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The period between the middle of the nineteenth-century and World War I is often 

characterised as the ‘first globalization’ in modern history.1 International investments and 

trade soared, and transatlantic migrations peaked. As the slave trade declined, enormous 

waves of indentured labour left Asia in search of work in North and South America and in the 

European colonies in Oceania, Africa, Asia and the Caribbean. Cultural exchanges also 

intensified, as new technologies of transport and communication - railways and the telegraph - 

were diffused. The shift from sailboats to steamers along with the construction of the Panama 

and Suez canals dramatically shortened oceanic shipping routes. Transport costs of 

international trade and migration fell precipitously and the volume of trade rose. The worlds’ 

shipping tonnage increased from roughly 4 million tons in 1800 to 47 million tons in 1913.  

Global trade expanded considerably faster than output: Between 1820 and 1913, the 

production per capita grew at an average rate of 7.3 per cent, while the volume of foreign 

trade increased by 33 percent.2 The creation of transoceanic telegraphy linked the financial 

markets in London, Paris and New York. Political and economic elites with access to these 

networks were informed more swiftly about remote events than ever before. By the turn of the 

century, there was barely a place on the globe where prices were not influenced by foreign 

trade, where railways and infrastructures were not financed by foreign investments, where 

technology and manufacturing skills were not imported from abroad, and where labour 

markets were not influenced by long-distance migration flows.3   
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Food markets played a prominent role in nineteenth-century globalization. Even 

though coffee, sugar, tea and other commodities had been part of international trade networks 

for much longer, it was only by the middle of the nineteenth-century that staple foods for 

mass consumption, such as wheat, rice or wine were shipped from one continent to another in 

large quantities and at competitive prices. After the invention of mechanical refrigeration 

(around 1880) the same was true for perishable goods like meat, fish, and fresh produce.4  

At the same time the global trade system was hotly contested in agriculture. Especially 

in continental Europe, nationalist movements began to organise farmers. By the late 

nineteenth-century, the United States and most European countries had moved back to 

protectionism. This is generally viewed as a first sign of a ‘globalization backlash’, leading to 

the collapse of the international political order and the economic disintegration in the era of 

the World Wars.5 

This thesis is based on the idea of an antagonistic or dialectical relation between global 

economic trends on the one hand, and national political orders, on the other. Both historians 

and political scientists have suggested that the nation building of the nineteenth-century was 

in many ways a reaction to global changes.6 In this view, the emergence of the welfare state, 

the redefinition of national borders and citizenship and the corporatist organization of 

economic interests were closely linked to the legacies and challenges of a globalizing world. 

New territorially bounded systems of social and economic relations emerged in a period when 

markets stretched well beyond national boundaries.7   

This chapter offers an alternative narrative. It shows how new forms of ‘global 

governance’ emerged in the food sector in the late nineteenth-century beyond national 

arrangements and institutions. These embryonic forms of transnational governance were not 

promoted by states but by producers trying to cope with the effects of a global market. 

Producers became aware that they shared common interests and that they could best solve 

their problems through cooperation rather than through unilateral efforts by individual 
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countries. The internationalist spirit that emerged in all places during the late nineteenth-

century was not limited to civil society and humanitarian movements, but also affected 

interest groups.  

The first part of this chapter analyses the development of global food chains and their 

repercussions on European agriculture between 1850 and 1914. The second part deals with 

the role of cross-border networks and institutions such as the International Institute of 

Agriculture in Rome, founded in 1905. While these institutions were initially created to 

defend European producers against imports from overseas, a more global vision of food 

markets and governance gained ground in the years before World War I. Internationalism was 

not, as Akira Iriye has argued, limited to social movements and non-profit bodies “engaged in 

activities that were sometimes at odds with the interests of global capitalism”.8 Capitalism 

itself became a powerful force of transnational cooperation, using often the same political 

strategy and moral rhetoric as civic initiatives and movements in this field.  

 

European Food Markets and the ‘First Globalization’, (c. 1850-1914) 

In the The Economic Consequences of the Peace, John Maynard Keynes in 1919 described 

the deep impact of World War I on the global economic system:  

What an extraordinary episode in the economic progress of man that age was 

which came to an end in August 1914! … The inhabitant of London could 

order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of the 

whole earth … he could at the same moment and by the same means adventure 

his wealth in the natural resources and new enterprises of any quarter in the 

world … or he could decide to couple the security of his fortunes with the 

good faith of the townspeople of any substantial municipality in any continent 

that fancy or information might recommend. … But, most important of all, he 

regarded this state of affairs as normal, certain, and permanent, except in the 
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direction of further improvement, and any deviation from it as aberrant, 

scandalous, and avoidable.9 

This picture of a peaceful and prosperous system of economic exchange drawn by Keynes is 

obviously biased by his British perspective. Global market integration had different outcomes 

and effects in different parts of the world, depending on market access, factor endowment or 

geography. The notion of a united ‘world economy’ that Marx and Engels had envisioned 

already in the Communist Manifesto of 1848 was deeply influenced by the experiences of the 

Western World.10 Access to technology, infrastructures and communication networks was 

often limited to merchants in North America and Europe. The massive expansion of 

international trade, which appears from the overall statistical data, was only partly due to 

overseas exchange. It was the industrialised countries which mainly traded with each other. 

The regional distribution of commercial exchange reveals a clear European dominance during 

the nineteenth and early twentieth-century. World trade consisted primarily of intra-European 

exchange of goods and of European trade with overseas countries of European settlement. 

Around 1900, the combined shares of Africa, Asia and South America did not exceed 16 per 

cent of world exports.11  

 

Tab. 1: Value of Less Developed Countries’ Exports of selected products (millions of dollars) 

Commodity 1860 1880 1900 1913 
Cocoa 2.1 2.9 17.0 84 
Coffee 53.7 114.5 153.6 336 
Cotton 35.8 96.9 107.7 300 
Jute 1.5 22.0 26.2 105 
Oilseeds 7.7 29.5 42.6 220 
Rice 20.1 55.3 88.5 242 
Rubber 2.0 8.5 73.1 210 
Sugar  75.1 99.8 85.0 132 
Tea 26.4 65.2 67.4 133 
Source: Hansen, Trade, p. 36. 
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However, a closer look at the composition of trade shows that this picture has to be revised 

partly. While markets for industrial commodities, services and capital were almost 

exclusively concentrated on the western world, this was not the case for food and raw 

materials. Between 1870 and 1913, output of agriculture grew at a high rate all over the 

world, but this growth was particularly strong in South America and the western settlements 

of Europe (see Table. 3). Agricultural products such as coffee, tea, cotton, sugar especially as 

well as staple foods such as rice, wheat and meat became integrated into a truly global trade 

system that involved also the southern hemisphere (see Table 1). New developing nations 

such as Argentina, Australia, and Brazil experienced an export boom and fully participated in 

the nineteenth-century expansion of world trade. Between 1840 and 1900, per capita exports 

in South America increased from $2 (at constant prices) to $15, while the respective increase 

for Oceania was from $2.50 to $46.35.12 As a consequence, the share of exports in national 

product of South America surged to 18 per cent in 1900 and forged past the ratios in Britain 

(13.0), the United States (6.7) and Germany at that time.13  

An increasing part of food exports from Asia, Africa and South America went to 

Europe and North America.14 Table 2 shows the geographic distribution of exports from these 

areas between 1840 and 1900. Although the underlying data is fairly rough, it illustrates the 

rise of exports to the United Kingdom until 1860, and the subsequent decline of the British 

share that accelerated at the end of the century. The data further points to a decline in the 

export share of most other regions with the prominent exception of North America, followed 

by an increase that is most pronounced in the case of Western Europe. Even though these 

aggregated statistics have to be treated with caution, they reveal a remarkable trend. Not the 

industrialised and free trading nation Britain, but continental Europe and North America with 

an expanding food sector and a long tradition of agricultural protectionism were increasingly 

absorbing food imports from overseas.  
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Table 2. Approximate Geographic Distribution of Exports of Asia, Africa, and South America 
1840-1900 (percentage) 
Region 1840 1860 1880 1900 
United Kingdom 44 49 40 24 
Other Western Europe 22 18 22 31 
North America 7 8 12 15 
Asia 24 20 18 21 
Other 4 5 8 9 
Source: Hansen, Trade, p. 55 
 

Table 3: Rates of Change in Gross Output of Agriculture 1870-1938 

 1870-1913 1913-1938 

Europe 1.34 0.76 

North Western Europe 1.02 1.50 

Southern Europe 0.81 1.19 

Eastern Europe 2.13 0.36 

Asia 1.11 0.58 

South America 4.43 3.05 

Western Settlement 2.20 0.74 

World 1.56 0.67 

Notes: North Western Europe: UK, France, Sweden, Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, 
Finland, Switzerland. Southern Europe: Italy, Greece, Spain, Portugal. Eastern Europe: Austria-
Hungary and Russia. Aisa: Japan, India, Indonesia. Western Settlement: Canada, Australia, USA. 
South America: Argentina, Uruguay, Chile. 
Source: G. Federico, Feeding the World. An Economic History of Agriculture, 1800-2000 (Princeton 
and Oxford, 2005), p. 18 
 

According to modern trade theory, globalization implies more than cross-border trade. It 

means, first of all, the emergence of globally integrated markets of commodities, capital and 

labour. Early modern trade stretched across continents, but was for the most part limited to 

luxury and non-competing goods. ‘Colonial goods’ such as tea, coffee, sugar, spices and 

tobacco were traded because they required different climates for their production. 

Furthermore, intercontinental trade remained largely monopolised or at least controlled by 
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mercantilist regulations, and huge price gaps characterised distant markets even in the face of 

improving transport technologies. Even within Europe, the grain trade remained highly 

segmented until the end of the eighteenth-century.15 Market integration, measured in terms of 

factor and commodity price convergence, was by and large a phenomenon that developed 

after 1820, mainly driven by the transport and communication revolution that minimised the 

‘natural protection of space’ and created stable networks of global trade. Between 1850 and 

1913, world trade in agricultural products grew at a faster pace then ever before, a yearly 

average rate of 3.44 per cent.16   

Econometric studies of various commodity markets show that price convergence is 

particularly discernible for primary commodities where transportation costs and technology 

played a decisive role. According to Harley, the freight rates between Britain and North 

America dropped by roughly 70 per cent between 1840 and 1910 in real terms.17 From 1870 

to 1912, the price gap between Chicago and Liverpool fell from 60 per cent to 14 per cent for 

wheat, from 93 to 18 per cent for meat and animal fats, and from 14 to 1 per cent for cotton 

textiles. At the same time, the price difference for vegetables declined from 55 to 17 per cent 

between Sweden and Britain.18 Convergence was not limited to the Atlantic World. Price 

cleavages between Europe and Asia were narrowed by the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, 

by the shift from sail to steam, and by other productivity improvements on long-distance sea-

lanes. The cotton price gap between London and Bombay declined from 57 per cent in 1873 

to 20 per cent in 1913, while the gap for rice between London and Rangoon fell from 93 to 26 

per cent during the same period. This had a deep impact on the creation of an Asian market 

for rice and wheat, and furthermore, for the formation of a global market for cereals.19 

A similar development can be observed for other basic foodstuffs, including perishable 

goods such as meat, butter, cheese and other fresh produce, where long distance trade was 

accompanied by a fundamental adjustment of traditional methods of distribution.20  Changes 

in regulation and technology replaced the age-old system by which live animals essentially 
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walked to the retail butcher shop with a new system where slaughter was centralised. To ship 

freshly slaughtered beef thousands of miles from Argentina or Australasia to Europe, 

artificially cooled cargo space was fundamental. The transportation of frozen lamb and 

mutton from Australia, New Zealand and Argentina were reorganised along the same 

distributional paths. At the same time, transport innovations revolutionised the national 

distribution systems and the stock keeping in general. At the end of the nineteenth century, 

refrigerated railroad wagons moved the meat from and to ports where it was stored in 

specialised warehouses.21 

At the same time, major changes took place in industrial organization. With new 

systems of distribution came larger firms and vertical integration in the food sector. The 

emergence of a modern agro-industrial complex was thus closely related to globalization, and 

this would have far-reaching consequences for market organization, economic interests and 

political action in this sector.22 The division between agriculture, trade and industry that 

characterised earlier periods lost in importance, while new forms of integrated firms appeared, 

especially in the highly commercialised sector of international food trade.   

All this led to a more differentiated picture of trade policy and economic interest 

organization. Traditionally, the role of agriculture has been described in terms of economic 

backwardness and political conservativism. According to this view, for example, the 

traditional Prussian Junkers continued to dominate politics and society in Germany until 

World War I.23 In France, Italy, and the Habsburg monarchy, landed elites and rural middle 

classes began to organise themselves in nationalist movements in order to gain protection 

against the consequences of industrialization and economic change.24  

It is true that after a free-trade interlude of three decades, most European states raised 

their trade barriers, as agricultural prices declined and producers felt the blast of overseas 

competition. Germany’s reconversion to protection began with the tariff of 1879, which 

restored duties on wheat and other food products. In the following years, similar duties were 
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adopted by France, Austria-Hungary, Sweden, Spain and Portugal, and, finally, by the United 

States, which extended protectionism to agriculture with the McKinley Tariff of 1890.25 Trade 

was also hampered by new forms of non-tariff barriers such as veterinary meat import 

restrictions in Germany or the introduction of the ‘Appelation d’origine’ in France to protect 

the quality of wine.26 Only few European nations abstained from the temptations of protecting 

their food sector. This was the case for small countries with a shortage of natural resources 

and a highly commercialised agriculture such as Denmark, Belgium and the Netherlands, as 

well as in Great Britain, where Free Trade was deeply rooted in political culture.27   

Some recent studies have linked different outcomes of trade policy to the distributional 

effects of globalization. As trade produces losers as well as winners, political scientists like 

Ronald Rogowski have argued that choices for or against trade protectionism depended 

largely on the respective factor endowment of a country.28  

From a historical perspective, however, the standard models of public choice and 

collective action seem far too reductive. Even though battles over trade policy often evolved 

along class lines, and coalitions were frequently fuelled by distributional conflicts, theories of 

political economy rarely match with historical reality. In the case of agriculture, political 

coalitions and social formations were much more complex and fragmented, and they hardly 

mirrored clear-cut economic interests.29 For example, recent accounts on the role of the 

Prussian Junkers have shown that traditional extensive wheat production went often hand in 

hand with modern commercialised forms of agriculture.30 German, and continental agriculture 

as a whole, experienced enormous productivity gains during in the decades before World War 

I. This was assisted by global developments: prices for inputs such as fodder, machines and 

chemical fertilizers declined,31 while the lengthening of food chains and the increasing 

demand in Europe and overseas created new markets for German products. As a consequence, 

many farmers favoured a moderate tariff for some items, while at the same time trying to gain 

access to global markets.  
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Even though state intervention in favour of agriculture became more pronounced after 

1880, its impact should not be overstated. Tariffs continued to rise, but their real effect faded 

as international prices declined faster and structure of imports shifted to non-protected 

commodities.32 Moreover, falling transport costs over compensated the effects of new tariffs. 

European duties affected mainly wheat, which accounted for roughly one-sixth of gross 

output before 1914. As a result, the total subsidy from protection amounted to some 5-9 per 

cent of production. It must be stressed that protection was not even particularly manifest in 

continental Europe.33 For example, in 1909/13, the general tariff quota amounted to 8.6 per 

cent in Germany and 8.7 per cent in France, while the United States and Russia peaked with 

quotas of respectively 21.4 and 29.5 per cent.34  

Moreover, there is no empirical evidence for a significant correlation between the 

level of protection of a country and the development of foreign trade. For instance, countries 

with relatively high duties like Germany or the United States experienced a disproportionate 

growth of foreign trade, while some low-tariff countries such as the Netherlands or Belgium 

faced severe problems at the same time. More generally, exports grew faster in continental 

Europe after the abandonment of free trade than in Great Britain, which abstained from 

tariffs.35 

Protectionist movements had, as Atack and others have argued, mainly political 

reasons, pushed through by “few vocal losers [who] can win the support of a majority if the 

majority perceives itself just one step away from joining the losers”.36 In other words: Since 

globalization had far-reaching distributional effects, societies had to compensate those social 

groups and economic sectors which suffered most from external competition. As Knut 

Borchardt has argued, moderate tariffs were thus not an anti-globalizing force, but, on the 

contrary, an essential precondition for integrating modern economies into world markets.37  
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Transnational Cooperation 

These findings are important as they change some standard interpretations regarding the 

development of the North American food sector. The following section will pay attention to 

the transnational perceptions, strategies and policies of agrarian producers. Historical research 

in this area has mainly focused on the role of national associations and interest groups. In 

Germany, the Bund der Landwirte, founded in 1892, was able to integrate different 

agricultural groups and became the most important mass organization of the Kaiserreich. 

Beyond giving technical assistance, the Bund was able to mobilise rural voters on a large 

scale and to control a considerable part of the conservative electorate.38 Similar institutions 

and movements emerged in France, Italy and Austria-Hungary.39 According to conventional 

wisdom, these movements were not only committed to economic protection but also formed a 

social breeding ground for an aggressive ‘integral’ nationalism in the run up to World War I. 

In the case of Germany, social historians have characterised agrarian nationalism as a 

precondition for the emergence of fascism in the Weimar Republic.40  

However, this historiography has overlooked that agrarian organizations were also 

involved in international cooperation and exchange, especially in Europe, but also beyond. 

The second half of the ‘long nineteenth-century’ was a period where new forms of 

internationalism and intensified cross-border transfers of political ideas, institutions and 

cultural practices appeared. Civic groups and social movements emerged in various fields, 

striving to create international identities and to reform society and politics through 

transnational cooperation. International congresses, world exhibitions and informal networks 

made knowledge about other countries more easily available and contributed to the formation 

of common languages and the spread of tastes and fashions. In addition, international 

agencies were created to regulate common problems and concerns, including postal and 

navigation systems, weights and measures, money, passports as well as telegraphic 

communication.41  
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In the field of agriculture, such forms of transnational cooperation and exchange were 

less apparent at first sight, but nevertheless played an important role. On one side, the 

emergence of well-organised interest groups and associations in different European countries 

was a closely related phenomenon. For example, the foundation of the German Bund der 

Landwirte was influenced by the model of the French Société des agriculteurs, while Italian 

landowners where impressed by German rural associations and their highly developed system 

of cooperative banks and rural consortia.42 Knowledge about efficient economic institutions 

and modern forms of interest organization circulated among European farmers and their 

representatives, triggering a process of knowledge transfer.  

On the other side, a series of international meetings took place. More stable types of 

cooperation developed. In 1878, the first International Congress of Agriculture took place in 

Paris. The following years saw international congresses and exhibitions which served as 

forums for the exchange of ideas, networking and the popularization of knowledge.43 Initially 

most participants came from continental Europe, brining together representatives of national 

associations, politician, and businessmen from the food industry as well as experts from 

universities, statistical offices and commercial organizations. While at the first congresses in 

Paris (1878) and Budapest (1885) activities barely reached beyond the exchange of 

information, debates had shifted to more general political and economic concerns by 1889.  

There was growing awareness that European farmers shared certain interests and goals 

beyond national boundaries and that these could best be dealt with by pooling their resources 

and promoting transnational cooperation, instead of preoccupying themselves with their 

respective national interests.  

This transnational awareness was not driven by internal European problems and conflicts 

alone, but also responded to global challenges. As Jules Méline, the French minister of 

agriculture emphasised at the opening speech of the International Congress in Paris 1889, the 

consequences of market integration were “disastrous for the old nations, crushed by the 
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burdens of the past, which, since ages, squeeze the bowels of the soil and can render it fertile 

only by dint of work and sacrifices.”44 Méline, Minister of Agriculture and one of the most 

fervent supporters of protectionist tariffs, saw European cooperation as the only way to 

resolve the crisis of the food sector. Similarly, the President of the Republican Société 

nationale d’encouragement à l’agriculture argued that the difficulties of agriculture had to be 

treated “at the European scale … instead of dealing with these questions at purely local or 

national level”.45  

Although the word ‘globalization’ was unknown at the time, the phenomenon itself 

was at the heart of discussion among European farmers. It was more than a coincidence that 

the first international congress was organised in conjunction with the world fair in Paris 1878, 

where commercial representatives from all over the world convened. The main question was 

the impact of international flows of food and other commodities on European societies. 

Would trade liberalisation lead to falling wages and profits, and what countermeasures should 

be taken against the threat of foreign competition? Closing borders by tariffs and other import 

restrictions was only one response discussed by representatives of European agriculture. The 

debate about global trade revolved around a set of different topics and problems such as better 

credit, new forms of market organization or the role of diverging monetary systems 

(bimetallism in France, Gold standard in Germany) and their influence on food trade. Often, 

these debates were permeated by a language of anti-capitalism and conservative morality. For 

example, German farmers promoted the idea of bimetallism as a bulwark against the ‘great 

powers of international capital’, while French and Italian representatives endorsed ‘sane’ and 

locally based cooperative banks with the same argument.46  

A major issue was the regulation of the stock market for agricultural commodities. In 

1996, the German Reichstag had passed a bill that entailed far-reaching controls for the stock 

market, including the public registration of brokers and a prohibition of future trading for 

grains and flour. German landowners, who had been engaged in the battle against ‘evil 
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speculators’ for many years, used the international congresses to obtain similar legislation in 

other countries. Farmers in Europe, suggested the German representative Gustav Ruhland in 

Budapest 1896 should “walk shoulder to shoulder in the battle against the international of 

gold and the predatory practice of stock markets”.47 Ernst Lauer, secretary of the Swiss 

farmers association, used the congress in Lausanne as a platform for his agitation against 

future trading.  

Only if the supremacy of the stock market and its harmful influence is broken, 

producers and consumers will be able to decide on prices, and the solid and 

honourable merchant replace the speculator … For this purpose, we shall call 

from farm to farm, from village to village, from country to country and from 

continent to continent: Farmers of all nations, unite.48  

However, not all congress members shared the aggressive anti-capitalist stance expressed by 

Lauer and Ruhland. The French representatives, for instance, were pleading for a more 

differentiated treatment of stock markets, arguing that only excessive forms of market 

distortion should be suppressed. Combining national regulations with international 

coordination, speculation could be efficiently controlled without abandoning a free market 

system.49 Claims for more regulation against the risk and volatility of international markets 

went hand in hand with a rhetoric of internationalism that, surprisingly, was not dissimilar 

from other civic groups like workers or the women’s international.  

Until the turn of the century, the ‘green international’ was mainly a European 

enterprise. All congresses took place on the European Continent, and representatives from 

other continents – including Great Britain – were rarely invited. This European perspective 

also shaped the campaign for a common trade and tariff area, inspired by the model of the 

German Zollverein of 1834. Tariff policy should reduce inner European trade barriers, with 

an external wall of protection against the rest of the world. This meant that trade agreements, 

including the most-favoured-nation clause, were to be limited to European states.50 
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Discrimination against extra-European producers also inspired plans to establish a European 

grain board. In 1903, agrarian associations of Germany, France, Portugal, Austria-Hungary, 

Spain, Switzerland and Serbia set up an International Commission to coordinate wheat and 

flour trade through self-governed marketing boards, conceived mainly as a response to 

contain the ‘invasion’ of cheap grain from overseas. Even though the Commission had only 

limited success, as most farmers refused to sign agreements with the newly created boards, 

the concept of international cooperative marketing influenced debates on the reorganization of 

European markets during the coming.  

In other sectors, however, European initiatives appeared less defensive. In 1902, the 

International Sugar Convention was established in Brussels, aiming to abolish both export 

subsidies and import restrictions. Especially in Germany, France and Austria-Hungary, a 

modern agro-industry had emerged in this sector, integrating sugar beet cultivation, refinery 

and commercial distribution within a few firms.51 In the last decades of the nineteenth-

century, European sugar production had expanded considerably, and producers preferred to 

maintain their hold on international markets rather than insisting on subsidies from their 

national governments.  

Farmers’ economic interests became more differentiated, as did attitudes towards 

international trade. Even groups who aimed at protectionism were increasingly intrigued by 

global developments. Tariffs did raise domestic prices beyond the world level, but – as the 

previous sections showed – did not separate markets completely from international 

developments. Price fluctuations abroad continued to influence domestic markets, and thus, 

the profit margins of producers.  

A major problem consisted in the lack of information on global markets. From the late 

nineteenth-century, a vast literature emerged. National statistical offices began to produce 

data on worldwide crop production, price flows and acreages. Moreover the International 

Commission of Agriculture, founded in 1889 in Paris, fostered the transfer of international 
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knowledge exchange.52 However, in most cases, the data of these reports and statistics were 

retrospective and did not supply reliable information on current trends.  

It was against this background that plans for more sophisticated reporting emerged 

among North American and European farmers at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth 

centuries. In 1904, the American farmer and entrepreneur David Lubin proposed the creation 

of an International Chamber of Agriculture in order to improve the collection and circulation 

of economic data. Lubin, who had made a fortune with several department stores and a mail 

order firm in California,53 regarded market information as the most important prerequisite to 

stabilise agrarian incomes in a globalising economy. Without any knowledge on price move-

ments and production data, farmers were subject to the uncertainty and risks of international 

markets. 

So long as there is no general knowledge of the world-factors, and so long as 

there is no shaping of these factors by the farmers, then so long must his 

production and his distribution be a pure matter of chance and guess-work, and 

so long as this is the case the industry of farming must give place to the 

speculator, and with power to employ the group of facts which the speculator 

is able to master but which the farmer is not. Once the International Chamber 

of Agriculture master these facts and the speculative phase will be largely 

replaced by certainty, and certainty is much more likely to bring about equity 

in exchange than uncertainty.54 

 

Complaints about the inferior position of agrarian producers relative to powerful industrial 

trusts and financial speculators were not a novel phenomenon, but they were now framed 

within a wider context of transnational action and coordination. As ‘the principal factors 

which govern the economic production and distribution of agriculture are international’, 

Lubin argued, the political interests of farmers could not be effectively secured within 
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national organisations.55 At the same time, Lubin – who was deeply rooted in the American 

antitrust movement – envisioned a new coalition between ‘farmers of the world and the 

consumers of the world’. Both sides would gain from more stable prices and more 

transparency in global markets.56  

This is not the place to analyse in detail the history and structure of the International 

Institute of Agriculture (IIA), founded in Rome in 1905 with initially 41 member nations.57 

Yet it is worth mentioning that the IIA was an official intergovernmental institution with 

formal statutes, offices, committees and a general assembly, which could pass resolutions and 

present them to the adhering states. After a period of internal conflicts and disagreements 

among the member states, the Institute started work in 1908. While American leaders had 

shown little interest in endowing an international agency with headquarters in Europe, the 

Italian King, and subsequently most European governments supported the IIA.58 

Unlike former institutions in this field, the IIA encompassed numerous nations from 

the non Western World, including Japan, Turkey, Russia, Egypt, Australia, Persia and almost 

all South American states.59 Even though Europeans were still in a majority, a more global 

perspective progressively substituted the once dominant European self-understanding of the 

‘Green International’. This was also one reason why IIA bodies were barely involved in 

tariffs debates which necessarily would have threatened the internationalist spirit if the IIA. 

Rather, Lubin and other members stressed the ‘common interests of farmers’ all over the 

world against powerful industry, banks and trade organisations. Even though the IIA 

abstained from official statements in this matter, there was a broad consensus about the 

fundamental importance of freer trade in the ranks of the IIA.  

During the early years, the IIA was mainly an international clearinghouse for 

agricultural information. Member states had to report to the IIA current statistical data on 

acreages, expected (and realised) harvest yields and prices. They were then compiled, 

published and distributed through the IIA’s Statistical Bulletin. The IIA offices integrated all 
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data within a ‘single numerical statement’ for each commodity in order to provide producers 

an overall picture of world market developments.60 If all producers and consumers had full 

knowledge of the ‘natural’ price of a specific merchandize, speculations would become 

impossible. This would not only lead to a fair ‘bargaining of producers and producers’ but 

also to more stable prices.61 Even though the reliability of this ‘single numerical statement’ 

was controversial, it became an important source of information in the years before the war, 

and, in addition, served as the basis for more sophisticated statistical surveys during the inter-

war period.62  

However, the activities of IIA were not limited to information and technical advice 

alone. According to Lubin, the IIA should serve as an ‘International Parliament of 

Agriculture’ in order to give the agrarian sector a voice in a globalising world.63 Apart from 

agronomic and technical questions, the IIA promoted the idea of an International Commission 

to regulate freight rates, the establishment of new forms of distribution through mail order 

(‘Parcel Post Plan’) as well as the creation of new credit institutions in agriculture.64 Much 

work was dedicated to the establishment of international marketing boards for specific 

commodities such as tobacco or sugar.65 All these initiatives were framed by the vision of 

new global system that would combine free trade with more ethical principles of commerce 

and social justice. For Lubin, the political agenda of IIA was not merely dedicated to interests 

of a specific group, but inspired by the principles of ‘economic ethics’ (he coined the term 

‘etheconomics’). In this view, market transparency, free access to resources and international 

regulation of trade was ‘not merely an advantage to any one nation, but an advantage to all the 

nations. The seeming advantage has thus become equity. The former unjust, unethical system 

has now become just, hence ethical.’66  
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Conclusion 

It could easily be argued that Lubins vision of a world order, where free commerce was 

embedded in a system of international rule and economic justice, had little to do with reality. 

The IIA remained a relatively weak institution and had only limited influence on international 

agreements and trade regulations. The statistical information service worked fairly well until 

1914, when governments interrupted the circulation of economic data for reasons of warfare. 

In the final analysis, economic internationalism had only limited success before World War I. 

As many other transnational movements and civic organizations, the IIA was not able to 

realize its ambitious reform agenda in this period.67  

From a broader historical perspective, however, international cooperation and 

governance has become a powerful source of economic organization and political action. 

Until today, no other sector is more regulated by international institutions and agreements 

than agriculture. The history of the European ‘Common Agricultural Policy’ is an exercise in 

transnational cooperation and institution building, even though the relation between state and 

non-state actors is less clear-cut in agriculture than elsewhere. Farmers and other economic 

actors often refer to the same tools of transnational politics as social movements and 

humanitarian organizations.  

This chapter has shown how the institutional framework for coping with transnational 

issues has evolved over time. The IIA cooperated closely with the League of Nations during 

the interwar period and formed the nucleus for more serious forms of global food governance 

after World War II.68 More historical research is needed to understand how these traditions 

and legacies have affected policies and conflicts over food supply and consumer demand, 

international trade orders and famine relief in the present era of globalization.  
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