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Most histories of the Second World War focus on key battles, strategy and lead-
ership, the management of resources, and the workings of alliances.While these
are all essential aspects of the Second World War, they leave out a crucial ele-
ment: planning for peace. No one believed that the end of the Second World
War would automatically restore peace. As John Winant, the US ambassador
to London explained: “Planning for peace is an essential part of the job of win-
ning the war.”¹ Long before the outcome of the war could be predicted, officials
from the countries that made up the Grand Alliance developed social, economic,
and diplomatic plans that would address long-standing and recent challenges to
improve living conditions, modernize economies, and prevent another war.
While American and British officials were in the forefront of planning efforts,
small countries, governments in exile, world leaders including Pope Pius, public
intellectuals, and everyday citizens prepared plans to combat malnutrition, con-
tain nationalism, and promote human rights, amongst many other problems as-
sociated with war, hardship and injustice. This was part of the “planning eupho-
ria” of the Second World War and people explained their ideas about a future
peace in blueprints and treatises, drafts and designs, some well-developed
and some piecemeal.²

Planning also applied to efforts to reconstruct the global economy. There was
widespread belief that a peaceful world must also be prosperous. Three interna-
tional organizations – the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the International
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), and the International Trade
Organization (ITO) – were seen as the main pillars of a postwar global economy
that would be stable and growing. But if there was far-reaching support for plan-
ning a postwar global economy, there were many ideas about its nature, work-
ings and priorities. Despite the association of planning with Soviet economic
management in the 1930s, the World War Two variant of economic planning
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was more procedural and pragmatic than ideological. There were some funda-
mental points associated with plans for postwar trade, but above all planning
meant advance preparations, deep study, and a multilateral process. This ap-
proach conformed to Gunnar Myrdal’s belief that international civil servants
should be “post-ideological, rational and problem-oriented planners”, as Daniel
Stinsky explains in his chapter.³ This methodological conception of planning
was evident in the construction of a new global trade system. American and Brit-
ish officials led the way with early designs for the ITO upon which they put a
liberal impress. As discussions widened to include more members of the wartime
alliance, it became clear that there were numerous priorities at play. Between
1942 and 1948, the original Anglo-American draft which had focused on lowering
tariffs was revised and expanded to include interventionist practices, regional
economic arrangements, and the promotion of development. The result was a
significantly different vision of global trade than the one that had emerged in
wartime. Three insights emerge from a study of planning and negotiations of
the ITO: first, the priorities associated with trade reflected diverse national
goals, including development, reconstruction, modernization, and regional
trade blocs; second, real efforts were made to accommodate different national
economic goals and practices within the trade system⁴; third, trade priorities
were fundamentally politicized, in that they were seen as the way to achieve ob-
jectives associated with authority, status, leadership, security and sovereignty.

This chapter begins by examining wartime enthusiasm for planning in gen-
eral and for trade specifically. It makes the case that planning had a few substan-
tive implications for the workings of the global trade system, in particular about
the management of trade by government and the importance of international in-
stitutions to oversee and uphold an internationalist conception of trade. The
chapter then discusses plans and negotiations, starting in 1942 with British
and American designs and meetings, and ending in 1948 at the Havana confer-
ence at which 56 countries participated. Despite drastic revisions to the ITO char-
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ter, participating nations were by and large satisfied with the result, confirming
the belief that there were many routes to a liberal global trade order.

The planning Zeitgeist in the Second World War:
Managed trade and international organizations

Making peace was a daunting challenge. But in wartime, it seemed urgent and
unavoidable. Planning seemed to be the only way to come to grips with such
a complex undertaking. Moreover, officials believed that planning could effect
change which was clearly needed in the global community.⁵ The Beveridge
and Morgenthau Plans were two of the best known examples of wartime plan-
ning and they conveyed the ambition, urgency, and necessity of planning to en-
sure that large scale challenges could be addressed to achieve justice, progress,
and security. There were critics of planning. Some people claimed that planning
was a panacea, assumed to have transformative powers based on misunder-
standing the issues at hand. Others feared it encroached on freedoms or was elit-
ist and undemocratic.⁶ But the critics’ voices were drowned out by the advocates
of planning which included people who could not be dismissed as delusional
utopians, as so many advocates of peace had been in the past.⁷ For instance,
US President Roosevelt endorsed planning: he foretold a future of destruction
following the war “unless we plan now for the better world we mean to
build.” Richard Law, the minister of state in the British Foreign Office, conveyed
the sense of obligation to servicemen to ensure a better future that informed
planning efforts: “He felt that these young men and the sacrifices they were
called upon to make on the battlefields were a challenge to all who were respon-
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sible for planning the future.”⁸ Although there was persistent scepticism about
whether or not future wars could be prevented,⁹ planning imbued the quest
for peace with legitimacy because plans were seen as realistic rather than quix-
otic, informed by diplomatic and technical expertize rather than romantic
dreams, and were the product of careful deliberation and the benefit of past ex-
perience.

The circumstances of war legitimized the necessity of planning at the inter-
national level. In the interwar years, planning was developed in relation to na-
tional economic strategies. As Joanne Pemberton has explained in the cases of
Britain and Australia, some people called for its international application, lest
the development of national plans spark conflict amongst states. But in general
the idea of international planning between the wars was not favored because it
constrained a state’s ability to implement economic policies. She argues that by
the end of the 1930s planning had become parochial, associated with national
and imperial spaces.¹⁰ But during the war, unchecked state power was identified
as one of the principal causes of the conflict and people were prepared to accept
international plans which restricted the authority of states. As Law said during
Anglo-American discussions of postwar trade in 1943, “[p]eople were capable,
at this moment, of sacrificing immediate advantage for the long-term gain, but
when the moment of danger was removed they would be in a different
mood.”¹¹ Ernest Bevin, Britain’s minister of labour, agreed that in wartime peo-
ple accepted “control, regulation and discipline” because it was necessary to
survive. This was now also seen as essential to security in peacetime. Hence
Bevin urged statesmen to “stand together resolutely and hold on to some form
of controls while the foundations of peace, stability and orderly development
are being worked out.”¹² The circumstances of war created the opportunity to
think differently about the peace, placing collective well-being above national in-
terests and accepting that international regulation required some constraints on
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national sovereignty. But the emphasis on international planning and coordina-
tion never meant that national interests were secondary. A liberal trade order
was linked to national priorities of recovery and full employment, about
which there was apprehension as states transitioned from a wartime to a peace-
time economy.

A reconstructed economy that promoted stable growth, sustained full em-
ployment, and distributed benefits across classes and countries was a priority
in government planning efforts. The importance of economic growth to future
peace was influenced by the experience of the Great Depression, which in coun-
tries like the US, Britain and Canada centred on the problem of mass unemploy-
ment, and the Second World War, two catastrophes which many believed were
causally linked. Although laissez-faire liberalism had been discredited in the
1930s, a liberal spirit informed the postwar trade system based on the interna-
tionalist logic that interdependence and prosperity were essential to peace.¹³ Fur-
thermore, cooperative trade relations between states, even if still competitive,
were seen as essential to preserving peace. As Harry Hawkins, one of the leading
economic planners in the US State Department, put it in 1944: “Nations which
are economic enemies are not likely to remain political friends for long.”¹⁴

In wartime and postwar discussions, many used the term free trade or freer
trade to describe the liberal trade system, but what they were talking about was
a system of managed freer trade. The planned trade approach was not restricted
to those involved with the ITO. As Daniel Stinky has shown, Gunnar Myrdal was
also a “free-trading planner.”¹⁵ Although officials wanted states to remain the
central actors in the postwar international order,¹⁶ they envisaged a liberal
trade regime that depended on state support while also restraining state author-
ity.¹⁷ The creation of an international organization would establish a forum and
define rules and obligations that would facilitate international cooperation and
limit the nationalistic options of its members. Rules and obligations left room for
flexibility about specific trade practices, in contrast to the exacting details and
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state imposed targets that defined some socialist planning models. Nonetheless,
there was tension about the role of the state, at once constrained by rules and
obligations and enhanced by actively managing national and international
trade. Tony Judt has explained that “faith in the state” defined the planning
ethos of the interwar years.¹⁸ But during the war, mistrust of nationalism offset
that faith. Postwar trade plans reflected this tension, simultaneously depending
on and curbing state sovereignty and market forces.

Planning a liberal trade order in wartime

In the United States, a poll from January 1943 found that 65% of Americans be-
lieved planning should begin right away.¹⁹ In fact, by 1943 American plans for
postwar trade were well underway. The State Department was at the centre of
American trade policy because of the influence of Cordell Hull, the Secretary
of State from 1933– 1944. During the First World War, Hull had come to the con-
clusion that global peace depended on freer trade. He was not alone in this be-
lief. The corollary – that economic conditions could be a cause of conflict – re-
inforced the appeal of liberalization. The US had defined a liberal trade policy in
the 1930s as a way to combat the Depression and defuse geopolitical antago-
nism. The principles that had informed the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act
of 1934 (RTAA) were internationalism, reciprocity, the Most Favoured Nation
(MFN) principle, and liberalization through lower tariffs. The start of the war
did not dent the confidence of Hull or the State Department that liberalization
and internationalism were the key ingredients of a successful postwar trade
order that would engender peace and prosperity. As a result, the principles of
the RTAA continued to guide American planners during and after the war.²⁰
The apparent tension between the traditional role of the market as the main ar-
biter of global trade and government action that kept markets open and upheld
liberal trade practices was easily reconciled.
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American officials assumed that other governments would resist a liberal in-
ternational trade order. To pin down support for trade liberalization, the US at-
tached a consideration to the Lend-Lease agreement of 1941 by which they
loaned or leased vital war materials to Britain, the Soviet Union and other coun-
tries fighting the Axis powers. The consideration called for support for an open
economy after the war. At this stage, American efforts focused on securing prom-
ises to support liberal trade after the war. They did not lay out concrete ideas in a
blueprint or a detailed plan.

Instead, the first trade plan was developed in Britain by James Meade, a fu-
ture Nobel Laureate but then a young economist in the Economic Section of the
War Cabinet Offices. In 1940, he had returned from the Economic and Financial
Organization (EFO) of the League of Nations where his internationalist perspec-
tive had been reinforced. The EFO brought together economists from all over the
world who were intent on restoring “stability and growth” to the world economy
and who believed that international organizations facilitated cooperation as well
as curbed the narrow self-interest and inconsistent policies of national govern-
ments.²¹ Meade endorsed liberal trade not only because it was consistent with
his intellectual leanings, but also because he believed that economic practices
and conditions were root causes of geopolitical conflicts. As he wrote in his
1940 book The Economic Basis on a Durable Peace: “to a certain extent, the caus-
es of international conflict are economic in character”.²²

In 1942, he drafted a blueprint for a reconstructed global trade organization.
His plan – called the International Commercial Union – put his international and
liberal ideas front and centre. Meade believed that the best trade system for Brit-
ain was one in which freer trade prevailed. This would give Britain access to as
many markets as possible which was in turn the key to maintaining high levels
of employment for people working in all forms of export producing industries.
He acknowledged that Britain would face many challenges after the war – in-
cluding lost markets and a shortage of convertible currency – but he believed
that in the long run freer trade was the best policy for Britain: “If ever there
was a community which had an interest in the general removal of restrictions
to trade, it is the United Kingdom.” Hence his plan banned quantitative restric-
tions and excessive export subsidies, removed restrictions on currency exchange
and eliminated preferential prices. To work, his plan required regulation of the
global liberal trade system; he did not leave all to the free hand of the market.
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Meade’s plan also made some allowance for historical and political factors that
influenced trade policies and patterns. For example, where a special and recog-
nizable geopolitical or political relationship existed, nations could exchange
moderate preferential tariffs; he set the rate at 10% ad valorem. This had partic-
ular relevance to Britain as there was significant support for retaining the pref-
erential tariff system of the British Empire and Commonwealth.²³

Meade’s plan was criticized by leading Treasury officials who feared that
freer trade would exacerbate Britain’s balance of payments problems after the
war.²⁴ John Maynard Keynes, whose ideas about Britain’s postwar economy
were based on dire forecasts and the need for mechanisms to stave off external
forces that could destabilize the British economy, was outspoken in his opposi-
tion to Meade’s plan. Meade described Keynes’ views on postwar trade as more
extreme than those of Schacht.²⁵ Keynes was not the only critic of Meade’s plan.
Others called for bilateral trade agreements and increased trade within the ster-
ling area. British policymakers looked to the past – the Depression – and the fu-
ture – unknown but ominous even if Britain emerged victorious in the war – and
decided to support Meade’s liberalizing plan, with a few safeguards, such as the
use of quantitative restrictions to offset balance of payments problems. Meade’s
plan for postwar trade combined long-standing ideas about British trade, in par-
ticular freer trade, along with more recent shifts in favour of intervention and
protection. Joanne Pemberton has suggested this represented an organic evolu-
tion of British trade policy, rather than an abrupt departure, and that it was
also a hybrid policy “between unregulated laissez faire and dictatorship.”²⁶

When British and American trade experts met in secret in Washington in
1943, they were pleasantly surprised to learn that their ideas were largely com-
patible, emphasizing liberalization and multilateralism. There was disagree-
ment. They understood the workings of international trade differently. The Brit-
ish stressed high rates of employment as a precondition to the growth of world
trade whereas the Americans believed that higher employment would follow the
removal of barriers to trade. Some disagreements became heated, such as over
the fate of imperial preferences. Although imperial preference was a constant
source of conflict between the US and Britain,²⁷ it should not obscure the extent
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to which their respective approaches to the postwar trade order aligned. In fact,
British officials had decided before the meeting that if there was substantial
agreement they would share Meade’s plans with the Americans. Meade’s plan
was distributed. Harry Hawkins described the “remarkable progress” that had
been made and observed that differences were on questions of means, not on
substantive policies.²⁸

Anglo-American discussions about trade had been held in secret, but their
ideas were widely known because British officials met with representatives of
the Commonwealth (Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa) and
India to discuss postwar trade in advance of Anglo-American meetings in 1943
and 1944. James Meade recalled that the purpose of these meetings was to re-
move those aspects that were most obnoxious to members of the Common-
wealth. He did not remember any significant change arising from them. In his
words, the postwar trade plan remained an Anglo-American product.²⁹ Nonethe-
less, Dominion officials did not hold back their criticisms of the British trade
plan.While Canada found itself broadly in agreement with British and American
ideas, reflecting the importance of these two markets to Canadian exports, Aus-
tralia’s representative – Nugget Coombs – objected to the emphasis on tariff re-
duction. He insisted that conditions of full employment, income and rising
standards of living were essential to an expanding economy and these “positive
measures” were needed in addition to “negative measures”, meaning lowering
tariffs, to create demand which would stimulate growth in global trade.³⁰
Coombs repeated his argument in favor of a positive approach in 1944, making
clear that there had to be multiple paths leading to a liberal trade order if all
states were to benefit. That meant developing countries should be able to use
protective tariffs and other discriminatory or restrictive practices to encourage in-
dustrial development and diversification. Officials from New Zealand and South
Africa backed up this approach because industrial development and diversifica-
tion were high priorities in their national postwar economic plans.While Austral-
ia, New Zealand and South Africa do not always leap to mind when thinking
about developing countries of the 1940s, their dependence on one market (Brit-
ain) as well as a handful of primary commodities as exports were characteristics
of developing economies. By arguing for positive measures and the use of pro-
tective practices to promote industrial development, they made development a
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priority of the postwar trade order and revealed their understanding that trade
could help or hinder this aim.³¹

European governments in exile were also aware that postwar planning had
begun, although according to Meade they were not consulted.³² But exclusion
did not mean that officials from the governments in exile were inactive. For ex-
ample, Belgium established a Commission d’ Etude des Problèmes d’Après-
Guerre (CEPAG) to consider postwar issues and put Paul van Zeeland, former
prime minister, in charge. CEPAG argued that smaller European nations should
be involved in postwar planning, in the hope they could “avoid the postwar
agenda being dictated by the Americans and the British.”³³ Thierry Grosbois
has also pointed out the politico-diplomatic reasons behind the creation of
the Benelux customs union in 1944: to bolster their standing so that the great
powers would take their point of view into consideration.³⁴

CEPAG produced several reports during the war, the first of which acknowl-
edged the economic causes of war and peace and advised against a return to the
“lawless competition” that had existed before the war. Its recommendations em-
phasized the need for regional economic arrangements for Europe.³⁵ CEPAG’s
fifth report from 1943 made a forceful case for regional solutions to international
problems.³⁶ This idea played out in other European groups. For example, in a
1944 discussion sponsored by the Association France-Grande Bretagne-États-
Unis on the organization of peace, one of the lead speakers – Bordaz – identified
the need for a trade plan for Western Europe.³⁷ Bordaz subsequently noted that
the challenge was to find functional groups – he thought France, Belgium, the
Netherlands was one workable option – which would allow them to “overcome
selfish nationalism”, all in the service of universal peace.³⁸
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The reports of CEPAG, as well as the ideas and plans articulated by Europe-
ans in exile and members of the resistance, cohered around the need for a re-
gional economic arrangement after the war. Europe was a distinct space that
had to confront particular challenges, or what Jean Monnet called “the European
problem.”³⁹ A regional economic bloc also seemed the best way to confront the
challenge of postwar reconstruction. As Lucia Coppolaro has explained, Europe-
an officials conceived of trade liberalization along regional lines in order to bring
about recovery from the war. “The liberalization of Western European trade start-
ed on a regional basis” that “bypass[ed] Bretton woods multilateralism.”⁴⁰ But a
regional arrangement did not necessarily clash with the universalism of postwar
organizations. Grosbois agreed that the creation of the Benelux customs union
had a universalist spirit; it was a regional arrangement meant to support and
benefit from the global liberal trade order.⁴¹ Along similar lines, Diane de Belle-
froide contends that the representatives on CEPAG imagined “a three tiered inter-
national society”, with the regional level of primary relevance after the war, but
comfortably sitting between the national and world levels.⁴² However, regional
arrangements for postwar Europe ended up being pushed aside in the plans
of Britain and the United States. Early in the war, British and American groups
working on the postwar order had considered regional organization as building
blocks of a global system, but that approach was supplanted by American pro-
posals in favour of a global order carved into spheres led by regional hegemons:
the United States, Britain, China and the Soviet Union.⁴³

International trade meetings after the war

The next stage of planning postwar trade involved wider consultation with the
goal of eliciting broad support for the ITO. The representatives of 17 countries⁴⁴
gathered at Church House in London in the autumn of 1946. Committees were
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established to review all aspects of what was now called a Suggested Charter for
World Trade, including employment policy, commercial policy, restrictive practi-
ces, commodity policy and the organization and structure of the ITO. At Church
House, people drew attention to the fact that the draft served the interests of de-
veloped countries. For example, India’s representative called for an industrial
development policy and lambasted the trade charter because it would permit in-
dustrialized countries – the US, Britain and Canada were singled out – to “force
their goods on markets abroad.” Indian officials insisted that they have recourse
to the same kinds of protective tariffs behind which these nations had first de-
veloped their industrial potential.⁴⁵ Coombs repeated the argument about the
need for full employment and positive measures to stimulate economic growth
and demand. American accounts singled out Australia and India for making
the most substantive criticisms of the charter on the grounds that it favoured
countries that were already industrialized at the expense of developing coun-
tries. In other words, industrialized countries would profit “by keeping the back-
ward countries in a position of economic dependence.”⁴⁶ Their concerns were
shared by representatives from China, Chile, and Brazil, or what one US official
called the “underdeveloped areas bloc”.⁴⁷ The recognition that trade could help
or hinder economic development was acknowledged at this early stage and re-
sulted in significant modifications, crucially permitting the use of quantitative
restrictions for the purpose of development.⁴⁸

American reports expressed surprise at the “unexpected vigor” of support
for the trade proposals from western European participants, especially Belgium,
France, the Netherlands and Norway. Clair Wilcox, the director of the Office of
Trade Agreements, concluded that they were “motivated by a strong desire to fol-
low the U.S. line on trade policy” and suggested that the reason for the general
backing of the Suggested Draft was “confidence in our fairness and objectivity
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and is a tribute that could scarcely have been paid to any other power.”⁴⁹ But
other accounts revealed that western European nations were concerned above
all with the length of the transition period. France and Czechoslovakia pressed
for as long a transition period as possible (the Czechs apparently suggested it
should last 30–50 years) because during this period they would be allowed to
use quantitative restrictions to limit imports. The European representatives
also insisted that they should be classed along with developing countries –
then referred to as underdeveloped countries – which would mean they would
benefit from exceptions to the rules of the trade charter.⁵⁰ The main point to
take away is not of unexpected support for trade liberalization, but the search
for ways to navigate within this emerging trade order to exempt themselves
from rules and obligations, at least in the short term when recovery would be
an all-consuming challenge.

The Soviet Union was absent from Church House, claiming a shortage of per-
sonnel rather than a lack of interest.⁵¹ While American officials doubted that the
Soviet Union had much interest in negotiations to reduce tariffs, the acting Sec-
retary of State Dean Acheson did not want anything done to preclude their even-
tual participation: “We should always be in position to say we have kept door
wide open to Russian participation and not give slightest basis for propaganda
charge that US unilaterally precluded such participation.”⁵² American records in-
dicate a desire to maintain working relations with the Soviet Union. Canadian
accounts were more pessimistic. They anticipated “an all-out attack” on the
ITO by communist parties around the world alleging that it was an instrument
of Wall Street and big business. The Canadians feared that such an attack
would undermine support amongst those on the political left, such as in trade
unions and socialist countries. They suggested revising some of the wording to
dilute “the strong flavour of the philosophy of private capitalism and laissez-
faire” and to make the case that the ITO was the means to combat “economic
chauvinism” and create “ ‘one world’, or to go as far in that direction as proves
possible.” In particular, they could show the compatibility of the trade liberali-
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zation approach of the ITO and “progressive methods of economic planning.”⁵³
American officials shared Canadian concerns about the polarizing effect of the
ITO. Echoing Winston Churchill’s May 1946 warning of an iron curtain descend-
ing in Europe, Paul Nitze, the director of the Office of International Trade Policy,
warned that if the ITO was exclusively associated with a liberal ideology, the re-
sult might be to “draw an economic line farther to the west than would otherwise
be necessary.”⁵⁴

American officials were satisfied with the outcome of the Church House
meeting. Over three quarters of their provisions were unchanged, an outcome
they described as a “tremendous victory.”Wilcox explained that accommodation
rather than intransigence had allowed the US to retain control of the process and
the substance of the trade proposals.⁵⁵ Moreover, in Nitze’s opinion, the amend-
ments had improved the trade charter, making it “better balanced and more
complete” as well as “a truly international document to which all delegates at
the conference have contributed” without detracting from “the essential princi-
ples of the American position.”⁵⁶ Despite the changes there was still a strong
sense of American authorship, as Clair Wilcox explained to Will Clayton, the As-
sistant Secretary of State for economic affairs.

The United States has set the program. It has written the document. It has planned the or-
ganization. It has outlined the procedure. The rest of the world is now moving in step with
us, in confidence that we are acting in good faith and that we shall do those things that we
have urged them to do, and that we ourselves have promised to do.⁵⁷

Other senior officials concluded that American leadership had unprecedented
credibility but that it could only be sustained if the US is “prepared to practice
what it preached.”⁵⁸ This conclusion reveals much about how American officials
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perceived their own leadership rather than accurately conveys the views of other
countries, many of which were wary of American economic domination. The
American insights also reveal a particular understanding of multilateralism. Al-
though Canadian officials described multilateralism as “a positive international-
ist principle” which stemmed from a logic of benevolent interdependence,⁵⁹ and
others viewed multilateralism as an inclusive process that resulted in decisions
arrived at through give and take, in American eyes it also meant endorsement of
their own ideas and policies. And yet, their belief in the universal relevance of
liberal trade did not translate into rigid insistence on compliance, but rather
was reconciled with a variety of practices and policies that would all ultimately
lead to a liberal trade order.

Trade liberalization: The Geneva Conference and
tariff negotiations, April-October 1947

The circle widened at the Geneva conference at which 23 states participated.
Most of the time was dedicated to bilateral tariff negotiations (123 pairings in
all) which would then be bundled together and extended to all participants
through the application of the Most Favoured Nation rule. The effect would be
to extend the reduction of tariffs far beyond the two countries negotiating a
new tariff rate. Despite many public statements about the widespread benefits
of lower tariffs, once negotiations began concessions were grudging and were
contingent on adequate compensation. Negotiations between Britain and the
United States were particularly acrimonious as American expectations that impe-
rial preferences would be dismantled clashed with British insistence on retaining
them for their economic and geopolitical advantages as well as their symbolic
meaning. After months of frustrating negotiations, in which it was clear that Brit-
ain would make few concessions affecting imperial preferences, Will Clayton,
leader of the US delegation in Geneva, returned to Washington and advised Pres-
ident Truman and Secretary of State Marshall to quit the conference.

But the onset of the Cold War changed the stakes at the Geneva conference.
The participants were no longer establishing a trade order to uphold peace; they
were affirming a global capitalist order that was essential to their survival. Tru-
man and Marshall understood that the Anglo-American dispute encouraged ex-
ploitative interpretations of American leadership in the communist world. For ex-
ample, Soviet accounts explained American insistence on concessions affecting

 International Trade Organization Project.
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imperial preference as a way to break up the economic links that connected Com-
monwealth members. While the Americans might write off such a view as prop-
aganda, the British ambassador believed that the Soviet interpretation was large-
ly accurate.⁶⁰ American officials were also well aware that the dispute with the
UK would be seen as an example of American heavy-handedness, of “taking ad-
vantage of the one that was down and out.”⁶¹ Britain was a vital Cold War ally
and so the negotiations in Geneva would have to succeed to communicate their
common cause. The strength of allies and the cultivation of a western alliance
offset American insistence on the elimination of imperial preferences, even
though imperial preferences contradicted the basic tenets of a liberal and multi-
lateral trade order and offended American democratic convictions.

The focus on tariff negotiations in Geneva left little time for discussion of the
principles that defined the trade charter. Their work consisted mostly of clarifi-
cation.⁶² The charter would be the focus of the next major gathering in Havana
with 56 participating nations. In the meantime, the chapter dealing with trade
was hived off and packaged with the results of tariff negotiations as the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. The idea was for participating states to abide by
its terms, in the expectation that it would shortly be superceded by the ITO. Start-
ing in January 1948, eight participating states ratified the GATT.

Competing priorities: Liberalization, regional
trade, and development at the Havana
Conference, 1947– 1948
Since the publication of the Proposals for Expansion of World Trade and Em-
ployment in 1945, the text had been revised through international discussions,
taking into account the concerns and priorities of other states, including recon-
struction, modernization, industrialization, full employment, protection and de-
velopment. The focus, however, was still on trade liberalization, although it was
repositioned as a long term goal to work toward rather that a policy to enforce
right away. After several rounds of consultation, and many modifications as a
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result, many assumed that the work was near completion and that “the Charter
needed little more than polishing.”⁶³

Instead of polishing, the charter was overhauled at Havana. Over 800
amendments were proposed and the final purpose and scope of the ITO charter
was substantially revised. Developing nations constituted the majority at Havana
and their representatives were quick to denounce the draft charter. For example,
the representative of Mexico objected to the emphasis on the removal of barriers
to trade that could wipe out the rudimentary core of industrialization that devel-
oping nations had built up; he insisted that the charter should have focused on
global economic inequality and proposed positive measures by which to pro-
mote “the economic development of all nations and the international co-opera-
tion required to expedite it.”⁶⁴

Wilcox, a senior member of the American delegation, recalled that develop-
ing countries portrayed the ITO as “one-sided,” serving the interests of the great
industrial powers, and irrelevant to developing countries.⁶⁵ American officials
took this criticism seriously because of its Cold War implications. The Soviet
Union continued to portray the Trade and Employment proceedings as an at-
tempt by the strongest powers to enrich themselves at the expense of poorer na-
tions. An article in TRUD, the official publication of the Soviet Trade Unions,
characterized American conduct at Havana as imperialist, with the aim of open-
ing the world’s markets to American monopolies, thereby establishing American
global dominance by “enslav[ing] not only Europe, but the whole world.”⁶⁶ In-
ternal American reflections on the Cold War concluded that the ITO must suc-
ceed because the Soviet Union would make “heavy propaganda use of the Haba-
na failure”. Failure would also be a blow to American credibility and prestige, a
“decisive set-back” to capitalism and liberalism, would unleash trade discrimi-
nation, and weaken the emerging Western alliance because the “non-Russian
world . . . would be without a rudder in the international economic sea.” The
Americans concluded that a weak version of the ITO was better than nothing.
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Moreover, they continued to see the ITO, even with its many modifications as
“the very embodiment of economic liberalism in the international realm.”⁶⁷

Situating the ITO in a polarized, zero-sum geopolitical framework made it
easy for American officials to agree to substantial revisions to the trade charter,
although a spirit of accommodation had been evident throughout the negotia-
tions. The most significant change was to elevate development as the main ob-
jective of the postwar trade system. The Havana charter defined development as
“the productive use of the world’s human and material resources,” with an eye to
promoting “industrial and general economic development of all countries.” De-
velopment was at the nexus of interlocking economic goals including full em-
ployment, productivity of labour, rising demand, economic stability, higher in-
come levels, and expanding international trade.⁶⁸

But development was not the only element that was reopened.Western Euro-
pean representatives also proposed revisions to the charter to permit regional
economic organization and cooperation. By the time the Havana conference
began in late 1947, their governments were working on reconstruction and, in
part with the Marshall Plan in mind, economic organization along regional
lines was at the forefront of their plans for recovery. This spilled over into the
Havana conference in relation to the creation of customs unions. Jean Royer, a
French delegate, made a case that European “economic integration” should be
viewed as a positive contribution to the goals of the ITO.⁶⁹ Even though the US
had rejected a regional approach to trade during the war, in a Cold War context
they came to see European integration as a way to resist communist advances.⁷⁰
The Cold War imparted a new meaning to trade liberalization, emphasizing se-
curity rather than peace and stability. The main effect on the ITO charter was to
permit customs unions and free trade areas (Article 42). The article included
some criteria to ensure that such agreements would genuinely benefit the expan-
sion of world trade and stipulated that the organization would have oversight au-
thority “to avoid abuse and to guarantee that such arrangements do not deteri-
orate into new discriminatory preferential regimes.”⁷¹

Although some American officials feared that accommodation would weak-
en the ITO, they professed to be satisfied with the extensive revisions made to the
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charter.Will Clayton, leader of the US delegation, praised the results of their de-
liberations. He believed that the Havana charter would still establish a liberal,
multilateral, and prosperous global trade order. “This may well prove to be
the greatest step in history toward order and justice in economic relations
among the members of the world community and toward a great expansion in
the production, distribution and consumption of goods throughout the world.”⁷²

The speeches of Western European officials also praised the revised charter
which now allowed regional economic organization. They insisted that this
change was consistent with the trade creating and liberalizing mandate of the
ITO. As Speekenbring of the Netherlands put it, regional economic units
would make a “very valuable contribution to the expansion of world trade.”⁷³
French officials had been particularly conscious of American authorship of ear-
lier drafts which predisposed them to doubt that such an initiative could also
serve French interests effectively. Grousset of France described the previous iter-
ation as an American draft, whereas the “profoundly modified” ITO charter was
more genuinely representative and inclusive. In a salve to American sensitivity,
he added that these changes had left the “original idea of the draft Charter . . .
intact.”⁷⁴

Interestingly, the representatives of states which had successfully pressed for
development to be made a priority professed the greatest disappointment with
the Havana charter. Chilean and Colombian officials lamented the premise
that nations at different stages of economic development should nonetheless be-
have according to the same standards and expectations.⁷⁵ One size did not fit all,
but the one size approach had largely prevailed. Many developing countries also
believed that economically advanced states bore a special responsibility to en-
courage economic development. As the Chilean official put it, there was a
“need for the economically stronger countries to co-operate altruistically in
the work of speedily improving the standards of living of the weak countries.”⁷⁶
This post-colonial view made justice the driving force behind trade policy as op-
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posed to efficiency, competition, and comparative advantage that had informed
British and American conceptions of the postwar trade order. Nugget Coombs,
the Australian representative who had been one of the first to point out the
need for positive measures to support development, praised the charter for bal-
ancing two competing ideas of economic freedom: one revolved around the re-
moval of barriers to trade, the other focused on opportunities. As he explained:

To many of us, mere absence of restraint, while an important element in freedom, is, taken
by itself, a negative and empty thing. . . . [I]f economic freedom is to be a real and living
thing, it must mean economic opportunity. . . . [P]ositive opportunity does not automatical-
ly come to the under-developed, the under-privileged, the unemployed, and to the poverty-
stricken.⁷⁷

Despite Clayton’s confidence that the Havana charter would be implemented, in
the end the United States government did not ratify the ITO. The Havana charter
was submitted to Congress in 1949, but did not move toward ratification. Al-
though people expected it would be reintroduced in 1950, it was not. Thomas
Zeiler has explained the American failure to ratify the ITO as a result of the
Cold War which recast compromises such that managed trade became “a threat
to the foundations of capitalism”.⁷⁸ Richard Toye similarly argues that the many
compromises turned off potential backers, a situation made more serious when
some of the key officials involved in negotiating the ITO resigned.⁷⁹ Restricting
state authority with respect to trade policy was also a factor as many American
politicians clamoured for unfettered sovereignty to combat Cold War threats.

That left the GATT – a series of bilateral trade agreements to lower tariffs
bundled with the commercial policy chapter of the ITO charter – to oversee
the expansion and regulation of global trade for the next 50 years. The General
Agreement was the result of Anglo-American collaboration with some wider con-
sultation in 1946 and 1947. Some modifications had been made to take into ac-
count the priorities of other participants, but the GATT’s focus was to promote
trade liberalization by lowering tariffs. It belonged to an earlier and more exclu-
sive stage of planning and throughout its history its claims to universalism
would be challenged by those who described it as a rich man’s club and an
Anglo-American sphere of influence. As a result, GATT members restored devel-
opment as a fundamental goal and permitted regional customs unions. But frus-
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trations linked to development and the oversight of regional trade blocs meant
these members turned to alternatives, including UNCTAD and the EEC, both of
which were seen as threats to the GATT.⁸⁰ The perceived shortcomings of the
GATT however did not discredit the planning approach, particularly in relation
to development as Michel Christian’s chapter shows. In UNCTAD, officials be-
lieved that planning was needed to establish the New International Economic
Order. However, like the planners behind the ITO, their objectives were not ful-
filled. Their failure can partly be explained by the limited ability of planners
to change the dynamics and norms of international relations.

Conclusions

The global trade system began as a plan, first drafted by James Meade, revised in
collaboration with the United States, and further modified through ever wider in-
ternational negotiations that allowed countries at different stages of economic
development and with different national economic priorities to put their mark
on it. Even with the failure of the ITO, the GATT had also been revised to take
into account the priorities and preferences of other states, such that it included
provisions that promoted industrial development and permitted regional trade.
Planning postwar trade never required doctrinaire adherence to liberal trade
ideas. There was acceptance that the global trade order involved departures
from key tenets of liberal economic theory, in particular about the role of govern-
ments and international authority to enforce rules and obligations. In addition,
liberal trade could not be implemented if it caused domestic economic hard-
ship.⁸¹ Rather, a liberal trade order was widely seen as the best long term option
for all peoples and countries, but countries would move toward that goal at dif-
ferent speeds and by a variety of routes that did not sabotage domestic postwar
plans linked to modernization, reconstruction, employment, and social welfare.
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The plans and negotiations that led to the GATT/ITO were also never only
about economic principles and ideas. In individual plans, as well as in interna-
tional negotiations, political priorities were attached to trade, especially political
interests linked to power, sovereignty, and influence. For example, the British
wanted to preserve imperial preference as a way of maintaining a tie with other
members of the Empire and Commonwealth, an association that many believed
was essential to keeping Britain in the top tier of states after the war.Western Euro-
pean governments pushed for regional trade arrangements which they saw as a
way to address causes of conflict, recover from the devastation of war, and resume
their standing as an international leader. American ideas about trade were origi-
nally conceived as a way to make the community of states more democratic, but as
the Cold War emerged, the liberal trade order became a way to defend capitalism
and democracy. Many years later, Michael Smith, deputy United States Trade Rep-
resentative, likened the GATT and the Marshall Plan to “an arrow in the Western
world’s quiver.”⁸² Finally, poorer countries made the case for development because
it would also enhance their standing, independence and influence in world affairs.
Political aims stuck to trade plans and policies. Focusing only on the soundness of
various ideas and theories about trade does not fully explain the commitment to
particular trade priorities and practices.

Some readers might be surprised that this account of the ITO is not an Amer-
ican story, or even an Anglo-American story. Although many authors claim that
the GATT was an American creation and that it was sustained by American he-
gemony, the postwar trade order was planned and negotiated through a multilat-
eral process. The General Agreement of 1947 more strongly reflected Anglo-Amer-
ican ideas and interests than the ITO, but it too had been revised to broaden its
relevance and legitimacy. Planning facilitated multilateral cooperation and
American participation in the planning process demonstrated that it valued com-
promises and consensus, so long as it could still recognize its ideas and interests
in the final product. Although the US is often portrayed as a hegemon and lead-
er, it is important to recognize its commitment to multilateralism.⁸³

The association of the ITO with planning and multilateralism contributed to
its demise as it revealed that the organization was not made only in America’s
likeness, nor was it an exclusive instrument for American global interests.
Even though less was heard about planning global trade after the war, many na-
tional and international civil servants and experts continued to have confidence
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in planning as a way to realize ambitious and often transformative objectives, as
the other chapters in this volume reveal. Planning did not always work as expect-
ed. Indeed, there have been many cases of planning backfiring, creating new
problems. But it was still widely viewed as a way to tackle complex global eco-
nomic and social challenges, particularly in relation to development. Planning
therefore persisted as a method to bring about what were seen as desirable
changes even though many different ideas and ideologies shaped international
plans. Perhaps what made planning so durable was its post-ideological poten-
tial, as Stinsky has suggested. Even though the ITO failed, the GATT showed
over its 50 year existence that it was possible to reconcile seemingly incompat-
ible views about state-directed and free market economic systems.
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