. The final 
text necessarily reflected a compromised approach to the policy of social 
 security, allowing ample exceptions but at the same time outlining poten-
tially comprehensive systems through multiple forms of protection. It 
condoned cooperation between public and private insurance programmes, 
offering the option of flexible coverage and benefits rates, and called for 
minimum inclusion of only 50 per cent of all those actively employed 
and their dependents. For ‘less developed’ nations, drafters debated the 
notion of a qualifying benefit period, but in the end endorsed the multiple 
branch form to allow for an evolution within programs, just as national 
environments should.59

The US delegation to the conference in Geneva included several  well-
 known national leaders. Robert Myers, Chief US Social Security Actuary, 
served as US technical expert. For symbolic deference, Frances Perkins, now 
former Secretary of Labor, joined the delegation as another US government 
adviser.60 But even Perkins’ presence, given her avid support of both social 
security and the ILO, failed to quiet US criticism. In light of the proceed-
ings, US business representatives argued that the ILO was attempting to 
exert pressure on matters relating exclusively to national policy (the role 
of the ILO in the first place). Still, such accusations became increasingly 
important over the next several years as US public sentiment against the 
ILO mounted.61 Even government delegates, though they voted in favour 
of the Convention, made it clear they supported bringing the separate 
 sections together and allowing ratification on the basis of only one branch. 
‘Thus, the journey of nine steps would be made starting by one step rather 
than requiring an initial jump of three,’ Altmeyer explained.62 US officials 
realized that they would not be in a position to ratify the Convention since 
only the federal system of  old- age and survivor’s insurance qualified.

In 1952, the fight over the future direction of Social Security in the US hit 
a peak with a new campaign launched by the Chamber of Commerce that 
sought to restructure the domestic programme, pushing it towards greater 
voluntary provision. The system tilted further away from  compreh ensive 
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coverage and definitively excluded medical  protections – moving more and 
more away from the aims of Altmeyer. In the coming years, the US social 
insurance programme expanded coverage to greater numbers, but kept 
occupational restrictions and maintained benefits  proportional to income. 
It also included almost no preventive health services beyond those offered 
to military personnel or war veterans until the 1960s with Medicare and 
Medicaid for the aged and the poor. The 1952 landslide presidential  election 
of Republican Dwight Eisenhower in fact put a stop to the  expansion of 
New  Deal- style social welfare. Ending twenty years of Democratic rule, 
Eisenhower supported a Social Security system that remained limited 
in scope as a matter of principle. Meanwhile, legislators reminded civil 
 servants such as Altmeyer that Social Security was not a social contract, but 
a  ‘statutory right’ always subject to future legislation.63

The shift in parties forced Altmeyer and several others intimately familiar 
with the activities of the ILO to leave US government service. But he con-
tinued to sustain his advocacy for international social policy. He travelled 
to Turkey, Iran, Pakistan and Peru as an adviser in the development of 
social welfare systems and led international training seminars.64 Altmeyer 
remained convinced that western democracies, by supporting the ‘intimate 
dignity of all humans’, could work to demonstrate that human misery was 
not inevitable.65 Social welfare projects, including social security systems for 
developing countries, could be designed and run by a new technical class 
of policy administrators. These specialists, including those from developing 
nations themselves, were to be trained through the ILO.66

The ILO’s Minimum Standards of Social Security Convention resulted 
from a great compromise mediated by international experts; it included sig-
nificant influence from the United States. It accepted Altmeyer’s ‘restricted’ 
form of social protection alongside the option of more universal application 
as enumerated by the Beveridge Plan in Britain, for example. Its full scope 
of benefits applied to the economically active population of an admit-
tedly industrial workforce, thus making it less applicable to developing 
economies. Despite a rather disappointing history in terms of ratifications, 
though, we should not underestimate the importance of the moment that 
led to its drafting as an expansion of earlier ILO labour standards into the 
realm of social welfare and human rights. Early ratifications came from 
Scandinavian countries and the United Kingdom, as nations quickly devel-
oping robust  post- war social welfare systems. These were soon followed by 
the Federal Republic of Germany and Austria, both with a long history of 
social insurance. Another surge of ratifications came decades later, after the 
fall of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, by former Eastern bloc nations, 
several which had been present for the debates in 1952.67 The Convention 
never proved appropriate for most decolonizing countries and only six 
Latin American nations ever ratified it, including Brazil in 2009 which 
brought the final number of ratifications to 47. The United States not only 

Globalizing Social Rights : The International Labour Organization, 1940-70, edited by Sandrine Kott, and Joëlle
         Droux, International Labour Office, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1590992.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 12:38:01.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 In

te
rn

at
io

na
l L

ab
ou

r O
ffi

ce
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



US New Deal Social Policy Experts and the ILO   185

failed to ratify Convention No. 102 but after 1953 failed to ratify any ILO 
Convention again until 1988.68

The Soviet Union rejoined the ILO in 1954, marking an end of an era 
and moving quickly into another that garnered far less US support towards 
the ILO and social security rights. In the past, experts understood this shift 
in terms of mounting Cold War rivalries, which is certainly an important 
part of the explanation.69 Another core factor centred on distinct US views 
that focused exclusively on aggregate prosperity as opposed to individual 
social welfare. Industrial relations and personnel management special-
ists replaced New Dealers as US representatives to  inter- governmental 
bodies. These new experts gained attention within domestic intellectual 
circles as the doyens of late-1950s American modernization theory. This 
next generation of US internationalists focused on economic growth as 
a main priority as opposed to social reform.70 Miller and Altmeyer found 
themselves relegated from power within the United States but were not 
restricted from a larger debate on international humanitarianism through 
the ILO or other United Nations bodies. Within these venues the fight 
between communism and capitalism spilled over into a battle between 
social democracy and a US liberal individualism. These contests remained 
significant to the ILO in terms of mobilizing state action for the purpose 
of human welfare.
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