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In the early 1960s, the UN economist Hans Singer expressed doubts about the creativity of the United Nations in the field of political economy. He did not think that the United Nations Secretariat could be called a major producer of new ideas.   ‘Creation was not a congenial job for a Secretariat; it could even be dangerous.   Traditionally, the Secretariat tried not to run too far ahead of possibilities and not to bring matters up until states had more or less agreed.   It wanted to avoid friction, rifts and disputes, and this pacifying role was quite a legitimate one for the Secretariat.  Its job, on the whole, was to record and register changes in climates of opinion and to apply new and agreed solutions to international problems.’

This reference to the possibilities of danger and to the need for pacification reminds us that creative ideas, in the field of political economy, as in other areas, may prove inconvenient to the sponsors and managers of international organisations.   This is because they may be in conflict with the organisation’s pre-established goals or doctrines.   Creative ideas that provoke such conflicts may be described as ‘bureaucratically dysfunctional’.   Yet the United Nations has in fact produced and disseminated a number of such ideas. This chapter explores why, on occasion, such ‘dysfunctional’ creativity proved possible at the UN, in broad contrast to the experience of the League of Nations and the World Bank. We argue that this was in part a response to the more divergent interests of its sponsors and in part a product of looser editorial control by the UN’s research managers. We further argue that creativity that is dysfunctional from the bureaucratic or managerial point of view may in fact be functional from the point of view of the broader public good.

In the two decades between 1945 and 1964, economists working within the United Nations brought about a major shift in ideas concerning the relation of international trade and finance to economic development. The economic aspects of the UN system, as it was designed, were broadly based on an American blueprint (albeit with significant British input). The central principle behind this blueprint was that, just as collective action was necessary to maintain security in the military sphere, so nations needed to work together to solve the international economic, social and humanitarian problems which themselves tended to undermine world peace.
   The fundamental causes of these problems, it was believed, could be eradicated by the creation of a world economy based on multilateral, non-discriminatory trade and payments regimes.   This in turn would facilitate a high degree of international economic specialization, unleashing forces which would help develop ‘backward’ countries, thus increasing the prosperity both of the world as a whole and of all its constituent national parts.
   Consequently, a return to freer trade and payments should be the chief objective of international economic policy, provided that adequate safeguards against mass unemployment were built in to the international economic arrangements. 

By 1964, a powerful challenge to this orthodoxy had been mounted by a group of economists operating within the UN, the very organisation that had been established to implement the orthodox view.   This group had deployed arguments suggesting the existence of systematic economic forces that diminished the benefits that underdeveloped countries gained from trade and from foreign investment.   It had also designed a package of interventionist measures that constituted ‘a new trade policy for development’ and rallied support for a new international organisation to put them into effect.
 In other words, the UN did not merely disseminate or implement an existing set of ideas, but actually helped develop a new set. That is to say, it had a role as an intellectual actor.

International public organisations as intellectual actors

That international public organizations sometimes operate as intellectual actors is startling.   The role of an international bureaucracy may extend to the collection and dissemination of available knowledge, if this helps it in the discharge of its functional responsibilities.   That the production of novel ideas should be one of its functions would come to most people as a surprise.    An organisation that does such a thing could well be viewed as going into competition with universities, institutes, think tanks and consultancy firms, but without having the necessary advantages, either of human and physical infrastructure or, perhaps more importantly, in terms of the structure of institutional incentives.  ‘Universities and think-tanks can out-perform the UN in research’, according to Michael Edwards, because they are ‘without the combination of high costs and low levels of innovation that characterises organisations lacking both market discipline and social pressures to reform’. 
    

Nevertheless, in the twentieth century, national governments did increasingly become a locus of the creation of economic knowledge.   This went beyond the gathering and presentation of economic statistics.   Statistics, as the word implies, had long been the province of the state.   In the years between the two world wars, by contrast, some statisticians became unusually inventive, creating new empirical representations of novel economic concepts.   In Germany, Ernst Wagemann’s theoretical work inspired the Statistical Office to use census data to produce an input-output table, quite independently of Wassily Leontief.
   In the United States, Lauchlin Currie and Martin Krost, while on the research staff of the Federal Reserve Board, made pioneering estimates of the effects of government fiscal changes on the national income - as early as 1937-8.
   These examples could be multiplied.   In step with national governments, international organisations moved from statistical collection to the quantification of new macroeconomic concepts.   The League of Nations moved on from collecting balance of payments statistics in the early 1920s to producing innovative studies of trade and the business cycle in the late 1930s.   This transition was undoubtedly hastened after the Great Crash, when it seemed to many that academic economists had little that was useful to contribute to the formation of economic policy.

Yet the economic justification for the state becoming an intellectual actor was, and is, problematic.   Admittedly, knowledge is a public good, and the market, if left to itself, will tend to supply too little of it to achieve maximum welfare.   The force of this argument is to justify public intervention to boost investment in new knowledge.   However, it does not entail that the new knowledge must be produced in a public sector institution.   If individuals tend to under-invest in their health and education, this is not a sufficient justification for setting up public hospitals and schools, because a better outcome might result from giving private schools and private hospitals a public subsidy.   Similarly, if knowledge is under-supplied, it might be better for public sector institutions to subsidize its private production, rather than to produce it themselves.

Some international public institutions have, nevertheless, wanted to be intellectual actors, rather than just investors in the production of knowledge.   As will be suggested later, in the field of economic and social development, perhaps the foremost contemporary repository of this ambition is the World Bank.   The economic justification advanced for it is that only by producing knowledge in-house can its benefits for the institutions’ functional operations be secured.
   Partly, it is argued, this is a matter of being able to ensure that outside researchers undertake the research agenda that the institution in question wants them to undertake.   Partly it is that, in the absence of in-house champions of specific pieces of research, potentially useful research will not get noticed and will not in fact be used.   While there is doubtless merit in these arguments, they look only to the advantages of doing research in-house, and these advantages always need to be balanced against the potential difficulties.

What then are the drawbacks?   For the answer to this, one must turn from the economics of public goods to the sociology of bureaucracy.   Weber argued that modern bureaucratic organizations would increasingly replace patrimonial ones.   He claimed that they are formally the most rational means of exercising control over human beings, because their goals are set by their sponsors and are implemented by bureaucrats who remain politically neutral.   In making this claim for the efficiency of modern bureaucracy, Weber simply assumed that bureaucrats’ assigned formal roles are always congruent with their actual motives and orientations.  However, this is not necessarily so: officials may don their organizational masks, but they do not easily or frequently become them.
   Weber’s ideal type needs to be modified to take account of the fact that people inside bureaucracies can rebel against the machine-like expectations of formal rationality.
   Experience forces us to confront the fact that ‘defiant bureaucrats’ exist, who ‘engage in behavior that is from the perspective of organizational goals and procedures irrational and dysfunctional’.
   

A modified Weberian theory of bureaucracy asserts that, inside all public organizations, authority stands in potential tension with power.   Authority is hierarchical, and is formally delegated from the pinnacle of the Executive Secretary (or other like role) downwards in a very precise manner.   Power – the ability to make others act as one requires – may be distributed differently.   It will be exercised from above only to the extent that those in authority at the top have the resources of power - personal leadership skills, access to information, incentives and sanctions – with which to motivate, control and appropriate the efforts of those below them in the hierarchy.   This potential tension sets the scene for the outbreak of power struggles between superiors and subordinates, as the former seek to conjure up from the latter the activity that will support the goals of the organization (which are derived from those of its sponsors), and as from time to time they meet resistance.
   Maintaining the congruence of power with authority is a quite onerous task that heads of bureaucracies often fail to perform.

This is especially so in international bureaucracies.   Here control by sponsors is weaker than in the national case, because the  conflicting interests of the multitude of country sponsors permanently dilute it.   This is partly a matter of a lesser ability to determine clear and consistent objectives.   It is also because divergent interests of sponsors can reduce the resources of power available to those in high authority in international organizations; requirements of geographical balance in recruitment, or the diplomatic consequences of disciplining officials of particular nationalities, deplete the normal armoury of sanctions that high officials can deploy against subordinates who engage in dysfunctional behaviour.   

Within an international bureaucracy, the in-house research function presents a special case.   Intellectual originality and creativity are achievements that, almost by definition, cannot be commanded, sometimes not even by their authors.   Original research, when produced, may turn out to be congruent with the objectives that an international bureaucracy and its sponsors are seeking to fulfil.   Yet it also has the potential to be dissonant with those objectives.   In that case, therefore, its authors, because of the peculiar nature of their specialized expertise, run a particularly large risk of becoming, in the course of defending their research procedures and results, ‘defiant’ bureaucrats.   The political neutrality required of a Weberian bureaucrat may turn out to be at odds with the intellectual disinterestedness that must discipline the good researcher.   Ideally, researchers should have no personal stake in the results of their enquiries.    If they are researching, for example, whether trade liberalization does or does not stimulate economic growth, or whether commodity prices are set to rise or fall, they should have no vested interest in reaching a particular conclusion.
   When the organization that employs them aims to persuade external agents of the truth of certain propositions, and researchers willy-nilly have such a personal stake, this threatens to damage the integrity and quality of their work.   Thus in-house intellectual activity will be constantly in danger of being to some degree distorted by managers’ success in imposing their organizational goals.   

International bureaucracies still wield some incentives and sanctions, even if to a lesser degree than national bureaucracies.   International officials who are researchers on political economy resemble their colleagues in that all are wholly dependent on their organization’s managers for their material rewards, so they may face disincentives to coming up with results that top managers find unhelpful to their goals, even if the results that they produce are intellectually sound.   Similarly, they may face incentives to certify propositions as valid knowledge when their top managers find it helpful to their goals, even if the propositions are not valid.   The independence that is the only safeguard for intellectual honesty will be lacking, when the internal power struggle favours the top management.   This does not of course imply that intellectual honesty must always be lacking: it may or may not turn out to be consistent with an international organization’s goals.  

However, the significance of this potential drawback is amplified as soon as we recognize that international public institutions do indeed at times identify with and defend certain doctrines of political economy.   They are often required to do so by the governments that are their members and their main financial sponsors.   The defence of an organization’s core doctrines can be managed in several different ways.   One is to design the research agenda in a way likely to support the consensus, for example, by not devoting resources to researching topics that were regarded as marginal, or potentially antagonistic to it.   Another is for top managers to vet carefully high profile research output, and to edit out unwanted messages.
   Another is the self-censorship of the researchers, who can usually guess where the limits of acceptability lie.   Even when top managers try to avoid shooting the messengers that bear bad, but accurate, tidings, it will not be every staff member who will venture to put that restraint to the test.
The League of Nations and the United Nations compared 

Within this general understanding of how the sociology of international bureaucracy impacts on political economy research, it is necessary to take account of different international organisations’ varying characteristics.    Here our primary focus is on the United Nations Organisation.   In order to point up the specific characteristics of the UN in this regard, it will be useful to begin by indicating some contrasts with its predecessor organisation, the League of Nations.   The particular characteristics of their sponsors influenced the modalities of operation and intellectual focus of both organisations.   In the case of the League, its sponsoring governments were predominantly European countries, and among them the already industrialised France and Britain played the leading role.   This influenced the intellectual agenda of the League’s economic research, which was largely concerned with the problem of economic crises, the nature of business cycles and the international transmission of economic depressions. The United Nations had a wider membership, one that not only included the USA, but also and increasingly developing countries including many ex-colonies. This influenced the UN to turn towards the study of issues of economic development policy in the late-1940s and 1950s.

The League of Nations Economic Intelligence Service (EIS) was the institutional predecessor of the United Nations Department of Economic Affairs (DEA), and there was considerable continuity of personnel.   The DEA also inherited an intellectual perspective, as it evolved in the latter years of the League.   With the financial assistance of the Rockefeller Foundation after 1933, the EIS had devoted much of its effort to analysing the phenomenon of the business cycle, and especially to the problem of the international transmission of depressions.   Its Director, Dr Alexander Loveday, had seen it as his and the Service’s mission to elucidate the mechanisms by which the contagion of economic depression was spread from nation to nation, and thereby to educate nations into more co-operative behaviour in the international economic sphere.   Even so, it was clear by 1939 that rational persuasion alone would not be sufficient to achieve this.
   

On the positive side, the League had been able to attract European economists of much creativity, such as Bertil Ohlin, Gottfried Haberler, Jan Tinbergen, J. J. Polak and Tjalling Koopmans.   Their work on the causes of depression, the generation of business cycles and the mechanisms transmitting depression was done at a high technical and professional standard.   Under the auspices of the League, they had produced pioneering publications in this field.
   Tinbergen’s work on profit and investment cycles was marked by a strong quantitative basis in statistics, most remarkably his innovative use of the new methods of applied econometrics.   Polak’s work demonstrated quantitatively how depressions originating in the US were transmitted to the smaller and more passive European economies.
   

However, on the negative side, the League’s pre-war business cycle research was deficient in two important ways to meet the emerging needs of the post-war international economic scene.   First, it stood apart from the new macroeconomics of Keynes’s General Theory (1936).
   The League’s senior external adviser on its business cycle work had been Dennis Robertson, who was a strong critic and persistent opponent both of The General Theory and of the work of Keynes’s disciples.
  Admittedly, Robertson’s supervision of the League’s research was superficial, as he willingly admitted.
   Nevertheless, it was clear that his influence meant that Keynes’s advice was not sought.
   The intellectual distance between the EIS researchers and Keynes was increased by Keynes’s highly critical review of the first volume of Tinbergen’s 1939 League study, dealing with statistical methods.   Keynes pointed out numerous deficiencies in the novel econometric methods that it presented and defended – criticism made harder to absorb because not all of it was well founded.
   

Keynes made many telling points, though.  He questioned how applicable multiple correlation methods were to economic data; he raised the issue of omitted variable bias; he noted that key variables in the business cycle – such as the state of confidence - were non-measurable; and that the data used for investment and saving were unreliable and inconsistent.    Additionally, both Keynes and Kahn charged that the League’s work gave little help in the practical problems of economic policy.   Their own policy conclusion that mass involuntary unemployment was avoidable by state action brought a wholly new dimension to the idea of international economic policy co-ordination.   Yet the League economists embraced it only with great timidity and many qualifications before 1943.
 

The lesson that the UN DEA carried into the post-1945 world was the imperative need for nations to co-ordinate their economic policies, rather than to act independently, following short-run national interest.   The UN therefore continued the League’s interest in international co-ordination to avoid depressions, albeit with a new Keynesian emphasis.    A UN expert group produced a report on National and International Measures for Full Employment in 1949.   Nicholas Kaldor was the lead author.   The policy measures that the UN expert group proposed were, however, a matter of contention between Britain and the United States. US political and economic opinion was not persuaded that full employment could be pursued as a sole objective of economic policy, and the UN report was criticised from the American side for its ‘academic naivety’ and ‘extreme Keynesianism’. 
  To move on from this impasse, the second Secretary General of the UN, Dag Hammarskjöld guided the organisation to re-direct its research efforts into the economic development field.

The League had normally used invited visiting scholars to produce research in the form of independently authored monographs. The UN’s use of the device of the expert report was a new departure, moving on from the League’s later practice of seeking reports from “special delegation” with a couple of outside academic advisers.
   The expert report had the advantage of quickly gathering up research contributions from around the world and of involving more researchers from a wider range of countries. It was certainly speedier, and was seen as helping to build a constituency of world opinion behind policy recommendations.   It was nevertheless more superficial.  Gottfried Haberler, for example, seems to have doubted that the use of expert reports was an improvement.   He preferred the League’s approach to research, and paid tribute to ‘that remarkable group of economists at Geneva’, who

‘supported by a very small budget (compared with the sums at the disposal of international agencies in the post-war period) . . .produced a most impressive collection of analytical and statistical documents dealing with the many problems of international trade, economic development, commercial, financial and monetary policies, while at the same time advising many governments on their economic problems.’

The UN followed the tradition of the League in producing an annual World Economic Report, which in the mid-1950s even reverted to the old title, World Economic Survey. It was, however, regarded as much inferior to the League’s Surveys. The 1948 edition was heavily criticised by Austin Robinson, who rubbed salt into the wound by contrasting it unfavourably with the earlier work directed by J.B. Condliffe and James Meade of the EIS.
   The problem that Robinson identified was that the UN Report lacked ‘an architect’: there was no single individual designing and editing it for policy relevance and intellectual coherence.

Significantly, in the early years of the UN Secretariat, tight central editorial control was something more honoured in the breach than in the observance.   Alexander Loveday, drawing on his experience of the League, had harsh words to say in 1956 about the failure of UN administrators to exercise sufficient editorial control over their research output:

The most glaring weakness in certain offices today is the lack of editorial courage and decision.   Certain editors . . . seek a weak and flabby compromise between the divergent views of politically minded social scientists rather than scientific objectivity.   As a result each document is liable to lack substance and to reflect somewhat dimly a number of preconceived views instead of views based on ascertained facts, and the whole documentation is liable to lack unity of design.

Loveday was here promoting the simple Weberian view of international organizations as politically impartial instruments of sponsoring governments.   He interpreted failure of impartiality as a problem of managerial character, rather than one of lack of managerial resources and power.   He also saw no difficulty in reconciling ‘editorial decision’ with ‘scientific objectivity’, although in fact the League economists had their own reformist agenda.
   This suggests that he cultivated a somewhat arid and rationalistic perspective on international bureaucracy. The understanding demonstrated elsewhere in his writings of the human factor in bureaucratic life did not extend to its role in producing ‘defiant bureaucrats’. It is worth noting that he had been earlier described as ‘completely League-minded and completely divorced from the reality of planning’.
      

The ideal of ‘objectivity’ that was inherited from the League was reinforced in the UN by Cold War politics. The justification for the Secretariat itself to undertake research in-house was that the research required objectivity, which could not be expected either of the UN political organs themselves or of national research institutes in member states.   However, this justification brought with it very narrow limits on the type of research that the Secretariat could undertake.   Any research that involved much in the way of value judgments that might be politically controversial was deemed unsuitable, and other methods of producing it - often involving outside experts taking the formal responsibility - had to be found.      The research produced by the UN Secretariat thus tended to be highly factual and non-controversial.   The main problem that it faced was how to achieve meaningful international comparisons of national data.   It was generally agreed throughout the first twenty years of the UN that the Secretariat should not ‘preach a doctrine’ in its publications, and should not be asked by member states to do so.
   Doing so would have undermined the basic legitimacy of producing research in-house.

However, the pursuit of objectivity carried with it a heavy disadvantage.   Although many UN Secretariat research publications  – precisely because they were relatively objective – were potentially useful, they were at the same time politically anodyne.   They were compilations of statistical data arrayed comparably across countries and across time.   Some combined such statistics with analyses of the current economic scene based on them, striving always to be objective.   But once the format for a research publication of this type was designed and the methods of collecting, processing and analysing the data were determined, the work of its regular production became progressively more repetitive and dreary.   There was consequently a serious problem of maintaining the morale of the officials who were researchers because, while they had to be creative people to do the work at all, relatively little of their creative energy was called for by their allotted task.
    

Sagging morale quickly became a problem, and, to maintain morale, UN officials in research departments were often permitted, and sometimes positively encouraged, to find other outlets for their creative talent. Many wrote signed articles in the organization’s own journals, or published research in outside academic publications.   Even Executive Secretaries took this path.  As Janez Stanovnik recalled: ‘[Gunnar] Myrdal retired shortly before 1960, but during the last of his stay in ECE [the UN Economic Commission for Europe], he already did not have much interest in ECE because things were all retrogressing or stagnant. . . .  And he decided to write a book.  So Myrdal wrote International Economy, which I think is a marvellous piece of work.  This he wrote during his last couple of years’.

The frustration of much of the researcher’s creativity by the Secretariat’s pursuit of objective research often spilled over into a battle for editorial control of publications between the administrative chiefs of the organization and individual research directors.   The heads of administration needed to defend themselves against complaints from UN member states, which were acutely sensitive to any perceived criticism of them, by establishing the claim that Secretariat research was objective.   For this claim to succeed, however, they needed to maintain a tight central editorial control over research publications.   This was something that caused internal conflict and power struggles, since it was highly unpopular with researchers.   To maintain it therefore required great managerial stamina, something that was often lacking.   

Loveday’s conclusion that firm editorial control was necessary for an international organization’s research group to achieve work of the highest quality is one that can be turned on its head.   We are inclined to entertain the alternative possibility that the tight editorial discipline that he recommended, and the imposition of a ‘unity of design’, would have withered any original thought that managers saw as dysfunctional in organisational terms.   If this was so, the flourishing of economic heterodoxy – and the paradoxical appearance of interesting and novel arguments for protection within the UN Secretariat - may have depended precisely on the absence of tight editorial control.
 This can be seen with reference to the origins, within the UN, of the Prebisch-Singer thesis on the terms of trade between industrial and primary-producing countries.

The origins of the Prebisch-Singer thesis
Hans Singer’s assessment of the creative potential of the UN Secretariat quoted at the start of this chapter was that it was limited.   He was sure that the UN had played an educational role one that not only circulated ideas and but also facilitated the acceptance of new policies.   The UN was a forum for a vast range of international contacts between governments, and between governments and technical experts.   The process of repeatedly stating government viewpoints in meetings on a multi-faceted economic and social agenda, and then negotiating the wording of agreed resolutions, created a climate of shared opinion about the nature of problems and the kinds of multilateral solutions that might be feasible.   To the economically literate, some of texts agreed by the UN diplomats might have seemed rather silly, but the process aired proposals that, despite at first seeming wild and utopian, were often eventually accepted by states.   According to this view, the Secretariat, just as the World Bank has done in more recent times, acted more as a ‘transmission belt’ than as a catalyst of new ideas. 

Although this hypothesis is a powerful one, there are some good reasons for thinking that the UN has, at times, played a more creative role than Singer’s comments suggest. In this section we explore an example of UN creativity in political economy by reference to Singer’s own work.    Singer played an important part in the major shift in ideas concerning trade and economic development described at the start of this chapter.    This episode is by no means the only example of intellectual creativity by economists in the UN, and our focus on it here should not be misread to imply that it was.
   

The Prebisch-Singer thesis asserted that the net barter terms of trade between primary products and manufactures have been subject to a long-run downward trend.   It has been much disputed and continues to be controversial after more than fifty years.   The continuing significance of the thesis is that it implies that, barring major changes in the structure of the world economy, the gains from trade will continue to be distributed unequally (and, some would add, unfairly) between nations exporting mainly primary products and those exporting mainly manufactures.   Further, inequality of per capita income between these two types of countries will be increased by the growth of trade, rather than reduced.   This could be, and has been, taken as an indicator of the need for both industrialization and tariff protection. 

It might seem odd – given the potential pressures on UN economists outlined above - that the United Nations should be the cradle of such a controversial doctrine, one that lent itself so readily both to the economic nationalism of the underdeveloped countries and to the polemics of the Cold War.   Ironically, it was the UN managers’ own eagerness to disclaim responsibility for the doctrine that brought one (but only one) of its authors into the limelight. Moreover, the UN managers’ failed stratagem for distancing the UN from the Prebisch-Singer doctrine had the unintended consequence of making the world organization itself appear as a nursery of economic radicalism.
The publication dates of the first two works in English that expounded the thesis were nearly simultaneous.   In May 1950, the English version of The Economic Development of Latin America and its Principal Problems, by Raúl Prebisch of the UN Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA), appeared under the UN’s imprint.    In the same month Hans Singer of the UN Department of Economic Affairs (DEA) published an article, ‘The Distribution of Gains between Investing and Borrowing Countries’, in the American Economic Review. However, Prebisch is frequently credited with having formulated the declining terms of trade thesis before Singer did.
   Other authors have held that Singer discovered the thesis independently and simultaneously.
   This second view was indeed that held by Singer himself.
   However, careful examination of the events surrounding the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA) conference in Havana in May 1949 reveals that Prebisch did not discover independently that the terms of trade of primary products were secularly declining, but relied wholly on the previous work of Singer. Before he became aware of Singer’s UN data, Prebisch never explicitly stated the thesis that Latin America’s terms of trade had been subject to long-term decline, as opposed to the sharp short-term decline that he noted in 1934.
 The false impression that he had made the discovery (either first or simultaneously) was the consequence of political tensions between the developed and the underdeveloped countries that had welled up at Havana, and the way in which the top administrators of the United Nations secretariat responded to those tensions.

We have established this case in detail elsewhere.
  The episode shows, to begin with, the truth of Singer’s later proposition that ‘Creation was not a congenial job for a Secretariat; it could even be dangerous’.   Singer, in a research study prepared at UN headquarters in New York, had shown a new result, that the terms of trade of primary commodities had experienced a substantial secular decline.   The UN Sub-Commission on Economic Development, which held its third session from 21 March to 11 April 1949, discussed Singer’s study on Post-War Price Relations. The study’s conclusion, that ‘the under-developed [countries had] helped to maintain . . . a rising standard of living in the industrialized countries, without receiving, in the price of their own products, a corresponding equivalent contribution towards their own standards of living’,
 was likely to prove profoundly controversial.   While it appealed to the underdeveloped countries, it appealed not at all to the developed. Accordingly, the Sub-Commission accepted, somewhat grudgingly, Singer’s statistical evidence, but rejected the lessons that had been drawn from it.   Its report said that

The Sub-Commission is constrained to point out that the study under review contains certain conclusions in regard to the price relationship between developed and under-developed countries which, in its opinion, do not represent a correct picture of the actual position.   As a result of the discussion, the Sub-Commission agreed that while the document contained an adequate study of relative price trends of primary commodities and manufactured goods, it was necessary to broaden the scope of the study into that of the terms of trade between under-developed and industrialized countries, including prices and quantities traded, and in extending it, to cover the most recent movements in these fields.
 

It seems plausible to suggest that the sub-commission used the fact (which Singer himself had acknowledged) that the picture presented by the study was in some ways incomplete as an excuse for disclaiming its radical conclusions. Likewise, as will be seen, the UN secretariat would be eager to distance itself from the similarly dramatic conclusions subsequently reached by Prebisch.

The second point is that the UN system did in this instance work as a ‘transmission belt’ for ideas – as Singer later suggested. In preparing for its 1949 conference the fledgling  ECLA lacked the statistical infrastructure to discharge one of its primary tasks, to survey the common economic and technical problems of the region.   This provided the cue for statistical help from UN headquarters in New York.   During the preparations for the conference, Singer’s study of the terms of trade was transmitted to ECLA by three different channels between December 1948 and April 1949.   An early version arrived in December 1948, but does not seem to have been followed up.   The second transfer was via Gustavo Martínez Cabañas and Francisco Coire
 to Prebisch before the latter arrived at the ECLA office in Santiago, and this was the critical route.   At Martínez Cabañas’s prompting, Prebisch ‘latched onto the terms of trade idea’, in the words of Victor Urquidi
, and meshed it with his own framework of thought in April/May 1949.   The additional data he requested from New York (the third route) arrived too late to be useful. 

It can therefore be said that, although some governments and the upper echelons of the UN Secretariat were hostile to Singer’s ideas, the system nevertheless transmitted them to other UN organs, with some rather dramatic effects. Moreover, the ‘transmission belt’ role was not merely a neutral one, for the effect of the transmission was to stimulate further creativity. For although Prebisch relied wholly on Singer’s data for his own claim about the decline in the terms of trade, his explanation for the decline was significantly different from that offered by Singer.
 In this instance, the UN’s ‘transmission belt’ role also allowed it to function as a catalyst.

Finally, it will be seen, in relation to Prebisch’s ideas, that the UN secretariat’s own attempts to avoid being associated with radical ideas could have unintended consequences. Prebisch’s proposed introduction to the Latin American Economic Survey was a rhetorical tour de force, which repeated, in more dramatic terms, Singer’s conclusion that under-developed countries were helping to maintain a rising standard of living in industrialised countries without receiving any equivalent compensation: ‘The enormous benefits that derive from increased productivity have not reached the periphery in a measure comparable to that obtained by the peoples of the great industrial countries.   Hence, the outstanding differences between the standards of living of the masses of the former and the latter and the manifest discrepancies between their respective abilities to accumulate capital’.
 

When he presented his work at the ECLA conference in Havana, it received the acclaim of the delegates of the Latin American countries.
  However, what was music to the ears of the delegates of Latin American countries would have displeased the industrial countries, especially the United States.   This fact appears to have caused some consternation among high UN officials in New York, who were anxious to distance the UN from what Prebisch had written.   Accordingly, after the Havana Conference was over, his report was submitted to the Secretary-General as an ‘essay’ commissioned in the process of ‘fostering research’ – rather than, as had originally been planned, as the introduction to the Economic Survey.
   It was then proposed to the UN Publications Committee to break the rule that authors of UN publications should not be identified by name.   This course of action was designed to ensure that Prebisch took ‘credit (and responsibility) for the report . . . in order to emphasize that the views expressed  . . . were those of the author and not those of any UN organ’.   The proposal was presented ‘as an exceptional one, unlikely to recur but in the present circumstances very desirable’.
   Prebisch’s long-held suspicion that no international organisation would feel very comfortable with the viewpoint of the underdeveloped countries was thus confirmed.   

The UN’s tactic backfired.   The Spanish original had been issued in May, 1949, but, as Celso Furtado has noted, it was some time before both this, and the English translation, were eventually published in New York by the United Nations, being circulated, as he put it,  ‘with the slowness characteristic of official documents’.
 Meanwhile, however, a Portuguese translation of the Spanish original, undertaken at Furtado’s own urging, was published in Brazil in September 1949.   It is at this point that the history of Prebisch’s enormous influence began, spreading out from Brazil eventually to become worldwide.
  The publication of the English version of The Economic Development of Latin America and its Principal Problems merely strengthened that effect in North America and Europe. The main result of identifying the author was that the polished and polemical Prebisch rapidly gained greater recognition in Europe and North America as a ‘UN economist’ than did the more under-stated Singer whose original terms of trade study was published anonymously, as was normal, and who published under his own name only in academic journals. Senior UN officials’ attempted to distance themselves from Prebisch by identifying him as the author of the views to which the developed countries took exception.   In so doing, they unwittingly heightened his prestige. This example shows how UN managers did react negatively to a radical idea created by its own economists that they judged to be in bureaucratic terms dysfunctional, and tried to distance the UN from the idea. In spite of this, though, the system in this case acted as a ‘transmission belt’ for an idea between different UN departments and agencies, and - inadvertently - ended up promoting the idea extremely effectively to the wider world.

The case of the Prebisch-Singer thesis demonstrates that the economists working for the UN could, at least sometimes, operate as  original and even radical intellectual actors in the field of political economy – in spite of the strong pressures to avoid this inherent in its constitution as a public bureaucracy.   A note of caution should, however, be added: this may have been possible at the time under discussion because the UN was still in its rather chaotic initial period. Singer, upon arrival in New York, was left pretty much to his own devices, to an extent that would not have been so likely later on in the UN’s evolution.
   Thus it may well be that, after the McCarthy years when the UN came under political pressure because of allegations of (American) communists in its ranks, the UN’s high officials succeeded in tightening their control over the DEA and its publications.   It would have been easier to do so at the centre of the UN system, whereas outlying organs such as ECLA continued to enjoy greater intellectual freedom.   If this is so it would help to explain why ECLA’s Economic Surveys continued to be original and intellectually stimulating, whereas the World Economic Surveys produced by the DEA remained worthy but rather sterile – in spite of the fact that many of the latter were produced under the direction of Michal Kalecki, who was undoubtedly a more talented economist than Prebisch.   All this said, we are still left with the surprising fact that the UN did articulate and disseminate an economic idea that was potentially politically explosive.

Economic knowledge and managerial power at the World Bank

It is the rise of the World Bank to its current position of contested intellectual dominance in the development field that has provoked renewed interest among historians in exploring the intellectual contribution of the United Nations.   This way of putting the comparison acknowledges the de facto separation of the Bank (and the International Monetary Fund) from the UN which took place in 1946-7.
    The Bank’s pursuit of intellectual dominance has fully developed only during the last twenty-five years.   It was the failure of the UN’s attempt to negotiate a new international economic order in the 1970s that prompted the Reagan, Thatcher and Kohl administrations to turn to the Bank (and the IMF) and to fashion them as instruments of influence over economic policy in developing countries.

In terms of the institutional restraints on creative research, the World Bank had originally started by defending the doctrine of sound finance and had little use for its few economists.
   Even this commitment to a limited doctrine required some editorial control, however.   An early example of the Bank’s urge to control occurred in 1955, when it held up the publication of Tinbergen’s The Design of Development (which it had commissioned) for three years because the then President objected to Tinbergen’s support for a mixed private and public economy.
  Then, in the 1980s, the Bank formulated a stronger and more elaborated doctrinal stance at the behest of the US, West Germany and Britain, whose governments favoured the spread of economic policies that became characterized as the ‘Washington Consensus’.
   This consensus set up the more extensive doctrinal boundaries that were subsequently defended by the Bank. 

A notable example of Bank research having to be conformable to management objectives is its research on the debt crisis.   Compared with the academic literature of the day
, World Bank researchers made more optimistic predictions in 1981 about the future availability of private capital flows to already indebted developing countries.   In this, they supported the view of the Bank’s then President, Robert McNamara, that the debt problem was manageable and would not obstruct economic growth.   Moreover, as the debt crisis worsened, the Bank fell well behind academic opinion on the need for debt relief.   The Bank’s chief economist, Stanley Fischer, candidly acknowledged the reasons for this. Discussing a World Bank conference that took place at the beginning of 1989, he commented:

It was clear to the participants in this conference … as it had been clear to many much earlier, that growth in the debtor countries would not return without debt relief.   But the official agencies operate on the basis of an agreed upon strategy, and none of them could openly confront the existing strategy without having an alternative to put in place.   And to propose such an alternative would have required agreement among the major shareholders of the institutions.   So long as the United States was not willing to move, the I[international] F[inancial] I[nstitution]s were not free to speak . . .

An anecdote from the 1980s illustrates both this constraint and how ‘defiant bureaucrats’ tried to circumvent its effects.   Gerald K. Helleiner has recalled how

a UN professional group, the one on African finance and debt, was put together with the full cooperation of a vice-president of the World Bank, precisely because he could not, within his constraints, get from the Bank a strong public declaration of the need to act on African debt. . . .  We decided that . . . an expert group [of the UN] including a private banker or two, was the way to go. And the World Bank man, Kim Jaycox, was really supportive and told us that he could not do this and that he could not get a Bank study done that would say what an independent group could say that needed to be said. 
 

The short and controversial career of Joseph Stiglitz as Chief Economist of the World Bank from 1997 to January 2000 is  recent evidence of the constraints on Bank research.
   He wanted to broaden the original Washington Consensus of ten policy thrusts (fiscal and exchange rate reform, trade and financial liberalization, privatisation and de-regulation, among others), by adding improved financial sector regulation, competition policy and technology transfer policies.   He also suggested multiplying the objectives of development policy, by adding a sustainable environment, democratisation and a more egalitarian income and asset distribution.
   He did not then question the idea that it was the Bank’s job to promote a consensus of some kind on development policy; he merely wanted to move away from a narrow version of neo-liberalism.   He also began an internal campaign against the deflationary policies recommended by the IMF during the Asian financial crisis.

The US Treasury Department under Laurence Summers was unhappy with Stiglitz’s intellectual ambitions, and made his departure from the Bank a condition of US support for James Wolfensohn’s second term as President.   Stiglitz submitted his resignation in November 1999.   Further US pressure, this time to change the draft of the World Development Report 2001, led to the resignation of the report’s independent editor-in-chief, Ravi Kanbur, in the following year.
   After leaving the Bank, Stiglitz moved from modifying the Washington Consensus to rejecting the Bank’s drive to promulgate a development formula as such:   

Opposition to globalisation in many parts of the world is not to globalisation per se . . . but to the particular set of doctrines, the Washington Consensus policies that the international financial institutions have imposed.   And it is not just opposition to the policies themselves, but to the notion that there is a single set of policies that is right.   This notion flies in the face of both economics, which emphasizes the notion of trade-offs, and of ordinary common sense.
   

Stiglitz’s sudden conversion suggests that, while in the Bank, he was constrained to agree that the role of the Bank is to provide the developing world with ‘the single set of policies that is right’, an idea that he condemned as flying in the face of common sense as soon as he left.   It seems that even ‘rebels within’ cannot escape from the institutional imperative to preach a doctrine, and that the US will act to reinforce this imperative when it thinks it is necessary.   Kaushik Basu, reviewing Stiglitz’s recent book, confessed to being persuaded that in subtle ways the big powers do indeed take control of the major international organizations, using them to defend ideas and policies compatible with their interests.   As he went on to explain:

This is not hard because . . . [while] economics has had some major successes [it] remains woefully inadequate on many of the most important issues that confront policy makers.   In these latter areas, it is easy for myths to develop.   By repeating certain propositions sufficiently often, they can be made to sound like facts, and given the credibility of economics in other areas, most people treat them as facts.   This creates scope for subversion, feeding people with “facts” that are convenient to some.
   
In such circumstances of tight editorial control linked to strategic objectives, it is not surprising that, when the World Bank’s role as an intellectual actor was evaluated, little evidence was found for the originality of the ideas directly emanating from it.   Even in the area of economics that concerns its own operations most closely, namely the economic appraisal of projects, the Bank did not pioneer new methods.
   However, despite failure to originate key ideas or methods in development economics, the Bank’s power to propagate ideas is well attested in the media and in university graduate-level syllabi.   The Bank has also become ‘the single most important external source of ideas and advice to developing-country policymakers’.
   The example of the World Bank seems to show that international public organizations can become powerful propagators of ideas, if they invest sufficiently in the mechanisms of intellectual propagation.   Yet it is almost impossible for them, especially when those in high authority in the organization can command the resources of power, also to operate successfully as creative intellectual actors in areas where their managers are already committed to maintaining an economic doctrine.
Conclusion

A comparative view of economic research in the League of Nations, the United Nations and the World Bank presents three contrasting experiences of the relation between the creation of economic knowledge and managerial control.   The League’s economic work did not antagonise its sponsors.   Its managers maintained tight editorial control, but nevertheless it succeeded in generating some pioneering work, even while keeping its distance from Keynes.   This may be because the League’s economic research seemed to have very little policy relevance, especially after the failure of the World Economic Conference of 1933 and the subsequent preparations for war.   After the war, the United Nations’ sponsors were more numerous and diverse than those of the League, and perhaps not surprisingly proved more difficult to satisfy collectively.   UN managers now recruited economists directly into the organisation and yet, contrary to the ideal-typical view of bureaucracy, they had greater difficulty establishing control over their work.    The UN’s looser editorial control over economic research allowed its economists on occasion to produce creative new ideas that were dysfunctional in terms of the organisation’s bureaucratic objectives (as in the Prebisch-Singer case). When, after 1980, the industrial countries built up the World Bank as a counterweight to the UN, the power exercised by sponsors was related to their capital contributions, which gave a few industrial countries a heavy leverage. The Bank succeeded in pleasing these sponsors, maintained a tight editorial control, but its economic work has not been judged as particularly creative.

The paradox that dysfunctional organisations can be creative in the field of political economy and functional ones can be sterile need not, perhaps, be too disturbing. What is good for organizations (including international ones) cannot be assumed to be good for those who work for them, or for the wider society in which they operate.   What is dysfunctional for them may be functional on a broader view.   To achieve the compliance of participants with the goals of their organization is not necessarily an unmitigated good.   Sometimes conflict within organizations may promote desirable values and legitimate interests on a grander scale.   There may be more to life than the triumph of a particular bureaucracy, however elevated.
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