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Towards a Social History of International 
Organisations: The ILO  

and the Internationalisation of Western 
Social Expertise (1919–1949)

Sandrine Kott

Having for long been a field of study reserved for political scientists and 
international relations specialists, international organisations are now 
attracting growing interest among historians.1 This increased interest 
can be explained by the movement to “globalise” the discipline both in 
terms of its themes and its practices. While no single, accepted definition 
of global history exists, the majority of authors agree that a “universal” 
definition of the global should be rejected2 and instead global history 
should be seen as an invitation to explore the connections, circulations, 
and cross-fertilisations that have so often been neglected within the 
framework of national case studies.3 International organisations and asso-
ciations are particularly fertile areas of study in this regard: they represent 
spaces in which one can reveal the existence of networks of relation-
ships and systems of circulation (régimes circulatoires) and explore the 
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connections between the local, the national, and the global and, indeed, 
the process of internationalisation itself.4

To this end, it is important, however, to move beyond the debate 
between realists and functionalists which has dominated the study of 
international organisations, the crux of the argument being whether 
international organisations can be considered as international actors 
in their own right.5 The emergence and development of international 
organisations in the second half of the nineteenth century in Europe 
were, in fact, contemporaneous to the spread of the nation-state model 
and the nationalisation of European societies.6 The dissolution of 
empires on the European continent after the First World War and the 
accompanying proliferation of nation-states made it necessary, accord-
ing to the realists, to create permanent institutions capable of regulat-
ing conflicts. International organisations, they argue, were structurally 
dependent on the states that both financed them and set the rules of 
their functioning and thus became powerless spectators to the balance 
of power between states. This fact, realists claim, is demonstrated by the 
“failure” of the League of Nations (LoN) in the face of the imperialist 
ambitions of certain states and, more recently, by the powerlessness of 
the UN.

This pessimistic observation is based on an understanding of the 
international organisation as a diplomatic forum dominated by state and 
national interests. However, if one examines the organisations “from the 
inside” then one discovers a social space populated by a diverse array of 
actors: diplomats, of course, but also functionaries and experts whose 
identity was defined not only by their national origin but also by their 
participation in a number of international and national networks. By 
examining their activities and their trajectories, one can demonstrate how 
these actors participated in the international circulation of knowledge 
and expertise.7 These circulations highlight the existence of international 
networks, of course, but they were only possible thanks to the existence 
of specific groups and milieus within different national and/or local soci-
eties. It is at the intersection of these different levels that international 
organisations become sites where “the international” is produced. As 
such, international organisations are, I would argue, not so much actors 
in global governance as they are sites of internationalisation.

Studying this “mechanism of internationalisation” requires a method-
ological shift. Besides the study of grand plenary conferences, moments 
which favoured national antagonisms, it is important to re-evaluate the 
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work of the secretariats, commissions, and technical agencies and to 
make use of documents or archives produced by the functionaries and 
experts who worked in them. Using archival documents in preference to 
the profusion of official documents published by international organisa-
tions has two main advantages: it tells us about the gradual and often 
conflict-ridden processes that lay behind internationalisation and it allows 
us to pinpoint the diverse actors involved in this process.

When viewed from the perspective of their secretariats and expert 
committees, international organisations are revealed as spaces structured 
by the relations between individuals and groups of actors. But these rela-
tionships only make sense if we carefully contextualise them within the 
shifting geographical, institutional, and historical spaces in which they 
took place. The personnel files of functionaries and experts conserved 
in the archives of the International Labour Office or of the League of 
Nations (other organisations do not always grant access to such files) 
are, in this respect, a valuable resource. They provide information on the 
social and cultural profiles of the functionaries and experts and on the 
networks to which they belonged. This allows us to understand how a 
professional group is made up and how this group, at the intersection 
between different national social scenes and spaces, could develop and 
disseminate an international normativity.

In this article, the heuristic advantages of this methodological 
approach will be demonstrated on the basis of research undertaken in the 
archives of the International Labour Organisation (henceforth ILO). I 
will proceed in four stages. Firstly, I will address the question of the truly 
international character of the ILO, studying it as a site where numer-
ous non-governmental, liberal Western European networks coalesced.8 I 
will then approach the nature of international organisation through the 
national/international dialectic, demonstrating, by using the German 
example, that it was on the basis of national expertise that international 
normativity was developed. Following this German example, I will 
then study how the German Third Reich developed its own alternative, 
brown internationalism, developing a social imperialism, and how it con-
flicted with liberal internationalism. Finally, in contrast to Nazi impe-
rialism, I will look at the mechanisms through which the liberal social 
normativity was exported to “peripheral” spaces and, in the process, re-
appropriated. For each of these points I will highlight the decisive role 
of the International Labour Office (henceforth Office)—or permanent 
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secretariat—by examining the correspondence and reports produced by 
its functionaries and experts.9

From Reformist Networks to the Transnational Space 
of Social Reform

Reconstructing the origins of international organisations allows us to 
go beyond an “idealist” standpoint and to understand the processes and 
social and political networks that allowed the former to emerge. In dif-
ferent fields, the decades before and after First World War, and around 
the pivotal date of 1900 and the Paris Universal Exhibition, were a cru-
cial moment in the gradual institutionalisation of these networks.10 The 
field of social reform provides a good illustration of this process. In 
major industrial countries, reformist networks11 were formed at the end 
of the nineteenth century by representatives holding public office, pro-
fessors, employers, and trade unionists. They gave rise to diverse inter-
national associations,12 among them the International Association for 
Labour Legislation (henceforth IALL), founded in 1900. The latter 
brought together social reformers and experts on social questions, who 
were organised into national associations that were powerful in Germany, 
the United States, and France but weaker in Great Britain. From 1901 
onwards, this association had a library and a permanent secretariat, under 
the leadership of the Austrian economist Stefan Bauer, in the Swiss city 
of Basel.13 This centre became the seedbed for what would subsequently 
become the International Labour Organisation.14 Several individu-
als embodied the continuity between the old current of social reform, 
particularly the International Association for Labour Legislation, and 
the new international organisation. The director of the new organisa-
tion, Albert Thomas, a French social reformer, was himself a member 
of the French branch of the IALL. Sophy Sanger, an eminent member 
of the British branch, took charge of the legislative section of the ILO, 
becoming the only female head of section. She was assisted in the task by 
Eduard Schluep and Edouard Thommen, who had both been employed 
by the IALL in Basel.

The creation of the ILO took place, however, in the specific con-
text of the peace settlement established after the First World War. The 
statutes of the new international organisation were defined by Part 
XIII of the Treaty of Versailles, its objective expressed in the following 
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terms: “universal peace…can be established only if it is based on social 
justice”, which in turn had to be rooted in “sentiments of justice and 
humanity.”15 This threefold aim—peace, justice and humanity—led to 
the compromise passed in 1919 between the representatives of govern-
ments, the reformist labour movement, and liberal social reformers.16 
This compromise pursued an objective of social (re)conciliation embod-
ied in the tripartite structure of the organisation: as such it represented a 
clear counter-model to the Communist project.17 Universal in ambition, 
the ILO was in fact the outcome of a liberal, European-based interna-
tionalism and it owes its longevity to the groups and associations that 
shared the aims of this liberal internationalism.

The trade union movement, which found its place within the ILO 
thanks to the organisation’s tripartite character,18 became its most natu-
ral supporter. During the early years, the trade union international, of 
social-democratic allegiance, as well as the socialist movement, provided 
a significant proportion of the functionaries and conference delegates.19 
But this network of the socialist reform movement was soon joined by 
social Catholicism. The Christian trade unionist Hermann Henseler was 
recruited in 1921.20 After Albert Thomas’s visit to the Vatican in Rome, 
the first Jesuit father, Arnou, was appointed as advisor on religious 
affairs. To this day, a Jesuit has always performed this role for the direc-
tor general, a reminder of the fact that the Catholic Church is the oldest 
and a very powerful international organisation.21

The functionaries of the Office strove tirelessly, moreover, to surround 
the organisation with a dense network of international and national asso-
ciations liable to support its activities. Albert Thomas played a decisive 
role, for instance, in the creation of the International Association for 
Social Progress (henceforth IASP), which made it possible to amalgam-
ate the diverse pre-war associations.22 Although autonomous, this asso-
ciation was clearly dominated by the staff of the Office. Albert Thomas 
and Arthur Fontaine, head of the Governing Body, were members; Louis 
Varlez, the association’s deputy secretary was also a functionary of the 
Office, while his secretary, Adeodat Boissard, was a long-time friend of 
Albert Thomas.23 During the association’s founding congress in Prague 
in 1924, the British members Lady Hall and Joseph Cohen fiercely 
defended the independence of the new association, but Albert Thomas 
immediately asserted that its mission was to support the action of the 
ILO.24 At the association’s annual general meeting in 1931, Thomas 
restated that he expected it to bring the ILO “assistance in propaganda, 
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and the support of public opinion that you can foster and encourage.”25 
Within the IASP there were politicians and high civil servants who 
played the role of informal intermediaries between the association and 
their respective national governments and publics, a role encouraged 
by the association’s organisation into national sections. In the 1920s, 
moreover, the creation of new sections of the IASP in the Balkans went 
hand in hand with the extension of the activities of the ILO into these 
countries.26

The ILO had a particularly desperate need to develop its links to 
national public opinion and national parliamentary milieus in order to 
accelerate the ratification process of the international labour conventions. 
To meet this need, the IASP had inscribed in its statutes that such sup-
port was one of its priorities. A commission met regularly to take stock 
of the state of ratifications.27

The support of associations outside the ILO played a crucial role 
in the field of social insurance, which was one of the primary fields of 
ILO intervention.28 Working on insurance made it possible to asso-
ciate a multitude of actors with the ILO’s activities. The functionar-
ies of the ILO could draw on the vast network of Socialist and, later, 
Christian Mutuality. This network would provide members and sup-
port for the Association des unions nationales de sociétés de secours mutu-
els et de caisses d’assurances maladie,29 currently the International Social 
Security Association, founded by Adrien Tixier and Oswald Stein, both 
functionaries of the social insurance section of the Office. The new asso-
ciation founded in 1927 aimed to support the normative decisions of 
the ILO and to counterbalance the influence of the Swiss-based associa-
tions of doctors and private insurance companies that were attempting 
to organise themselves at that time.30 The post of secretary of this inter-
national association was first held by the ILO officials Adrien Tixier and 
Oswald Stein.31 After the Second World War, Aladar Métal, a member of 
the social insurance section of the Office from 1931 to 1949, held the 
position of secretary general of the International Association of Social 
Security while another functionary, Flores, became secretary general 
of the Inter-American Conference on Social Security founded in 1940 
with the support of the Office.32 Albert Thomas underlined the impor-
tance of these international networks for the legitimacy of the ILO: “our 
international organisation, our Office, would be nothing but a hollow 
bureaucratic organisation if we were not surrounded by all the living 
forces of social life and did not feel around us all the intellectual forces, 
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trade union forces, insurance systems, in short all those in the world 
who aspire to a better social life.”33 For the first director of the organisa-
tion, the very legitimacy of the organisation’s activity and its ability to 
act rested on the constitution of an international public opinion, which 
he expected to act as a counterweight to the power of governmental 
priorities.

The ILO, therefore, was very much a site where liberal international/
European networks of social reform coalesced. It had in part its own ori-
gins in these networks, and it also facilitated and encouraged their organ-
isation and growth. However, this specifically transnational aspect of the 
International Labour Organisation did not eliminate the role played by 
national objectives and national actors, just as it did not weaken the reso-
nance of the national frame of reference in the construction of interna-
tional normativity. The truly international dimension of this organisation 
was, in reality, based on its constant negotiation back and forth with 
national societies (and not only with national governments) and would 
therefore conflict with the imperialist views of some of its members.

International Expertise or Denationalised National 
Knowledge

The actors—the functionaries and experts of international organisa-
tions—were trained and socialised in national spaces and many had 
previously held, or were closely linked to, national offices. In their new 
international functions, moreover, they mobilised national knowledge 
and references. The ILO also depended on national governments and 
administrations for its funding and above all for statistical information 
and documentation, the collection of which being one of the fundamen-
tal missions of the organisation.34 Finally, the support of national public 
opinions was essential to ILO’s survival. The establishment of national 
branch offices was an expression of this dependence; these offices played 
the role of intermediaries and essential interfaces with national societies. 
Branch offices were opened in Paris, Washington, London, and Rome in 
1919–1920, in Berlin in 1921, and in Tokyo in 1924.35 Alongside these 
national branches, six national correspondents were added in 1930.36 
The decision to establish these offices illustrates the real importance of 
some national spaces for the ILO, mostly located in the Western hem-
isphere. This importance did not necessarily intersect with their diplo-
matic importance; it should be noted in particular that the United States, 
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which did not join the organisation until 1934, had a branch office from 
1919 onwards, while Germany, apparently internationally marginalised, 
had the largest branch office at the end of the 1920s.

This national/international dialectic is essential for understanding how 
international social expertise was constructed. During the interwar period, 
and especially during the 1920s, normative activity (the development of 
conventions and recommendations) was at the heart of the ILO’s activi-
ties.37 These norms were intended to regulate industrial and agricultural 
working conditions in the framework of the capitalist economic system. 
The legitimacy of the “legislative work” of the ILO was gradually rein-
forced as the functionaries of the Office were able to demonstrate their 
social “expertise.”38 Conventions were developed and adopted at the end 
of a preparatory process, the rules of which were stabilised in the course 
of the 1920s, and which always proceeded, as it still does today, from a 
skilful negotiation back and forth between the information and recom-
mendations of governments and national actors and the international 
functionaries. All convention work is prepared through a long process of 
information gathering for which different nation-states serve as verita-
ble reservoirs of experience. The meticulous nature of this documentary 
work and above all the fact that it could provide an irrefutable source of 
evidence was essential both for the chances of success of the conventions 
and for the long-term survival of the institution as a whole. The widely 
recognised quality of this documentary work allowed the Office to estab-
lish its legitimacy in the eyes of the different governments that financed 
it, and allowed it to draft conventions which it could hope would attract 
a greater number of signatories. These activities of information gathering, 
report writing, and expertise amassing quickly assumed a central place in 
the work of the Office’s staff. In the ILO’s early years, a lack of quali-
fied personnel justified the recourse to individuals referred to by officials 
as “experts.” In the early 1920s, the director asserted his right to appoint 
such experts himself based solely on their abilities: “For questions of 
a scientific nature,” he stated in 1921, “it is desirable that the choice of 
experts be made based on considerations of individual competence.”39

Nevertheless, the appointment of experts soon became a subject of 
heated discussions within the Governing Body between the director, 
Albert Thomas, and the government representatives. In 1923, Giuseppe 
de Michelis,40 commissioner general for the Italian government, 
asserted, moreover, that: “it is our opinion that the foreign government 
should have its say in the choice of all persons who are to sit on special or 
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technical committees. Ultimately, we believe that the head of the Office 
should ask either the government representative or the government con-
cerned for a certain number of names fulfilling the desired conditions, 
from which the Office will choose the experts appointed to participate in 
meetings.”41 By 1925 the governments had managed to assert their con-
trol over the nomination of experts. On the correspondence committee 
for social insurance in the 1920s, the first appointments of this kind were 
Andreas Grieser for Germany, Walter Kinnear for Great Britain42 and 
Gaston Roussel for France: all three were heads of the insurance depart-
ments in their respective governments.

The functionaries of the Office conceded to this kind of haggling 
because the experts fulfilled an important institutional function and were 
important intermediaries between the Office and the national level.43 
Nevertheless, the national origin of experts was not only linked to 
“political haggling” between governments and international functionar-
ies, but also bore witness to the capacity of a national space to produce 
and promote specific expertise. The state of social legislation in different 
countries, the different ways insurance had been institutionalised, and 
the varying degrees of state involvement in these institutions therefore 
all played an important role in the appointment of experts. This explains 
why Germans were so clearly overrepresented in the experts committee 
on social insurance.44 What has sometimes been interpreted as a kind 
of hegemony of the German model of social insurance, managed by the 
employers’ and workers’ representatives at the Office, in fact had its ori-
gins in the capacity of this national system to produce competent “spe-
cialists” in the eyes of the ILO. German experts thus played an essential 
role in the insurance conventions of the 1920s and 1930s. Andreas 
Grieser, head of the social insurance department at the Ministry of 
Labour in Berlin, sat as an expert on the commission on social insurance 
in the Office from 1926 and was a member of the German delegation 
to the labour conferences in 1925 and 1927. He was also the report-
ing member of the insurance commission at the International Labour 
Conference of 1927. As such, he exercised considerable influence over 
the drafting of the convention on sickness insurance, the final version of 
which was very close, in spirit, to the German sickness insurance law of 
1884. In this way, Andreas Grieser made a decisive contribution to the 
internationalisation of the German social insurance system.45

But while experts were specialists from a particular national sys-
tem, the triumph of one solution or another was also linked to the 
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international support which it received. As such, the internationalisa-
tion of the German social insurance model was not only the result of the 
effectiveness of German experts but was also linked to the support that 
this solution received from the social reform movement and the inter-
national labour movement, which had adopted it as a model in 1904.46 
The German social insurance model, managed by the employers and 
workers, in fact clearly strengthened the position of the trade unions; 
it represented, moreover, the foundation of a form of social democracy 
defended, and in some respects embodied, by the ILO. In this way, the 
ILO helped to universalise the German social insurance model that had 
already been “denationalised” by the international labour movement.

International expertise was therefore created as the result of a com-
plex process. While the possession of know-how played a role, it was not 
enough, and international expertise cannot automatically be inferred 
from the existence of an ideal international “epistemic community.”47 
On the other hand, even if they were sent by their national governments, 
international functionaries and experts did not necessarily represent 
them.48 They also belonged to specific social spaces within their national 
space and they participated in international networks. The functionaries 
of the Office, meanwhile, sought primarily to strengthen the position of 
the institution in general, as well as their own place within it. This objec-
tive led them to join up with national actors who were best placed to 
bring about the victory of the normative decisions carried by the ILO.49

The selection of experts, clearly driven by a concern for institutional 
effectiveness, was thus adapted to national and local realities. In 1933, 
when the Nazis came to power, Andreas Grieser, who embodied German 
international openness, was relieved of his functions at the Ministry; 
soon afterwards he was struck off the list of experts. What happened next 
is also clearly revealing of the contradiction between the liberal interna-
tional project of the ILO and the “imperial project” of the Third Reich.

The Challenge of Social Imperialism: The National 
Socialist Model

As early as January 1933, the Secretary of State of the German Ministry 
of Labour (RAM) tried to negotiate a new place for Germany in the 
ILO, but the national-socialist Labour Front (DAF) adopted from the 
start a policy of rupture. Its very existence was profoundly contradictory 
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with the liberal tripartite nature of the organisation and the role played 
within in the ILO by reformist trade unionism. During his short stay 
in Geneva as workers representative for the international labour confer-
ence in June 1933, Robert Ley made provocative statements about the 
ILO, which he described as a temple of Marxism, and caused offence 
to the Latin American delegates.50 In return, the president of the 
World Federation of Trade Unions, the Belgian trade unionist Walter 
Schevenels, questioned whether the German workers’ delegation was 
truly representative, the DAF being, he claimed, the result of the system-
atic destruction of union freedom in Germany.51 In protest, the delega-
tion left the conference52 and Germany demanded its withdrawal from 
the ILO in October 1933. The hard line of the DAF had, as such, won 
out over the softer approach of the RAM. Nevertheless, in press arti-
cles, former German functionaries at the ILO who were seconded by 
the Labour ministry defended the legitimacy of the German withdrawal 
by casting doubt on the effectiveness of international conventions and 
calling for the development of bilateral treaties.53 Indeed, since 1933 
Germany had signed bilateral treaties on social insurance with Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and Denmark which were meant to make it easier for 
Germany to hire desperately needed labour from these countries.

From 1939 onwards plans were made to create a German-based ILO 
to replace what was denounced as a Western European liberal organisa-
tion. The RAM proposed to organise a loose association between the 
states allied with Germany and in particular with Italy with the aim of mul-
tiplying bilateral agreements and more generally of sharing information 
on social policy.54 In 1940, Oskar Karstedt, who was chairing the working 
group on international affairs in the German Labour Ministry, went as far 
as to state that among the handful of German functionaries who remained 
in Geneva, some had offered their services to the ministry in the belief that 
the moribund ILO would soon have a German successor.55

None of that came to fruition, but the idea of re-launching a German-
based international labour organisation was indeed seriously pursued by 
the DAF which, beginning in 1935, was developing a veritable interna-
tional social programme based on the alleged exemplarity of the leisure 
policy (Kraft durch Freude) of the Third Reich.56 In 1941 the represent-
atives of the DAF took steps to occupy the ILO’s building in Geneva; 
the Swiss authorities, cautiously, did not follow up this request.57 At the 
end of the same year, Robert Ley intended to transform the central office 
of Strength Through Joy, which he had run since 1933, into a central 
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office for an international social organisation. From 1941 to 1944 this 
office published the Neue internationale Rundschau der Arbeit, which 
was meant to replace the old Internationale Rundschau der Arbeit, pub-
lished by the ILO until 1939.58 An article by Robert Ley introduced the 
first issue;59 those that followed were written in a triumphal, repetitive, 
and obscure style.60 The message, without much substance, amounted to 
a virulent attack against the Treaty of Versailles, seen as the origin of an 
international system founded on grand principles of justice but which in 
reality allowed the domination by the power of money. The new brown 
internationalism, on the other hand, would give a fair place to those peo-
ples with the strongest life force, particularly the German people.61 The 
European social policy promoted by the DAF clearly sought to protect 
the German worker and to attract the foreign labour that the new Reich 
needed.

The international practices and objectives of the RAM were expressed 
in more sober language, but the European ambitions of the ministry 
were no less real.62 The war opened up new possibilities for German 
social expertise, and in 1939 Labour minister Seldte proudly stated 
that the ministry would take charge of the spread of the German model 
“without needing to make a detour through the International Labour 
Office.”63 A special Referat was created to study the social policies 
abroad and to advertise the German social realisations. The ministry 
sought to organise visits for foreign experts to the institutions of German 
social policy.64 From April 1940 to December 1944 this Referat pub-
lished the very rich and extremely well-documented Sozialpolitische 
Weltrundschau in order to keep the Ministry staff informed about social 
developments worldwide. This strategy of information also rested on 
the networks and expertise acquired by the RAM officials in the Geneva 
Office. The advance of the German armies, meanwhile, opened up 
new spaces for the RAM. It allowed functionaries to introduce, directly 
or indirectly, the social policies relating to their expertise, facilitating 
the process of putting occupied populations to work for the Nazi war 
machine. For RAM officials, the greater German Reich was a new depar-
ture in the internationalisation of German social policy65; symbolically, 
a former colonial officer and specialist in African social policy, Oskar 
Karstedt, was put in charge of this Referat for International Affairs. As 
two functionaries of the Office put it in February 1941, German inter-
national social policy, serving the sole aim of European domination, had 
become totalitarian and needed to be internationally resisted.66 As one 
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of the only remaining liberal international actors, the ILO, which had 
moved to Montreal in March 1940, entered the war against the Nazi 
imperial project.

Circulation or Exportation of International Social 
Knowledge

During the war, ILO officials multiplied missions in Latin American 
countries seeking to thwart the propaganda efforts of the Nazi authori-
ties towards a Latin American public opinion assumed to be hostile 
to the hegemonic power of the United States. The ILO expert Emil 
Schönbaum, who had been professor of mathematics and head of actu-
arial and statistical methods at the Czechoslovak General Institute of 
Pensions and managed to escape from Czechoslovakia in 1939, wrote 
the social security code for Ecuador and helped the Mexican and Chilean 
governments to establish a system of social insurance; he was also active 
in Paraguay and Venezuela and established a miners’ pension scheme in 
Bolivia.67 Emil Schönbaum could build on a long expertise since in the 
interwar years he had been sent as an ILO expert to Eastern European 
countries to set up social insurance schemes.

Indeed, at the end of the 1920s, the normative framework of the 
organisation was fixed and social legislation everywhere was threatened 
by the economic crisis.68 The functionaries of the Office went to great 
efforts to disseminate the social expertise amassed during its first decade, 
to attempt to adjust national legislation in accordance with international 
norms, and to increase the number of ratifications. As such, they pur-
sued a twofold aim of disseminating and universalising norms while at 
the same time working to strengthen the ILO. To this end, they invited 
representatives of national administrations to Geneva to train them in 
the diverse techniques of social intervention. Moreover, on the request 
of governments, they travelled to a wide range of countries on technical 
missions. Around 60 missions of technical assistance were carried out by 
the ILO before the establishment of the first major development pro-
gramme by the United Nations in 1949.69

The most experienced functionaries and the handful of experts they 
recruited became, in a way, the missionaries of the ILO; they exported 
the technical know-how that they produced in three favoured fields: 
social insurance, industrial hygiene, and labour legislation. In Europe 
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itself, the Balkans represented a first testing ground.70 In 1929, after 
the return to power of the liberal Eleftherios Venizelos, Adrien Tixier, 
head of the social insurance section, travelled to Greece, and during the 
same year, the section produced a report of 100 pages on the first version 
of the social insurance law. He then made two study trips to Athens to 
help the head of the insurance office to complete the drafting of the bill. 
Emil Schönbaum was then sent by the Office as an expert advisor to the 
Greek government. He played an important role in the introduction of 
the 1932 accident and sickness insurance law, which drew heavily on the 
conventions of the ILO.71 This law, Adrien Tixier was pleased to note, 
was “one of the very rare examples of progress in social insurance legisla-
tion that we are able to report.”72

This missionary zeal also extended beyond Europe, however, and the 
action of the ILO was quickly globalised. In 1931 Camille Pône travelled 
to China to develop the country’s labour laws, and Ferdinand Maurette 
returned there in 1934 on an educational mission. The director, Harold 
Butler, twice travelled to Egypt, in 1931 and 1938, to assist in the estab-
lishment of hygiene measures and a labour code. But it was above all the 
countries of Latin America which became the favoured sites of missions: 
Cuba in 1934, Brazil and Chile in 1936, and in 1938 the Czech actuary 
Anton Zelenka73 was sent to Venezuela.74 In the Venezuelan case, the 
envoys of the Office were able to collaborate with jurists open to inter-
national influences in favour of a context of gradual democratisation of 
the country’s institutions, and in 1940 Venezuela adopted a social insur-
ance law that took up most of the recommendations of the Zelenka mis-
sion; this law even explicitly mentioned the collaboration of the Office 
and included a list of international conventions on which it was based.75 
During the Second World War, when the Office had moved to Montreal 
and financial contributions from European countries had been cut off, 
these technical aid activities had a commercial objective: the functionar-
ies exchanged their expertise for government contributions. This was the 
clear impression given by Adrien Tixier when he conducted expert advi-
sory missions to the Mexican and Peruvian labour ministries on the ques-
tion of social security and the labour code.76

Beyond the specific war context, the technical aid missions also pur-
sued a wider political objective because, through the tripartite system 
of managing social questions, the functionaries of the Office exported a 
model of democratic society directed against Nazism as well as against 
Communism. It was on these grounds that Salvador Allende, Chilean 
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Health Minister in the Popular Front government of Aguirre Cerda, 
defended the tripartite model of social insurance at the meeting of the 
Governing Body in New York in October/November 1941.77 The 
Chilean government, moreover, invited the states of the Americas to the 
Inter-American Social Security Conference in September 1942; in his 
inaugural address, the Mexican Minster of Labour García Téllez under-
lined the importance of social security for world democracy.78 As such, 
the functionaries and experts of the ILO were incontestably participat-
ing in a process of exporting models of political and social organisation 
developed in Western Europe to the periphery. But this exportation was 
only possible insofar these policies met with local actors willing to sup-
port them. Thus, in Central Europe, the rapid political developments, 
and especially the establishment of dictatorial regimes opposed to the 
forms of self-administration of insurance promoted by the ILO, put an 
end to its activities in this region of the world in the 1930s.79

It would be false, moreover, to believe that the countries that received 
technical aid were passive recipients. Since the end of the 1920s, the 
countries of South Eastern Europe and Latin America had been express-
ing reservations about a policy that contented itself with universalising 
the norms produced in the West and demanded action better suited to 
their needs. During the same period, under the influence of represent-
atives of Asian countries, particularly India, the Office had also begun 
to reflect on the global political inequalities produced by the widen-
ing socio-economic gap between different countries. This realisation 
was closely linked to the preparation of the convention (29) on forced 
labour, which sought to regulate the use of “native labour.”80 By advo-
cating the abolition of forced colonial labour, which, it established, 
should eventually be replaced by paid work, Convention 29 and the dis-
cussions which preceded it implicitly put forward a vision for the reason-
able, acceptable exploitation of dependent territories, trying therefore to 
stabilise the colonial project of Western European.

From 1943 onwards, at a time when the ILO was gradually being 
marginalised in plans for European reconstruction, the Office returned 
to this consideration of the social and economic improvement of under-
developed countries and “dependent territories.”81 In an article pub-
lished in the International Labour Review in February 1943, Wilfrid 
Benson, the functionary in charge of colonial questions, put forward a 
programme of reforms for the colonies which, cautiously, underlined 
the need to implement a policy of economic and social development 
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and encouraged the internationalisation of these questions. This opened 
the way for a series of conventions and recommendations discussed and 
adopted between 1944 and 1947 during the international conferences 
in Philadelphia (1944), Paris (1945), and Geneva (1947), which aimed 
to promote the development of “dependent territories.” Appropriated 
by local elites, these early development projects therefore provided 
an argument in favour of demands for independence and the right to 
choose one’s own path to modernity.82 As such, they converged with the 
demands made in the 1930s by actors in the Balkans, the Middle East, 
Latin America, and China.83

Just as the production of social knowledge amounted to more than 
simply the “product” of the functionaries of the ILO, its circulation 
resulted from more than a simple process of exportation. In order to cir-
culate, this knowledge needed to meet the interest of local social groups 
and to be appropriated locally by them. In return, this process brought 
about a shift in the priorities of the organisation.

Conclusion

Social historians have been rightly wary of the transnational turn which 
tends to provide a rather conflict-free image of the circulation of knowl-
edge and expertise and to focus its attention on dominant nations and 
social groups.84 I have attempted to demonstrate in this article how, and 
within what limits, social historians can use international organisations as 
a means of escaping this embellished vision of global or transnational his-
tory, while at the same time avoiding methodological nationalism.

The International Labour Organisation provides an excellent field of 
study. It allows us to demonstrate that international organisations were 
not superimposed over national goals, but that they instead institution-
alised existing exchanges and circulations. It confirms, moreover, the 
importance of international circulations in the development of social pol-
icies from the late nineteenth century onwards, an issue that has been 
obscured by the more vocal claims of national governments, which not 
only took the sole credit for the policies implemented but also attempted 
to present themselves as the essential, if not the only, actors in interna-
tional discussions.

In turn, studying the ILO also highlights the forms of interdepend-
ence that cross over between the national and international levels. In 
return they became spaces of powerful legitimation for states, as well 
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as for certain national actors seeking to promote specific solutions that 
were sometimes opposed within their own countries. In this respect, 
the study of debates surrounding the choice of ILO experts allows us 
to “denationalise” social policies. The interwar period saw, through the 
International Labour Office, the triumph of a “German-style” model of 
insurance that was redistributive and self-managed. The development of 
this model benefited from the wealth of expertise from Germany, but its 
spread depended on the existence of “organised international forces” 
capable of denationalising this national solution and on the existence of 
an organisation liable to facilitate its internationalisation.

This internationalisation process conflicted with the imperial project 
pursued by the Nazis, who were claiming to offer an alternative inter-
nationalism grounded in the vitality of the German nation. During the 
war, the ILO tried to oppose the National Socialist social propaganda, 
particularly in those parts of the world under a colonial or semi-colo-
nial (Eastern Europe, Latin America) situation. The Nazis argued that 
the ILO, by exporting the democratic liberal model of social policy, also 
served “imperial interest.” Nevertheless, the success of such international 
missions always depended on the national and international contexts 
within which they were undertaken. The functionaries of the ILO could 
not always impose the norms developed primarily in Western Europe. 
In the 1930s, the countries of the Balkans, like those of Latin America, 
insisted on the need to implement a form of technical aid that was better 
suited to their specific economic and social needs. Development policies 
promoted and implemented from the 1930s onwards in part acceded to 
these demands but also resulted from a desire to address international 
imbalances and a concern to strengthen the ILO itself. Eventually they 
would contribute to a shift in priorities and modes of action.

Thus, working on international organisations as social spaces allows 
us to highlight the fact that “the international” was constructed in a 
dynamic and complex relationship between a wide range of different 
individual and collective actors who evolved in interconnected spaces. 
The social approach makes us wary of a reified and idealised vision and 
encourages us to take into account the international connections and cir-
culations made by individuals and networks in order to understand local 
and national realities without, for all that, giving way to the naive opti-
mism of generous cosmopolitism.
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