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What’s in a Living Standard? 
Bringing Society and Economy 
Together in the ILO and the League 
of Nations Depression Delegation, 
1938–1945
Patricia Clavin

In 1919, the Paris Peace Conference created two organizations dedicated to 
the international economic and social  co- ordination of the world’s political 
economy. The first was overt, the International Labour Organization (ILO); 
the second was an almost accidental outgrowth of the agency of the states 
and interest groups assembled in Paris. It emerged by a process of evolution 
and accretion as a result of the financial and economic crises which swept 
the world economy in the wake of war, although it, too, eventually took on 
the soubriquet of ‘organization’: the Economic and Financial Organization 
(EFO) of the League. The history of the League of Nations and the ILO was 
an entangled one, although the latter was not officially part of the League, 
and at the hour of their birth each was understood as a distinct organization 
with a discrete mission. This was made clear in their constitutions which 
were drafted independently by different commissions, which assigned the 
ILO and the League very separate functions in the architecture of inter-
national relations in 1919.

In the 1920s, the ILO was famed for its  left- leaning director, Albert 
Thomas, and its socially progressive agenda, while the EFO became prima-
rily associated with the reconstruction of central and eastern Europe, and 
its promotion of economic and financial values and policies associated with 
reconstruction of the international gold standard and free trade.1 This chap-
ter, however, seeks to tell a story not of rivalry but  co- operation. At its heart 
is the work of the  long- forgotten Depression Delegation, an investigative 
committee put together by the League of Nations in which the ILO was a 
key member. Here there emerged a network of expertise on the international 
economic history of the interwar period with a shared policy vision for the 
future. The delegation investigated how countries around the world had 
fought the economic and financial crisis, and sought to put forward a series 
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234  Globalizing Social Rights

of practical measures to be implemented by states and international organi-
zations to help fight this scourge in the future. This work did not end with 
the outbreak of the Second World War, but rather formed the basis of League 
and ILO efforts to shape international reconstruction in its wake.

The architecture of international economic relations

In 1919, the ILO’s primary mandate was the promotion of ‘Lasting Peace 
through Social Justice’ and the ‘social’ was framed in the absence of a direct 
articulation of the ‘economic’. As the contribution from Ingrid Liebeskind 
Sauthier (Chapter 4) in this volume demonstrates, however, this distinction 
was more cosmetic than real for the ILO. Albert Thomas and his colleagues 
did not accept this disjunction of the social from the economic; nor did it 
reflect the perspective of communist, socialist and trade union activists of 
all political hues who saw the exploitation of labour as the defining feature 
of modern capitalism. These groups looked to the agency of the ILO both 
to redress the social impact of capitalism and to challenge its mores. In the 
architecture of international relations erected after the First World War, 
however, the articulation of the ‘social’, and the institutional framework 
which held the ILO at arm’s length from the League marked a peculiar 
uncoupling of the ‘social’ from the ‘economic’ in the political economy in a 
variety of ways. It stood in sharp contrast to the close relationship between 
the social and economic in the internationalist reforming movements of the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. In 1919, however, the internationalist 
politics of Woodrow Wilson’s ‘new world order’ framed a new differentia-
tion in international politics between the ‘social’ on the one hand, and the 
‘economic and financial’ on the other.

The First World War may have extended the obligations for economic 
security between citizens and the state, but it took time for this expecta-
tion to reshape Wilson’s League which stressed open diplomacy (inimical 
to the world’s central bankers and international financiers) and the primacy 
of national sovereignty. At the Paris Peace Conference this translated in 
the institutional structure of the League into a widespread aversion among 
the most powerful  nation- states, and the central bankers, who were an 
 important influence on monetary and economic policy, to accept an eco-
nomic and financial dimension to the League of Nations’ work. Instead of 
state action it was argued the world economy would ‘self-right’ through the 
unfettered operation of market forces. But the  laissez- faire approach came 
under immediate and dramatic challenge from two directions: the descent 
of much of central and eastern Europe into  hyper- inflation and economic 
disintegration which challenged the viability of the new  nation- states the 
League had helped to construct; and the polemical pen of John Maynard 
Keynes, who challenged the League to address it directly in his  best- selling 
book The Economic Consequences of the Peace.2
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What’s in a Living Standard?  235

The result, in 1920, was the creation of the Economic and Financial Section 
within the Secretariat of the League, an agency whose primary remit was 
the collection, collation and dissemination of data on the world economy. 
Shortly afterwards, this  intelligence- gathering unit was supplemented by the 
creation of a Joint Provisional Economic and Financial Committee, compri-
sing  government- appointed representatives from the world of academia, 
private finance and government. Although novel within the League and a 
pioneering institution for global economic  co- ordination, the agency built 
on important practices and networks of the past, notably among the allied 
and associated powers of the First World War, and the banking networks 
that sustained the operation of the gold standard and the dissemination 
of international capital. (The origins of the ILO similarly reached into the 
pre-First World War history of internationalism.)3 Its mandate, size and 
membership continued to evolve over the next ten years, although because 
these were set by the League, excluded more nations than the ILO although 
the USA agreed to participate in aspects of its work after 1927. Given the role 
of the USA in the world economy, this was crucial.4

The onset of the Great Depression in 1929 and the disintegration of 
the League’s political mission after 1931 transformed its prospects. The 
economic and financial wing of the League was reorganized and what 
became known as its Economic and Financial Organization grew in size and 
ambition. For much of this early history, the ILO served as an important 
counterpoint to the League in the field of economics and finance. But the 
Great Depression caused the issues and policies ascribed in 1919 under the 
distinct headings of ‘social’, ‘economic’ and ‘financial’ to shift. It brought 
both the structures and the policies advocated by the League of Nations and 
the International Labour Organization closer together, and provided the 
locus of change for a radically different form of  peace- making during and 
after the Second World War.

This did not happen overnight and important, sometimes creative, 
tensions between the two agencies remained unresolved throughout the 
lifetime of the League. This topic is far too large to do it justice here. Rather, 
this chapter will use the history of the League of Nations’ Depression 
Delegation, established in 1938, to demonstrate how far these two organza-
tions travelled from the enmity evident in their early history by exploring 
how their contribution to the new architecture of economic relations estab-
lished after 1944 with a shared focus on rising standards of living for all 
emerged as a central theme. Both organizations also came to argue that the 
ideas of deficit finance should be widely accepted as essential to the armoury 
of the  nation- state and to policies advocated by the international organiza-
tions which attempted to facilitate  co- ordination and  co- operation against 
the evils of economic depression.

In the 1920s, there is no doubting some of the mutual hostility and 
 suspicion which dogged ILO and EFO relations. It emanated from the EFO’s 
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236  Globalizing Social Rights

early economic orthodoxy (gold standard membership facilitated by central 
bank  co- operation and the primacy of free trade), and the ILO’s determina-
tion to promote the welfare of workers and to promote the redistribution 
of the world’s wealth. There was also an element of envy in the Economic 
and Financial Section’s view of the ILO. Unlike the EFO, the ILO was not 
bound by the constitutional priority accorded to the Assembly and Council 
in the League to determine its schedule of work, it had a wider membership, 
notably enjoying American participation at many levels of its activities, and 
had greater financial resources at its disposal. Its  tri- cameral structure and 
network of local offices also ensured the ILO secured the regular engage-
ment of business groups and the legitimacy this also afforded the ILO over 
EFO who actively sought the engagement of business groups and financiers, 
albeit with limited success. Until the convocation of the World Economic 
Conference under the auspices of the League in 1927, the EFO’s engage-
ment with business circles was neither as consistent nor as sustained as that 
of the ILO. It had to rely on business organizations’ and financiers’ largely 
voluntary response to their calls for economic and financial intelligence. 
The Economic and Financial Section, the secretariat of the EFO and its 
intellectual powerhouse, may have been keen promoters of the free market 
and orthodox economics, but they were also civil servants who wanted to 
expand their power base to ensure their ‘invisible hand’ could be felt on the 
tiller of the world economy. (This sentiment was an important driving force 
behind various movements to change the functioning of the League in the 
1930s which culminated in the EFO’s support for the reform of the League 
embodied in the work of the Bruce Report of 1939.)5

The impact of the Great Depression

In the early 1930s, the Great Depression and the economic nationalism that 
followed in its wake demonstrated to the EFO more strongly than ever before 
the need to ‘manage’ the global free market economy. It is not possible here 
to do justice to the host of innovations, intellectual, political and structural, 
spawned by this recognition. However, the competitive,  co- operative and 
creative dynamic of the EFO’s relationship with the ILO during the 1930s 
can be glimpsed through the work of the Depression Delegation which ran 
from 1938 until 1944.

The theoretical work of Bertil Ohlin in 1931, Gottfried Haberler between 
1934 and 1937, and later the empirical studies of Jan Tinbergen after 1937 
established the League’s intellectual credentials in the field of cyclical crises.6 
This was cemented by the October 1937 resolution by the League assembly 
that the EFO undertake a study on measures ‘for preventing or mitigating eco-
nomic depressions’, which prompted the Council at its 100th session to set 
up a special delegation on economic depressions in January 1938.7 Following 
on from the pattern established by the League’s Mixed Committee on the 
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What’s in a Living Standard?  237

Problem of Nutrition, which prioritized  cross- sectional  co- operation within 
the League and its ‘sister organizations’, the LNHO and the ILO, the Council 
agreed that the delegation’s membership should also comprise ‘insiders’ 
and ‘outsiders’. The ‘insiders’ from the Financial Committee were Frederick 
Phillips, a civil servant from the British Treasury, and the committee and dele-
gation chairman, Winfield Riefler, an American economist, the Finn Risto 
Ryti and from the Economic Committee the Australian economic polymath, 
Frank McDougall. Carter Goodrich, the American economist and member of 
the ILO was also appointed, an ‘outsider’ to the EFO, but was familiar to Riefler 
and other EFO members and the ILO’s new American Director, John Winant. 
ILO personnel were also essential to the enquiry, especially Goodrich on 
the issue of public works as he was serving also as the Chairman of the ILO’s 
International Public Works Committee at the time, and the ILO’s preemi-
nent statistician, Hans Staehle, for expertise on unemployment figures.8 
Harold Butler, Director of the ILO, also attended a number of meetings 
although this was not widely publicized. Not only were the personnel  well-
 known to the League team; so too, of course, were the ILO’s publications 
and its approach to combating the Great Depression, notably its expertise 
on national and international public works schemes.9,10

The final members of the delegation were officially were designated 
‘outside experts’: the Austrian economist Oskar Morgenstern (sometime 
employee of the Economic Intelligence Service), the Swedish Economist 
Bertil Ohlin, who had worked on the first League enquiry into the impact 
of business cycles, and the Deputy Governor of the Banque de France and 
Treasury official, Jacques Rueff, who had represented the French government 
at numerous  inter- governmental meetings hosted by the League. It was more 
than apparent that despite their designation as ‘outsiders’, all these men were 
 well- known to the EFO having served the institution in a variety of capacities 
over the years. What they had in common was a commitment to the League 
and to international  co- ordination. What they did not share was an agreed 
view on what caused economic crises or how they should be tackled.

The participants in the Depression Delegation were men who were associ-
ated with variety of schools of economic thought, ranging from the highly 
orthodox to more radical Keynesian, demonstrating the degree to which 
labels like orthodox and Keynesian are problematic in this fluid context. 
So too is the scholarly tendency to identify nations with particular strands 
of economic policy: interventionist and  non- interventionist policy propos-
als had emerged in countries across the world in response to the Great 
Depression, often informed in relation to one another’s experiences of 
national policy; their implementation, however, depended on the particular 
constellation of political forces, as the different outcomes of the German 
and British governmental responses to the Great Depression, for example, 
illustrated.11 Individual economists’ positions on key questions were also 
prone to change during the lifetime of the Depression Delegation’s work.
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238  Globalizing Social Rights

Determining the answers to these and allied questions lay at the heart of 
discussions among the Delegation and with others, who included the most 
prominent economists of the Economic and Financial Sections (merged into 
single section during the lifetime of the Depression Delegation): the head 
of section, Alexander Loveday; the Canadian Louis Rasminsky; the Estonian 
Ragnar Nurkse; the Swede Arthur Rosenborg; the Pole Grzegorz Frumkin; 
the Briton James Meade; the Dutchman Tjalling Koopmans; the Frenchman 
René Charron and the American Royall Tyler, who joined the League as a 
temporary expert after service as a League Commissioner in Hungary. In a 
variety of ways, the expertise and experience of smaller economies, espe-
cially vulnerable to the ebb and flow of the global economic tide, notably 
those of central and eastern Europe, was especially well represented in the 
Delegation.

On the surface, the Delegation was a response to the a new threat of 
global depression as the world economy, still in the stranglehold of high 
tariffs and quotas and now threatened by war, turned down dramatically 
at the end of 1937. But the Economic and Financial Section of the League, 
also consciously intended the Delegation to serve as a bridge between the 
League’s past, as an organization more directly threatened by the world’s 
descent into war than the ILO, and the future of the League or any succes-
sor organization. The Depression Delegation was to become the means by 
which the section could organize and interrogate its economic interpretation 
of the Great Depression, learn to reconcile its understanding of economic 
science with a deeper appreciation, with the help of the ILO, of how the 
‘dismal  science’ related to society, and to package these findings in lessons 
of history intended to spare the world from the worst ravages of economic 
depression in the future. As the delegation’s draft report of June 1939 put it, 
the delegation addressed ‘itself primarily to methods of preventing and miti-
gating depressions [offering] . . . an exposition of policies which might have 
the effect of keeping business activities on a more even keel i.e. reducing 
the amplitude of the trade cycle’.12 As the international context changed, 
so these lessons were reshaped by the preoccupation with war and  post- war 
reconstruction, forming the background to some  twenty- five major reports 
produced by the Economic and Financial Section between 1942 and 1945, 
some but not all authored in collaboration with the ILO.

The view from the Depression Delegation

In February 1938, the Delegation began with a call to League and ILO 
member and  non- member states to provide information on policies adopted 
to effect economic recovery since 1929.13 The first formal meeting of 
the delegation opened on 29 June 1938, but before then a whirlwind of 
materials circulated between its members and the Economic and Financial 
Organization of the League. These included a huge number of working 
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What’s in a Living Standard?  239

papers by members of the EFO and the ILO which had been in development 
for some time. The materials were divided into three parts: part A, relating 
to ‘Economic Depressions and Economic Structure’; part B, entitled ‘Policies 
Directed Towards Greater Stability of Total Demand’; part C, ‘Policies 
Specifically Directed towards Greater Stability in Capital Formation’; and 
part D, ‘Policies Specially Relevant to States Producing Primary Products’. 
There are many documents which strike a note of extraordinary relevance 
to the challenges facing the world economy today, which is undergoing 
arguably its greatest difficulties since the Second World War. Section B, for 
example, included item VI, ‘The Control of Speculation’, which highlighted 
the challenges and dangers it posed for the world economy, and suggesting 
it should be controlled, inter alia, by raising the margin requirements when 
share prices were high, with the US Securities Exchange Act of 1934 serving 
as the appropriate model.

From the outset, the Delegation was clear that one looked in vain ‘for any 
cut- and- dried solutions to the problems applicable in all circumstances’. The 
causes of economic depressions were too manifold and ‘complex to permit 
easy generalisations’.14 By 1944, after the Delegation’s reports and findings 
had been transformed into two major overviews of the world economy: The 
Transition from War to Peace Economy and Economic Stability and the  Post- War 
World. But its cautionary note on the contingent and episodic character 
of international economic relations remained; indeed it was amplified 
despite the newly founded organizations for international  co- operation 
at Dumbarton Oaks and Bretton Woods. Despite the advancements and 
achievements of economics in the Second World War, the world needed to 
remain ever vigilant of the threat of depressive forces and shocks, and flex-
ible in their response to them. ‘They have many causes. They vary in nature, 
and may require the adoption of different policies on different occasions. 
There is no single simple remedy or specific.’15 The one constant was that 
they were international phenomena the response to which required inter-
national  co- ordination that was mediated where possible by international 
organizations.

What is striking in this chapter’s condensed rendition of the research and 
intellectual labour of the Delegation is the very lucid and sustained focus 
on the need for  co- ordination on all levels in the world economy. The ILO 
made a powerful case in the Depression Delegation meetings that its activi-
ties related to public works demonstrated that  co- ordination was not just an 
empty ideal, but could become a lived reality. For the League, on the other 
hand, it was clear that by the late 1930s, the ‘world economy’ was no empty 
phrase, but a concept which framed topics such as the strategic role of 
investment, issues of primary production, and the means by which booms 
and depressions were communicated through different economies around 
the world.16 Indeed, the flexibility of the approach stood the Delegation’s 
work in good stead as it used the report and associated papers as a base from 
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240  Globalizing Social Rights

which to develop policy documents during the Second World War. The cen-
tral theme was a well established one within the EFO: the importance and 
responsibility ‘of the great industrial countries’ to the position of the smaller 
ones that, without access to international reserves and resources of all kinds, 
‘were forced to seek shelter’ in restrictive national economics which had 
helped to shatter ‘the weakened fabric of world economic relationships’.17 
The 1944 report Economic Stability and the  Post- War World was sensitive to 
the inequalities of wealth within as well as between countries: the more 
equal the distributions of income between groups in society, the greater the 
stabilizing effect on the national economy. The tension could be eased by 
close government focus on ‘the  lower- income groups … by increasing their 
productivity or their purchasing power’.18 This global economic perspective 
was enhanced by the contribution of the ILO’s ‘social’ perspective which 
articulated the responsibility of societies’ wealthier members to those far 
more numerous but far less wealthy, and those whose powers to consume 
were significantly less than their own.

In 1938–39, the Depression Delegation placed the need to increase  living 
standards through consumption, not production, at  centre- stage of its 
agenda: how consumption might be facilitated, sustained and managed to 
fight depression. Consumer economies, it argued, were in the longer term 
more equal, prosperous and stable than competitor models (the implied 
examples here were Nazi Germany and the USSR). This emphasized the 
relationship between consumption and stability, and signified the end of 
the gradual shift in the League’s economic thought over the previous fifteen 
years; every economy should be understood as a consumer economy. In a 
global context, this reinforced the particular responsibilities the League and 
the ILO invested in the world’s major industrial countries.19

Of course, it was not just economies which were subject to the new 
typology of ‘consumption’ and ‘production’, but the people in them. The 
semantic shift was one of the ways the ILO and the EFO were able to over-
come some of the historic enmity in their relations, where in the past the 
ILO’s emphasis on ‘workers’ posed an ideological challenge to the EFO by 
raising the spectre of socialism and the command economy that ‘consum-
ers’ did not. That said, in 1938  co- operation between the ILO and the EFO 
in the Depression Delegation did not get off to an auspicious start. There 
was some early confusion as to who would represent the ILO, and with a 
question mark over which aspect of ILO concerns would be highlighted 
in particular. The answer was obvious given its expertise and advocacy of 
public works, especially in the wake of the ILO conference recently devoted 
to the topic.20 Public works, of course, had been a topic of contention in 
the EFO’s relations with the ILO in the past, notably when the latter had 
fought hard to get the issue of public works accorded a higher priority in 
the meeting of the World Economic Conference in 1933. In the Depression 
Delegation, the Economic and Financial Section attempted to neutralize the 
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What’s in a Living Standard?  241

issue by recourse to a ‘scientific approach’ and by the attempt to ‘summarize 
a discussion and not advocate a thesis’. The Delegation’s approach was to 
‘set out in systematic form some of the views expressed by economists in 
recent years on public works as an instrument of business cycle policy’.21 
But the discussion at the delegation meetings and the findings of its final 
report demonstrated how far members of the delegation had come towards 
a shared view of the  political economy.

Memoranda on public works schemes collated and assessed by the ILO, 
details of work undertaken by its Labour Office, and the ILO bulletin were 
circulated to members of the delegation and incorporated by Ohlin into his 
lengthy memoranda on Depression Policy that formed the basis of discus-
sions in seven private meetings held in June 1938, six meetings in November 
1938, and a final clutch of meetings in July 1939. As with so many other 
items on the agenda, Haberler sought to direct the discussion each time a 
new issue appeared on the agenda. Especially striking was the discussion of 
public works schemes. The delegation adopted the ILO’s prescribed defini-
tion to mean ‘any measures taken by or through a Government (national, 
regional and local) to increase the output of capital construction industries 
like building, engineering and shipbuilding’. Haberler sought to dilute 
the attention that might be given to public works by arguing that ‘the 
important point was to stress the financing of public works and to show 
the connection between public works and other measures. [. . .] Public 
works programmes were only effective when they created a deficit’. But the 
other economists, including those long associated with the League, ignored 
Haberler’s manoeuvrings. Those economists less associated with or shaped 
by the Austrian school always fought back, led by Ohlin, Rasminsky, Riefler 
and, for the ILO, Carter Goodrich, the American Chairman of the ILO’s 
Governing Body. These men were alive to Haberler’s ploy to deflect discus-
sion away from public works and insisted on exploring the issue in depth, 
stressing that while the manner of finance was important, so too was the 
public works model chosen and the context in which it operated. In the 
end, most of the experts followed Goodrich and the ILO’s line on this, draw-
ing on the work explored by Liebeskind Sauthier in its categorization of the 
labour market and how it would be affected by public works. Unsurprisingly 
given his credentials as a Keynesian thinker before Keynes’s economic ideas 
had become identified as an ‘ism’, Ohlin offered a robust and nuanced con-
sideration of the variety of questions opened up by public works: how to 
treat the variable quantity of skilled labour; the difference between private 
and public involvement in public works; the question of planning public 
works for periods of boom as well as depression.22

Ohlin became most animated, however, on the question of the relation 
of the ‘public imagination’ to the topic. It was simply ‘deplorable’, he said, 
that there remained ‘too great a tendency to regard  anti- depression policy 
as a public works policy. [. . .] Economic policy should be  many- sided, and 
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242  Globalizing Social Rights

public works would then not loom so large’ nor have such an adverse affect 
on state finances and ‘so cause credit complications’.23 This frustration 
with public opinion chimed, of course, with a widely held disappointment 
within the League secretariat and the ILO over their inability to get their 
message across more generally as to the values of internationalism. When 
it came to combating the depression through public works, members of the 
EFO secretariat, and the ILO, believed governments, businessmen and fin-
anciers needed to have a better understanding of the value of public works 
and social insurance, while workers needed to understand the central con-
tribution made by budgetary deficits in the fight against depression. Indeed, 
one of the puzzles was that public opinion was prepared to tolerate budget 
deficits when it came to waging war – as the mounting deficits in Europe 
now made clear – when many had been so resistant in the early 1930s when 
it had come to fighting economic depression and social hardship.

Expert opinion from the EFO and the ILO was in agreement that in times 
of depression budget deficits were inevitable; indeed if managed cor-
rectly they were the most efficacious  depression- busting tool available to 
 governments, and most agreed (Haberler aside) that public works were a 
vital part of the arsenal against depression. For the most part, however, 
the  inter- governmental representatives on the committee took a rather 
different view. Ryti was against both public works and deficits; Rueff was 
also famously against both, which made him the butt of some of Ohlin’s 
off- the- cuff remarks against the dinosaurs of economic science; and Phillips, 
demonstrating the gradual reach of Keynesianism in the British Treasury, 
was now much more in favour of deficits than he had been in League 
 discussions earlier in the 1930s, but he remained sceptical as to the efficacy 
of public works.24

A wider conclusion of the growing expert consensus was that public 
opinion needed to be better educated as to basic economic policy, a cate-
gory which included general and elite opinion – politicians, civil servants, 
bankers, businessmen, journalists and trade unionists. This preoccupation 
connected to the wider aspiration within the EFO at least, to reconnect and 
to revive the popular enthusiasm that had accompanied the founding of 
the League and the ILO that partly inspired McDougall to persistently argue 
that the Depression Delegation, like other strands of the League and indeed 
the ILO’s activity, should explore and articulate policies that improved the 
‘living standards’ (niveaux de vie) for its citizens. To this end, the Economic 
Committee set up a  sub- committee to study ‘Standards of Living’ which 
met in December 1938, comprising members of the EFO, the ILO and with 
the  special assistance of the British economist Noel Hall, who submitted a 
memo on the subject for their consideration.25 The  sub- committee drew 
heavily on the work on the ILO’s work in the field that had been sponsored 
by the department store magnate Henry Filene and the Ford Corporation 
between 1929 and 1931.26
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During the lifetime of the Depression Delegation, the ILO’s misgivings 
about whether the organization was right to adopt what was seen in the 1920s 
as an American obsession with a materially orientated ‘standard of living’ set 
against what was viewed as a European sensitivity instead to the ‘manner 
of life’ was lost to history, although the French government still continued 
to oppose the emphasis on ‘living standards’.27 Rather, the ILO’s 1929–1931 
enquiry and subsequent work was ‘in the nature of a pre-requisite’, with the 
ILO and EFO officials sensitive both to its conceptual, practical (shortfalls in 
data) and geographical limitations. Indeed, working in collaboration with 
EFO’s secretariat and the League’s Economic Intelligence Service (EIS) now 
provided the ILO with the opportunity to take the study further. Staehle and 
J. W. Nixon endorsed Hall’s call for the League to make use of interesting 
work being done on production and consumption in China and Africa, and 
the need, where possible, to roll together cultural preference, a notion of 
physical wellbeing with the development of some sort of transferable notion 
of a basic standard of living that would both facilitate and be guaranteed by 
the  re- opening of the international economy.28

By 1938, officials of the ILO and the EFO in the Depression Delegation 
no longer argued over the dichotomy between an American conception 
of the good life that consisted of a decent income for lots of people spent 
individually by purchasing all the goods that enabled them to live comfort-
ably, and European notions that emphasized a  non- market approach to the 
‘manner’, not standard or cost, of living, a rhetoric that stressed quality, taste 
and preference as much as quantity.29 As the British professor of  industrial 
relations John Hilton put it in a review of the ILO 1929–1931 study, ‘the 
fantasy of a universal identical basic budget’ was sorely tested by the ‘French 
worker [who] inclines to wine, coffee and veal, where the English worker 
fancies beer, tea and bacon’.30 Rather, discussions on living standards in 
the Depression Delegation sought to roll together living standards and the 
notion of human wellbeing by widening both the focus from material to 
physical wellbeing, and from urban European workers to include rural and 
agricultural workers and the unemployed.31

This position adopted in the working papers of the Depression Delegation 
was best articulated by McDougall who argued it was essential to ‘place 
the question of the standard of living in the forefront of their approach 
to world economic problems . . . [here] they would find the key to the 
whole problem’. When couched in national terms, ‘it was impossible to 
separate the question of national unity from that of the standard of living 
of the poorer sections of the population’. The ‘nations’ in McDougall’s mind 
were implicitly western democracies where, in countries such as Britain, the 
challenge had become explicit as world war loomed. The offer to improve 
standards of living was central to governments’ efforts to secure consent 
for the war. But the implication of his argument was that this recogni-
tion needed to be expanded onto a global scale, and the challenge tackled 
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 rationally, giving ‘prominence to the mobilizing potentialities of production 
and  consumption’, and of ‘making the voice of the consumer more effec-
tive’. This work also had to be coupled with efforts being made by the League 
of Nations Health section on the development of physiological standards, 
with the challenge of determining standards of ‘housing and clothing’ still 
awaiting attention. Consumption therefore was understood as a physiologi-
cal as well as economic necessity. The public had to be made ‘conscious of 
the consequences of inadequate consumption’ by ‘for example, statistics of 
mortality rates’. In McDougall’s words, it was their responsibility to ‘evolve 
new technical methods of “getting knowledge across”: a process for the 
translation of these studies into general terms comprehensible to the public. 
There could be no more effective way of fostering economic  co- operation 
between peoples’.32

The global breadth of McDougall’s vision was striking. It heralded what 
became a preoccupation with development economics that went on to 
distinguish both his career and those of many others employed by the 
Economic and Financial Section of the League and the ILO in the  post- war 
period. McDougall argued that state policies to increase consumption in 
periods of depression would improve the economic standing and political 
stability of deeply impoverished  primary- producing countries, increasing 
also their ability to take on important manufactures and thereby enhancing 
the sense of global community. Interestingly, the Delegation, in keeping with 
other aspects of the League’s economic work, while differentiating between 
developed and  under- developed economies, rarely described them or sought 
to measure in depth imperial or colonial economic connections. In this 
sense, the world economy of the League was a space in which colonies and 
members of the British Commonwealth could be sovereign – the treatment 
of India, Australia, Canada and the Irish Free State all demonstrated this.

Equally noteworthy given the crisis in international relations in 1938–39 
and the promotion of technocratic solutions to the challenge of inter national 
economic coordination at Bretton Woods was McDougall’s emphasis that 
the focus on consumption would also revitalize international democracy. 
This was an inherent if problematic element of the League’s covenant and 
the ILO’s drive for social justice. By concentrating on the standard of liv-
ing, these organizations would also ‘do much to enable the consumer to 
make his voice heard with effect’.33 Here, then, the ‘standard of  living’ was 
transformed from a means to categorize economic output to one which 
compared nations rich and poor, and used to disseminate economic knowl-
edge to the wider world. Daniel Maul has demonstrated how for the ILO 
‘the poor’ of the colonial world remained objects of ILO agency in the 
articulation and practice of its development policy, emerging only as active 
participants in shaping policies to suit their interpretation of their needs in 
the latter part of the 20th century.34 But McDougall’s emphasis was rather 
different. The application of capitalist market economics to the related 
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issues of consumption and development for him meant the ‘consumer’ 
could articulate his or her preferences to the market, to governments and 
to international organizations. As well, he equated the promotion of con-
sumption to access to a wider set of choices. There were obvious drawbacks 
to this proposition, but the question it sought to answer – how was the 
global  citizen to make his or her voice heard above the din of market forces, 
 managed or otherwise – was and remains a pertinent one.

The work of the Depression Delegation, with its detailed exploration of 
the ‘Measures Recently Proposed With a View to Preventing and Mitigating 
Depressions’ and all the attendant documentation it produced attempted 
to address large and fundamental questions about international economic 
relations and to provide a future roadmap for  policy- makers, national and 
international alike. It was a roadmap of  socio- economic issues drawn onto a 
primarily capitalist world economy, and an exploration of their relationships 
to one another. The map did not offer any clearcut, easy routes. However, 
after twenty years of persistent economic crises of every kind, the Delegation 
implicitly agreed that they had worked out at least what questions to ask. 
Indeed, it expected answers to differ in the future to those which it prof-
fered during and after the Second World War because the context would 
be different. The policy solutions were bound to vary because economies, 
societies and economic science was defined by change: ‘each period of pros-
perity and depression is an historical individual’ the Delegation argued; or 
as Haberler put it, is ‘embedded in a  social- economic structure of its own’.35 
But the threat and challenges posed by economic depression would remain. 
In 1944, the group proposed the creation of a permanent ‘Depression 
Delegation’. It was to be independent, and ensure that the world would 
remain ever vigilant to the threat of depressive forces and shocks, and flex-
ible in its response. This lesson was  hard- learned from the 1920s and 1930s, 
but it was easily forgotten both with the threat of Cold War and in the age of 
prosperity enjoyed by some in the immediate  post- war decades. It was only 
when the world of the early 21st century proved so much more vulnerable 
to economic crisis than enthusiasts for unfettered capitalism ever imagined 
that many of the ideas embodied in the  co- operation of the ILO and the EFO 
resurfaced once more. It was telling, too, that the lessons of history embo died 
in the Depression Delegation by then had been entirely forgotten.
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