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“A New Economic Order”’:
Etienne Clementel and French

Economic Diplomacy during the First World War

Marc Trachtenberg

As the First World War drew suddenly to a close in the fall of 1918,
it was clear in France that victory would not in itself solve all the
nation’s problems. The economic situation was particularly disturb-
ing. The devastation in the North of France had been so enormous
and the economic and financial side effects of the war so wide-
ranging that the country would inevitably face a severe and complex
problem of reconstruction. What kind of solution did the French
government have in mind?

Traditional historiography had a simple answer: the govern-
ment hoped that German reparations would solve the whole prob-
lem. But, in fact, during the war the French government had
worked out an economic policy in which reparation played a very
subordinate role. Instead, the government basically pinned its hopes
on Allied “cooperation”—or, more precisely, on the continuation
into the reconstruction period of the inter-Allied economic system
that had gradually taken shape during the war. These plans for the
regularization of the international economy were closely linked to
plans for economic organization at home. In both cases the aim was
to suppress the free market: coordination through state channels
would replace competition as the fundamental principle of resource
allocation.

The hope of creating a system of industrial organization and
government economic controls was by no means limited to France.
Historians have recently paid considerable attention to the whole
question of economic restructuring, concentrating in particular on
the demobilization period. For Charles Maier, author of the most

Marc Trachtenberg is assistant professor of history at the University of Pennsylvania.
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important study of European stabilization in the post-World War I
period, the drift to “corporatism” is the key to the politics of the
continent of Europe in the 1920s. Other scholars have studied the
question, focusing especially on Germany and the United States.!

France, however, has been somewhat neglected. The older lit-
erature on the subject is clearly inadequate. The existing works on
the consortium system—the industrial consortium was the principal
institution of the system of industrial organization that had evolved
during the war and which it was hoped could be preserved on a
permanent basis—concentrate on formal, legal structure, whereas
recent scholarship generally has come to concentrate on the more
important political and social question of how the system actually
worked.?

There is another reason why the French case is worthy of
interest. The plans developed within the French government during
the First World War are clearly related to some of the most impor-
tant developments in France in the period after World War 1I: the
emergence of national economic planning and European economic
integration. The active role played by Jean Monnet in 1916-18
unmistakably points to a certain continuity in this regard.

Nevertheless, I do not propose to discuss in any detail here
either the domestic side of the question or the connection with later
developments. Insofar as the present discussion has any direct bear-
ing on the analysis of attempts at internal restructuring, it lies princi-
pally in the demonstration that a given national experience cannot
be studied in a vacuum—that the course of events on the national
level was heavily influenced by developments on the international
level. This conclusion, however, is but a by-product of the study. In
essence, this study is international and specifically inter-Allied in

! Charles Maier, Recasting Bourgeois Europe: Stabilization in France, Germany and Italy in the
Decade after World War I (Princeton, 1975). See also the essays in Heinrich A. Winkler, ed.,
Organisierter Kapitalismus: Voraussetzungen und Anfinge (Gottingen, 1974). For Germany, see
various studies by Gerald Feldman, especially his articles “Economic and Social Problems of
the German Demobilization, 1918-19,” Journal of Modern History XLVII:1 (March 1975), 1-23,
and “Der deutsche organisierte Kapitalismus wahrend der Kriegs- und Inflationsjahre 1914-
1923,” Organisierter Kapitalismus, pp. 150-71. For the United States, see Robert Cuff, The War
Industries Board: Business-Government Relations during World War I (Baltimore, 1973) and Ellis
Hawley, “Herbert Hoover, the Commerce Secretariat, and the Vision of an Associative State,
1921-1928,” Journal of American History LXI:1 (June 1974), 116-40.

% See F. Bassetti, Les Consortiums étudiés spécialement au point de vue de leur développement en
France pendant la guerre (Paris, 1919); Raymond Guilhon, Les consortiums en France pendant la
guerre (Paris, 1924). For a recent study of one important sector of the French war economy,
the armaments industry, see Gerd Hardach, “Franzosische Riistungspolitik 1914-1918,” Or-
ganisierter Kapitalismus, pp. 101-16.
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focus and concentrates on the attempts of the French government to
restructure the international economic system.

It was Etienne Clémentel, minister of commerce from 1915 to
1919, who played the leading role in formulating policy in this area.
In the history of the Third Republic, Clémentel was not a political
figure of the first order. A deputy since 1900 and a minister three
times before the war, he never headed a government and does not
seem to have personally had a large political following. He was not
even able to keep his seat in the elections of November 1919, which
in other respects represented a landslide victory for the govern-
ment.

Nevertheless, in spite of his relatively weak political base,
Clémentel was able to shape policy on postwar economic problems
through 1918—largely because no one else in the government
seemed much interested in these questions before the armistice.?® It
was Clémentel who represented the French government in vital
negotiations with the Allies on these postwar questions, and it was
his policy in these matters that was presented to the Parliament in
February 1918 as official government policy. More important, a
lengthy exposition of his views on postwar economic problems was
formally accepted by Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau in Sep-

3 Clemenceau and Louis Loucheur, his minister of armament in 1918, and in
1919 his principal advisor on economic matters, apparently were too preoccupied with the
immediate struggle to give much attention to postwar economic problems before the armis-
tice. Loucheur’s predecessor in the armament ministry, the right wing socialist Albert
Thomas, shared Clémentel’s basic assumptions about the permanent desirability of an “or-
ganized” capitalist economy; see Hardach, “Franzésische Rustungspolitik,” pp. 109-10. There
was a Bureau d’Etudes Economiques attached to the prime minister’s office, but its importance
is open to question. One of its members, the deputy and economist Adolphe Landry, even
complained publicly in March 1918 that this body was being ignored by the government,
Journal officiel de la République frangaise, Débats parlementaires, Chambre des Deputés, (March 15,
1918) p. 945. (Hereafter cited as Chambre, Débats.) It is important to note that these questions
were evidently neglected by the Ministry of Finance. There is nothing in this ministry’s
archives nor in the papers of L. L. Klotz, Clemenceau’s minister of finance, to indicate that
this normally pre-eminent ministry was concerned with these problems at the time. Nor is
there any reference to the attitude of the Ministry of Finance, or any correspondence with it
on these issues in the pertinent files of the Ministry of Commerce and of the Foreign Ministry.
Indeed, Klotz did not even attend the September 1918 meeting, at which Clémentel’s views
were adopted as government policy, even though financial questions figured prominently in
the latter’s plans. On the finance ministry’s neglect of the question see also Klotz’s brief
colloquy in the Chamber with his former collaborator Charles de Lasteyrie. Klotz’s silence,
when Lasteyrie charged him with failing to prepare a policy on postwar questions, strikes me
in the context of the colloquy as an implicit admission that this criticism was well founded
(Chambre, Débats, February 9, 1921, p. 406). Finally, the evidence indicates that the Foreign
Ministry played a very limited role in the formulation of policy in this area. It was not until
April 1918 that the foreign minister, Pichon, expressed views on the subject, and even then he
limited himself to seconding Clémentel’s point of view. See French Foreign Ministry archives,
Series “Paix,” vols. 1217-19, 1276-77. (Hereafter cited as AE, Paix, 1217-19, 1276-77.)
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tember 1918 as the official basis of postwar economic policy, and
French policy after the armistice actually proceeded along these
lines.*

Clémentel had something of an artist’s temperament—as a
young man he had studied to be a painter—and a taste for grandiose
and imaginative ideas was the most striking characteristic of his
policy. The program he elaborated derived from essentially theoret-
ical notions regarding ideal economic structure; it was not devel-
oped primarily as a way of meeting specific economic problems, such
as a projected postwar shortage of coal. Nor was it developed in
response to political pressure. There was, for example, no strong
business movement for a permanent “corporatist” restructuring of
the economy. Here then was a program developed in relative isola-
tion from larger political and economic forces by someone of limited
political stature. The story of Clémentel’s program is therefore a
case study in the possibilities and limitations of essentially bureau-
cratic initiative for effecting policy at the most basic level.

What was it that Clémentel proposed to do? In his mind, “orga-
nization” was a magic word. An ordered economy based on coopera-
tion rather than competition had to replace the “anarchy” of the free
market. What he ultimately aspired to was a permanent, universal
system where world resources would be pooled and allocated at
fixed prices on the basis of “need.” Germany, he and his associates
contended, would eventually receive her fair share of these re-
sources, if she restrained her ambitions and accepted the place
offered her in the new economic and political order. For the period
of transition right after the war, the system would be modified
somewhat to favor France and Belgium. Because of the projected
scarcity of raw materials, Germany at this time would be allocated
less than the share to which she would normally be entitled. Times
would then be hard for the Germans, but never was it proposed that
their economy be crushed. Indeed, Clémentel and his collaborators
repeatedly insisted that there would eventually be room for a re-
formed Germany to participate fully in the new system.’

4 This account of Clémentel's general policy is based on his parliamentary speeches, his
book La France et la politique économique interallice (Paris, 1931) and relevant material in the
Ministry of Commerce archives, fonds F'? at the AN in Paris, especially cartons F'? 7798,
7988, 8039, 8104 and 8106. For a more extended discussion of the various points raised in this
article, see the first chapter of my unpublished dissertation, “French Reparation Policy,
1918-1921” (Berkeley, 1974).

5 See Clémentel’s remarks in the French Senate: Journal officiel de la République frangaise,
Débats parlementaires, Sénat, (February 7, 1918), p. 73 (Hereafter cited as Sénat, Débats.) For the
views of his associates at the Ministry of Commerce, see Henri Hauser, Germany’s Commercial
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The important thing, however, was to moderate German ambi-
tions and bring German industrial activity into harmony with the
rest of the world economy. The Germans, seen as peculiarly indus-
trious, efficient, and economically aggressive, were viewed with
mixed feelings of fear and admiration. The best measure of this
attitude toward Germany is that in the midst of the slaughter,
Ministry of Commerce planners sought consciously to emulate
German methods.® Germany, it was commonly believed, had discov-
ered the “secret of organization.” This was held largely responsible
for her impressive and dangerous commercial success before 1914.
Artificial restraints were necessary lest Germany again threaten to
overwhelm her neighbors economically and to reestablish her eco-
nomic hegemony in Europe.

But how could such a system of controls be brought into being?
Clémentel felt that the creation of an Allied economic bloc was of
central importance in this regard. Wartime feelings of comradeship
and solidarity provided an ideal environment for the formation of
such a bloc, and once it came into being, the Allied organization
would be the core of a larger international system. In fact, the notion
of a permanent Allied economic union had been mooted about in
the press since virtually the beginning of the war. Public discussion
focused on the possibility of creating preferential tariffs among the
Allied nations. Clémentel, on the other hand, stressed the impor-
tance of establishing an inter-Allied control of raw material: the
Allied governments would directly ration out, at prices set by them,
the vast supplies of raw material they controlled. Such an arrange-
ment would be the key feature of the Allied-led economic bloc he
hoped to see emerge in some form from the war. The control of raw
material would be supplemented by other forms of cooperation—
especially by preferential tariffs within the bloc and by accords on
financial and currency questions—but in the final analysis these
features were of secondary importance.’

Grip on the World (New York, 1918), pp. 182-83, and a July 1918 speech of Daniel Serruys to
the Comité national d’études sociales et politiques, F'2 7985, PF XI-8.

¢ A remark by Blazeix, a high Ministry of Commerce official, typifies this attitude: “Pour
permettre aux alliés de concurrencer une semblable organisation, il faut avoir des méthodes
semblables a celles qui ont permis aux sociétés allemandes d’acquérir leur puissance considér-
able. “Entretien de M. Runciman et de M. Clémentel,” (August 16, 1916), F*2 7797. “In the
economic battle that we must engage in after the war,” Clémentel himself wrote in 1918, “we
will defeat Pan-Germanism only by taking up some of the weapons used by Germany, above
all, that of organisation,” preface to Henri Hauser, Les Régions économiques (Paris, 1918), p. 3.
See also the account of Hauser’s lecture “L’adaptation a la France des méthodes économiques
allemandes,” Journée industrielle (February 7, 1919). Hauser was Clémentel’s closest associate.

7 See F'2 7798, 7988, 8039, 8104 and 8106, and AE, Guerre, 1216-1219, 1276-1277.
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The creation of such a bloc, in Clémentel’s mind, had both
economic and political functions. By providing a steady supply of
raw materials at fair prices and by helping to secure export markets
by means of favorable tariff arrangements, the proposed system
would help France overcome the severe postwar economic problems
that she would otherwise face. The new structure, moreover, would
provide a permanent basis for an orderly expansion of trade and
defend against what were viewed as violent policies of commercial
“aggression,” such as the Germans were supposed to have practiced
before the war. Allied economic power could also be mobilized for
political ends. By threatening to cut off Germany’s supply of vital
raw materials, her ruling caste could be brought to renounce what
Clémentel and his associates assumed to be its ambition to dominate
the world. Moreover, they felt that removing conflicts over raw
materials by instituting a system for the distribution of these com-
modities on the basis of “need” would in itself be an important step
toward world peace.

The “organization” of French industry completed the Ministry
of Commerce plan. Under the guidance of the state, firms within an
industry would cooperate with one another, sharing technical
knowledge, dividing markets, each perhaps specializing in the manu-
facture of particular products. Destructive competition would be
avoided and price stability assured. More generally, in guiding the
development of production the state would preserve economic bal-
ance, ensuring a measured and secure growth in output.®

Schemes to organize French industry and plans to organize
world trade were thus both animated by the same spirit. Moreover,
the two sides of Clémentel’s policy complemented each other. Indus-
trial organization at home, for example, was needed to provide the

For the public discussion of an Allied economic bloc, see the articles listed in Camille Bloch,
Bibliographie méthodique de Uhistotre economique et sociale de la France pendant la guerre (Paris, 1925),
pp- 381-382, and Bernd Bonwetsch, Kriegsallianz und Wirtschaftsinteressen: Russland in den
Wirtschaftsplinen Englands und Frankreichs 1914-1917 (Disseldorf, 1973).

8 An organ of the Ministry of Commerce, the Comité Consultatif des Arts et Manufactures,
was charged by law in April 1917 with studying the problems of the postwar economy. The
CCAM made many suggestions along these general lines; its records are preserved in the
Ministry of Commerce archives, fonds F'? at the AN, Paris, esp. cartons F'2 7995, F'2 8045-62,
F'2 8105. See also the May 1918 report of its president on the “organization of production
after the war” in F'2 8038, folder “Apres-guerre, concessions minieres,” and the CCAM’s
Rapport général sur Uindustrie frangaise (Paris, 1919). For the view of Clémentel’s close associate
Henri Hauser, see Société d’Ingénieurs Civils, Travaux préparatoires du Congres du génie civil,
session nationale, Mars 1918, section VIII (“Organisation rationnelle du travail industriel”), pp.
3-11. Clémentel gave some indication of his own views on the subject of postwar industrial
organization in his remarks to the Chamber during the debate on the consortiums: Chambre,
Débats, June 28, 1918, pp. 1841-42.
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means of distributing raw materials allocated to France by interna-
tional bodies. It was only through such measures of centralization
that needs could be determined and rations justified. And, in fact,
during the war the two forms of organization developed together,
reaching their fullest form in 1918.

Clémentel had begun much earlier to lay the basis for the
implementation of his plans. At the end of 1915, soon after he
became minister, he took the initiative in calling for an inter-Allied
meeting to discuss the matter.® This attempt was successful, and an
Allied Economic Conference was convened in Paris in June 1916.
There were delegations from Britain, France and Italy, Belgium and
Portugal, Russia, Serbia, and Japan. (The United States had not yet
entered the war.) Wartime measures were discussed, but the princi-
pal accomplishment of the conference was the adoption of a pro-
gram of postwar economic collaboration.'?

At the conference, Clémentel stressed the importance of in-
stituting an inter-Allied control of raw materials. No raw materials
under Allied control, he felt, should be released for sale to the rest
of the world before the needs of all the Allied nations for that
commodity had been met. If only the Allies would organize them-
selves in this way, he said, they could be the “masters of the fu-
ture.”!* He therefore urged that each Ally prepare an inventory of
its natural resources and raw materials—inventories which would be
compared with requirements to determine which raw materials had
to be produced in greater quantity: “We are at the beginning of a
new economic era, one which permits the application of new meth-
ods founded on control, on collaboration, on everything that can
introduce some order into the process of production. If the Allies
know how to put these ideas into practice, they will have founded a
new order of things which will mark one of the great turning points
in the economic history of the world.”*?

The British delegation at the conference, led by the Colonial
Secretary and Tory leader Andrew Bonar Law, seemed to support

9 See AE, Guerre, 1216.

10 This discussion of the Paris Economic Conference is based on the printed minutes,
Conference economique des gouvernments allies tenue a Paris les 14, 15, 16, et 17 juin 1916.
Programme, proces-verbaux des séances et actes de la conférence in F'%2 8104, and on pertinent
Ministry of Commerce files, esp. F'2 7988, folder “La Conférence économique de Paris. Les
négociations.” For the text of the resolutions adopted by the conference, see United States,
Department of State, Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States, 1916, Supplement,
pp- 975-977 (Hereafter cited as FRUS.)

"1 Conference economique, p. 42.

12 Ibid., pp. 42-43.
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Clémentel completely on this and other points; Italy and Russia
were more reticent. For that reason, the resolutions of the Confer-
ence, which were not binding in any case, did not go as far as
Clémentel would have liked. The control of raw material was ac-
cepted, but only for the period of economic restoration. Instead of
actually setting up a system of preferential tariffs within the Allied
bloc, the Paris program merely called upon each Ally not to waive its
right to discriminate against Germany commercially—that is, Ger-
many would not automatically be treated as a “most favored nation”
for tariff purposes.

Limited though they were, the resolutions of the conference
were still not taken too literally by many of the Allied leaders. The
Paris program, with what appeared to some its call for an economic
“war after the war,” seems, for example, to have repelled many
people in Britain, and it is hard to know whether it meant anything
more to the British government than a threat useful in possible
peace negotiations with Germany.'?® But to Clémentel and his asso-
ciates, the Paris program was of great significance, for in it they saw
the charter of the new economic order that they hoped to see
emerge from the war.

Were these hopes inevitably doomed to disillusion? One decisive
development in the last year of the war convinced Clémentel that
there was a real possibility of putting his ideas into effect. Some
inter-Allied economic bodies—the “Wheat Executive” is the best
example—had been set up earlier in the war, but it was only from
the end of 1917 on that a full-scale Allied economic organization,
similar in scope and structure to the kind of organization to which
he aspired, really began to take shape. It would no longer be a
question of creating something vastly new to solve postwar problems
but of simply extending and developing the system that already
existed. This was precisely what Clémentel and other French
officials had in mind when they spoke of Allied economic “coopera-
tion”: postwar “cooperation” came to mean the continuation beyond

the armistice of the wartime system of controls exercised by inter-
Allied bodies.'*

13 See Trachtenberg, “Frénch Reparation Policy,” pp. 13-18.

* This discussion of the inter-Allied economic machinery is based mainly on the follow-
ing sources: J. Arthur Salter, Allied Shipping Control: An Experiment in International Administra-
tion (Oxford, 1921); Salter, Slave of the Lamp: A Public Servant’s Notebook (London, 1967), esp. p.
80ff; Daniel Serruys, “La structure économique de la coalition,” Revue de Paris, XXV (July 15,
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To a large degree, the new system grew out of the specific
economic and military situation of 1917. By the middle of the year
the Allied governments had become painfully aware of the inade-
quacy of existing systems of supply. The submarine war was cutting
deeply into the normal amount of available shipping, while the need
to transport the American army—especially urgent after the col-
lapse of Russia—createa large new demands for tonnage. It was no
longer possible to allocate ships and supplies in response to the
urgent pleadings of prime ministers. A more rational procedure had
to be substituted for what was called the “system of competitive
panics.”

The emergence of the inter-Allied regime was, however, more
than just an ad hoc response to the pressing needs of the moment.
Clémentel played a leading role in the gradual shaping of the new
system. He was consciously seeking to put into effect the kind of
policy he had outlined at the Paris Economic Conference a year
earlier.'® In August 1917 he went to London to win the British over
to his ideas. The system he hoped to see take shape during the war,
he explained, would be retained to solve the economic problems of
the postwar period. A permanent inter-Allied system for the control
of world supplies of raw material would be “the practical way of
preventing wars in the future.” The British received these ideas
sympathetically, but they held back from a full and formal accep-
tance of the French point of view during these discussions and
during new talks with Clémentel in October.!®

Clémentel wanted a system whereby Allied resources would be
pooled and allocated by inter-Allied bodies in accordance with
need.!” Because of the scarcity of tonnage, a joint control of ship-

1918), 326-345; FRUS 1917, Supplement 2, I, 334-445 and 516-666; FRUS 1918, Supplement
1, I, 498-617; Edwin Gay Papers, Hoover Institution, Stanford, California; R. H. Tawney,
“The Abolition of Economic Controls, 1918-1921,” Economic History Review, XIII: 1-2 (1943),
1-30.

15 The idea that the system was to a considerable degree deliberately shaped contradicts
certain accepted views on the subject. Tawney, for example, wrote that the system of wartime
controls—both the British system and the inter-Allied regime—was “only to a small extent the
result of design.” Clémentel, however, insisted that he had been consciously seeking to bring
about a system for the pooling of Allied resources during the war—a policy, he said, that was
rooted in the principles of the Paris Economic Conference (Clémentel, La France, pp. 150, 158,
166). The archival evidence bears out these claims. See in particular Fleuriau’s despatches of
September 3 and 5, 1917. F*2 7797, dossier “Mission de M. Clémentel a Londres, 15-27 aoiit
1917”; Cambon to Ribot, September 3, 1917, AE, Paix, 218; and Clémentel’s reports of
August 5 and 27, 1917, AE, Guerre, 1276.

16 Cambon to Ribot, September, 3, 1917, AE, Paix, 218; Clémentel reports of August 5
and 27, 1917, AE, Guerre, 1276; Clémentel to Painlevé, October 18, 1917, AE, Guerre, 1277;
Clémentel, La France, pp. 150-95.

17 Clémentel, La France, pp. 158, 166, 194. For a contemporary source, see, for example,
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ping was the key to the establishment of a common import program.
Anglo-French negotiations therefore focused on this point. But
before the British committed themselves wholeheartedly, even for
the duration of the war, to a full-fledged inter-Allied system, they
wanted to bring the Americans into the negotiations.'®

American support for wartime measures came more quickly
than anyone had anticipated. A high-level American delegation
headed by President Wilson’s close advisor Colonel Edward House
came to Paris in December 1917 to take part in an important Allied
conference. Jean Monnet, Clémentel’s representative in London,
with the help of J. Arthur Salter, the British director of ship requisi-
tioning, worked out in detail a plan for inter-Allied economic coop-
eration, which was accepted by the Americans and adopted at the
conference.'?

In accordance with this plan a number of inter-Allied commit-
tees, called “programme committees” or “executives,” were soon
created to set import programs for particular classes of commod-
ities. The members of these committees were specialists from corre-
sponding branches of each national administration—food, shipping,
etc.—so that committee decisions automatically became the policy of
each national government. The supply programs elaborated by the
programme committees were submitted to the body that allocated
shipping space, the Allied Maritime Transport Council (AMTC).
Since there was not enough tonnage to carry out the full supply
programs, the AMTC had to decide which programs to cut or
postpone. In so doing, it set the aggregate supply program of the
European Allies. Once this program was set, the War Purchase and
Finance Council automatically took care of the financial side of the
transaction: American credits were extended to cover these pur-
chases.

The new system bore a striking resemblance to the scheme
Clémentel had long sought to bring into being, and the emergence
of the inter-Allied economic regime and the attitude of the Allied
officials connected with it clearly encouraged him. He was optimistic
in early 1918 that the postwar economic system would grow natu-
rally and easily out of the wartime organization—the essential fea-

Fleuriau to the Prime Minister, September 3, 1917, F'27797, dossier “Mission de M. Clémentel
a Londres, 15-27 aoat 1917.”

18 See Clémentel, La France, pp. 150-95, and in general AE, Guerre 1276-77.

19 Salter, Slave of the Lamp, esp. pp. 80ff; Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, “Strategic and Eco-
nomic Relations During the First World War,” p. 60 and n. 61, p. 69 in Neville Waites, ed.,
Troubled Neighbours: Franco-British Relations in the Twentieth Century (London, 1971).
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tures of the system that had proved its value during the war would
be retained to solve the problems of peace.?’

This applied not just to the international regime, but also to the
system that had taken shape within France for the control of the
national economic effort. In 1918, to a large degree as a result of
pressure from Britain and the United States, much of French indus-
try was organized into “consortiums.” Each consortium purchased
and allocated supplies of a particular group of raw materials. The
consortiums were supervised by the government—most of them by
the Ministry of Commerce, although the Ministry of Armament,
responsible for the sector of the economy most directly related to
military needs, controlled some of them—and it was the consortium
system that, in theory at least, enabled the state to control imports,
regulate many prices, and thereby direct the industrial effort.?*

The consortiums came into being at about the same time as the
inter-Allied system, and the link between the two is unmistakable.
The inter-Allied bodies had to know what specific supplies were
required and had to be able to satisfy themselves that the contingents
assigned would be distributed efficiently and used for proper pur-
poses. Only a state-controlled system of industrial organization could
fulfill these conditions. On the other hand, an inter-Allied system was
the necessary connective tissue tying the various national systems
together. The logic of the situation was quite clear: the suppression of
the free market on the international level implied its suppression on
the national level as well and vice versa; with the market suppressed,
the demand for rationalization and aversion to an ad hoc, arbitrary
regime led to the gradual emergence of an increasingly complete
system of planning on the national and on the international levels.

Clémentel hoped that the organization of French industry in one
form or another would outlive the war, and it seems that the govern-
ment as a whole by the end of 1918 had come to share this aspiration.
Clemenceau’s letter of November 27 outlining the functions of the
new Ministry of Industrial Reconstitution actually foresaw a kind of
state economic planning.?? But it was this new ministry, an outgrowth
of the wartime Ministry of Armament, and not the Ministry of Com-

20 See for example, Chambre, Débats, June 28, 1918, pp. 1841-42; Sénat, Débats, February
7, 1918, pp. 70-73.

21 This account of the consortium system is based primarily on a series of critical articles
published by the economist Léon Polier in L’Europe nouvelle (issues of May 4, 8, and 25, July 6
and December 14, 1918), and on Clémentel’s reply to this criticism in Chambre, Débats, June
28, 1918, pp. 1833-44, 1849-51.

22 Journal officiel, November 27, 1918, p. 10232.
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merce, that was to play the leading role in directing the economy—a
development that clearly indicates just how much Clémentel’s posi-
tion had been eroded in the course of 1918. He had, in fact, over-
played his hand, only half concealing his hope that the consortium
regime could be perpetuated in one form or another. Business in-
terests, whose concerns were reflected in the Journée industrielle, and
others, like the influential economist Léon Polier, had no trouble
grasping Clémentel’s real intent, and throughout 1918 and into 1919
a lively campaign against the commerce minister’s policy was con-
ducted in the press and in Parliament.??

As far as Clémentel could see in 1918, there was only one way of
overcoming this opposition: if the inter-Allied system could be main-
tained, then a system of economic centralization in France would also
have to be preserved. The consortiums or their equivalent would still
be necessary to determine needs, distribute commodities received
through the inter-Allied bodies, and assure that these imports were
used effectively and for proper purposes. The retention of the
inter-Allied economic system was thus of central importance, valu-
able not only in itself, but also as a means of perpetuating the system
of state control and industrial organization within France.

The inter-Allied regime could be continued beyond the war’s
end only if the British and American governments consented to its
continuation; yet, unlike France, Great Britain and the United States
had little or no direct material interest in the retention of the system.
Was there any reason, therefore, to suppose that the major Allies
would go along with these French ideas? To Clémentel, the chance
seemed excellent that they would readily “cooperate.” In reality the
attitudes of both governments were more complex than he knew.

The British were deeply divided on the question of postwar
economic policy, and so British policy constantly vacillated and re-
mained unclear to the end. In practice, the British attitude came to
be a function of American policy: the British would “cooperate” if,
and only if, the Americans cooperated.?*

Everything, in fact, turned on the attitude of the American
government. The Americans had at first strongly opposed the Paris

23 Journée industrielle, April 16, June 21, August 6, 1918; January 10, 17-24, 1919; Polier,
L’Europe nouvelle (May 4, 8 and 25, July 6 and December 14, 1918).

24 On British policy, see Trachtenberg, “French Reparation Policy,” pp. 13-19. There is
also some material in V. H. Rothwell, British War Aims and Peace Diplomacy, 1914-1918 (Oxford,
1971). The best account is in Robert Bu.selmeyer’s unpublished dissertation, “The Cost of
War: British Plans for Postwar Economic Treatment of Germany, 1914-1918” (Yale Univer-
sity, 1969).
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resolutions. Secretary of State Lansing, for example, condemned
them in a letter to Wilson in late June 1916, principally because he
feared that the program would injure American trade.?® But after
entering the war, the American attitude appeared to change. Presi-
dent Wilson’s vision of a “steadfast concert for peace” developed
into plans for a League of Nations. Clémentel saw in this his chance
to win the American government over to his ideas. In letters to
President Wilson in late 1917, he set out his views linking the League
with the “economic weapon” that would be created by instituting a
permanent control of raw materials.?®

Clémentel was encouraged by what appeared to be the Amer-
ican response. Colonel House, Wilson’s closest adviser, was particu-
larly sympathetic to the French point of view. He supported the idea
of legislation that would lay the basis for a postwar control of raw
materials and suggested in January 1918 that France and Britain
pass similar legislation.?” Wilson himself, in a December 1917
speech, alluded to the possibility of postwar restraints on trade with
Germany—Clémentel frequently cited this as proof that American
policy was evolving in a favorable direction.?® In fact, when Wilson
laid down some basic principles for a restructuring of international
affairs in his Fourteen Points speech in January 1918, he was careful
to leave the door open to postwar economic discrimination against
those nations not fully committed to the peace. His third point called
for “the removal, so far as possible, of all economic barriers and the
establishment of an equality of trade conditions” but only “among all
the nations consenting to the peace and associating themselves for its
maintenance.”?®

25 FRUS, the Lansing Papers, I, 311-12.

26 Extracts from an October 6 letter to Wilson are quoted in Clémentel, La France, pp.
220-21. On November 22 Clémentel reiterated the point in another letter to Wilson, F'2 7988,
folder “Question des matiéres premieres”.

27 Charles Seymour, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House, 4 vols. (Boston and New York,
1928), entry of January 27, 1918, 111, 366-67; see also Seymour, III, 268, and on Wilson’s
intentions in this regard, Wiseman to Reading, August 16, 1918, in Seymour, 1V, 62-63. For
the French account of these contacts, see Tardieu to Clémentel, January 25 and 27, 1918, AE,
Guerre, 1217.

28 In a speech to the Congress on December 4, Wilson declared that if Germany after the
war continued “to live under ambitious and intriguing masters interested to disturb the peace
of the world,” she might be excluded from “free economic intercourse” with the nations who
had come together to secure world peace, Woodrow Wilson, War and Peace, R. S. Baker and
W. E. Dodd, eds., 2 vols. (New York, 1927), I, 133. Clémentel frequently alluded to this
speech; see, for example, Sénat, Débats, February 7, 1918, pp. 71-72, and Chambre, Débats,
June 28, 1918, p. 1841.

29 In October 1918, House’s official commentary on this point stressed that it only applied
among League members and noted in particular that “this clause naturally contemplates fair
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Thus in early 1918 Clémentel was optimistic about the possibil-
ity of putting his plans into effect. The time had come to outline
these ideas in public. In articles and speeches, the most important of
which was his speech to the Senate in February, Clémentel and his
associates sought to inspire confidence that postwar economic prob-
lems would be readily