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Review by Daniel Gorman, University of Waterloo 

he subject of David Ekbladh’s article, the United States’ decision to offer sanctuary to the League of 
Nations Economic and Financial Section (EFS) at Princeton University after the outbreak of the 
Second World War, is a seemingly minor diplomatic event that in fact reveals much about the United 

States’ engagement with international affairs in the 1930s and 1940s.  The article draws on a close reading of 
sources from the League, the American government, and private American actors.  Ekbladh analyzes the 
negotiations in 1939 and 1940 concerning the transfer of the EFS between private citizens such as the social 
activist Mary Wooley (formerly president of Mount Holyoke College) and Clark Eichelberger (head of the 
United States League of Nations Association), Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration, and League 
officials in Geneva headed by the American Secretariat official Arthur Sweetser.  These deliberations highlight 
the significance of knowledge as an international political resource, the League Secretariat’s role in the 
creation of the international civil service and as a global governance actor, the nature of internationalism as a 
response to transnational forces “that privileges cooperation between nations and groups” (631), and the 
influence of the EFS on the creation of the Bretton Woods institutions at the end of the Second World War. 

From a conventional perspective, the Roosevelt administration’s decision to offer refuge to the EFS was highly 
ironic.  The American Senate, after all, had refused to ratify American membership in the League of Nations 
after the First World War despite the ardent campaign of the League’s lead architect, President Woodrow 
Wilson.  As Ekbladh observes, however, while the United States did not join the League, private American 
actors played an important role in the development of internationalism in the interwar period.  American civil 
society actors collaborated with the League’s many technical organizations on subjects as varied as campaigns 
against drug trafficking and the traffic in women and children, John D. Rockefeller financed the League’s 
library in Geneva, and the Rockefeller Foundation provided extensive financial support for the League’s 
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technical work, especially at the EFS.1  The importance of technical cooperation at the League is central to 
Ekbladh’s argument.  The League’s relative successes in this field, as compared to its manifest failures as a 
collective security organization, are increasingly well-known.2  A special League committee on the 
Development of International Co-Operation in Economic and Social Affairs issued a report (the “Bruce 
Report,” after its chair, former Australian prime minister Stanley Bruce) days before the outbreak of the war 
in Europe in 1939, calling for a reorganized League where technical work would be consolidated in a central 
committee.  While not a direct predecessor, the outline of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of 
the United Nations can be discerned in the Bruce Report.3 

As the organization which collected, collated, analyzed, and disseminated international economic data 
(through publications such as its World Economic Survey), the EFS was arguably the most successful of the 
League’s technical bodies.  As such, League officials were anxious that it continue its work during the war and 
not fall into the hands of the Germans.  Ekbladh describes how League officials worried that Geneva was a 
‘trap’ once the war began.  Not only were the Axis powers a proximate threat, but the League’s penultimate 
Secretary General, the mendacious French diplomat Joseph Avenol, was openly sympathetic to the Vichy 
French regime of Marshal Pétain, and believed the future of Europe lay with Germany.4  As Ekbladh shows, 
Avenol attempted to block the EFS’s move to the United States, and was only forced to resign as Secretary-
General under pressure from the Vichy government itself, which did not want a French national at the head 
of an organization it viewed (not incorrectly) as sympathetic to the Allied cause (643-4).  Ekbladh floats the 
intriguing counter-factual of how a League dominated by the Axis powers would have shaped the planning of 
the postwar world (657).  This is a question of more than just hypothetical interest, as the Nazi seizure of the 
Vienna-based International Criminal Police Commission (now INTERPOL) after the 1938 Anschluss and 
the German Reichsbank’s deposit of ‘looted gold’ with the Geneva-based Bank of International Settlements 
during the Second World War demonstrate the damage that association with the Axis powers could do to the 
reputation and operation of an international body.5 

Ekbladh builds on the historiography of the League and American interwar internationalism by revealing how 
discussions about the merits of the League’s technical work during the early years of the Second World War 

                                                       
1 On American foundations and foreign affairs, see Inderjeet Parmar and Katharina Rietzler, eds, Special Issue, 
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1946 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

3 On the United Nations’ foundations, see Dan Plesch and Thomas G. Weiss, eds., Wartime Origins and the 
Future United Nations (New York: Routledge, 2015). 

4 See Bob Reinalda, “Avenol, Joseph Louis” in IO BIO, Biographical Dictionary of Secretaries-General of 
International Organizations, edited by Bob Reinalda, Kent J. Kille and Jaci Eisenberg, www.ru.nl/fm/iobio, (accessed 15 
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the Bank for International Settlements (London: Routledge, 2013), 77-8, 82-3. 
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became enmeshed in international discussions about planning the postwar world (637).  Influential figures 
such as U.S. Secretary of State Cordell Hull were favourably inclined towards the League’s technical 
capabilities, and the network of private American interventionists who lobbied for the EFS’s transfer saw it as 
a tool which could aid the American war effort.  Frustrated with their country’s neutral position after the 
war’s outbreak in 1939, these internationalists saw the League’s technical apparatus as “a symbol, however 
tarnished, of international harmony and the liberal order that had emerged from World War I … [and] an 
asset to preserve and improve a liberal globe, while denying it to an enemy who might turn it to their own 
ends” (647).  Sweetser negotiated an arrangement with Princeton for the EFS to be hosted by the university’s 
Institute for Advanced Study (IAS), an ideal environment for the continuation of its economic research 
efforts.  The EFS’s presence in Princeton was technically only a “branch office.”  This was a legal fiction 
designed to circumvent Avenol’s insistence that League member states had to approve the formal transfer of a 
League organization, and the requirement of congressional approval for the establishment of any independent 
international organization on American soil.  It is instructive to compare the American government’s 
willingness to host the EFS, which is indicative of the value it placed on international economic governance, 
with its reluctance to extend a similar offer to the more ideologically contentious International Labour 
Organization (which found its way to McGill University in Montréal). 

The offer of asylum for the EFS in Princeton brought the United States an important strategic resource in the 
form of economic expertise.  The EFS’s staff, including its director the British statistician Alexander Lovejoy, 
the Estonian economist Ragnar Nurkse, and others provided American decision-makers with studies of the 
international currency system and provided advice to the American delegation at the Bretton Woods 
Conference.  Much like the arrival of German émigré scientists after the war, the arrival of experienced 
international economic experts only increased the United States’ strategic knowledge base.  Wartime 
interactions between EFS experts and American officials reveal the highly permeable nature of the relationship 
between civil society and official actors in this period.  They also demonstrate states’ growing reliance on 
technical expertise, and the epistemic communities who held such knowledge, to deal with the increasingly 
complex nature of international affairs.  Technocrats of all stripes took on an ever-greater role as global 
governance actors during the 1940s, marking a key transition in the nature and composition of international 
affairs.  Ekbladh’s deeply researched and carefully argued article helps expand our understanding of this 
transition, as well as of the League’s historical legacy and the United States’ emergence as a world leader 
during the Second World War. 
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