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ABSTRACT

The article traces Fascist Italy’s participation in the International Labour Organization.
The Italian presence was marked both by tensions—originating mainly from the removal
of trade union freedom imposed by Mussolini’s regime—and by profound convergences.
The representatives of the regime actively contributed to the functioning of a
transnational circuit of analysis and legislation in the field of labor and social policies
embodied in the ILO. Paradoxically, given Fascist opposition to the League of Nations
system to which the ILO belonged, the regime’s engagement was determined not only by
pragmatic interests but also by the belief, shared by the Italian authorities and the
Organization’s governing body, that economic liberalism was in decline and that a

commitment was needed to develop new models for regulating the economy and labor.

INTRODUCTION
Despite its fiery nationalism, the Italian Fascist regime participated actively in the affairs
of the supranational circuit that was created in the aftermath of the First World War,
engaging with the intervention programs and reform projects of other nations.! The
regime’s participation in the International Labour Organization (ILO) is probably the
most relevant example of this.

The ILO was established following the Paris Peace Conference to guarantee the
improvement of workers' conditions. This objective reflected the belief, upheld by the
League of Nations, that social justice was a prerequisite for peace. With this new

institution, the victorious powers wished not only to enhance the stability of the new



international system but also to respond to the wave of social conflicts that were shaking
nations everywhere and the fear of a spread of the communist revolution in the postwar
period.? The ILO was modeled on internationalist principles toward which fascism
expressed an unwavering and radical hostility.> Although the regime’s involvement in the
Organization’s work aroused criticism from the other member states, however, it also led
to cooperation and, on occasion, appreciation.* This contradiction is less surprising than it
may appear at first sight: due to its unusual organizational and institutional structure—
which contemplated the active presence of trade unions and entrepreneurs alongside the
representatives of national governments—the ILO built networks of relationships that
only partially aligned with intergovernmental policy relations.’

For the Fascist government, the ILO appeared to be an important vehicle to ensure that
its voice was heard. In particular, corporatist experiments, as stated in the Ministry of
Corporations’ journal, “arouse curiosity and interest abroad. ... The contact that Italian
corporatism has made with life abroad, through the International Labour Organization,
the Annual Conference and the Permanent Labour Office, or through correspondence
with public administrations and foreign scholars, or with the press, demonstrates its
expansive force.”® Positive recognition by the International Labour Organization was,
therefore, sought after and exhibited both within and outside Italy as corroboration of the
righteousness of the “Fascist Revolution.”” Thus, the choice to participate fully in the
work of the ILO and to contribute to the development of the institutionalized
supranational circuit of intervention in the social field and in labor law served to promote

the “export” of a Fascist model of social policy.



Fascism’s relationship with the ILO did not only have a pragmatic and instrumental
function, however. As many scholars have observed, international institutions represent
an ideal case study for the analysis of transnational relations.® The study of these bodies
enables us to measure convergences and tensions between a single country as it evolves
and international processes, thanks to the institutionalized and legally formalized nature
such convergences and tensions acquire. The events reviewed here indicate how, at least
until the mid-1930s, a transnational circuit served to debate social policies and to
elaborate measures and apparatus directed toward implementing greater protection and
safeguards for the material and working conditions of populations. Within that space, and
even in the midst of an increasingly heated ideological clash, exponents of Mussolini’s
regime and of democratic states were able not only to engage in dialogue but also to find
a considerable number of convergences on both the political-institutional level and on the
theoretical level. Moreover, these convergences were frequently significant. Fascism,
democracies, and reformisms all participated in a profound process of change in
European societies—that wave of “counter-movements” to defend against the extremes
of market logic that Karl Polanyi would shortly thereafter define as the “great
transformation.”® Hence, Fascist Italy took part in the interwar discussions about labor
and the economy not as an outcast and outlier, but as a power actively engaged in seeking
solutions to the contradictions of the postwar order.

Corporatism played a decisive role in this process of transnational circulation of
analyses and theories. Already envisaged as an alternative to liberalism and socialism by
various Catholic and nationalist political currents in the late nineteenth century,

corporatism became the focus of a striking revival across Europe in the aftermath of the



First World War.'? After 1918, a broad debate developed in most European countries on
how to redefine the relationship between trade unions, businesses, and the state. This
debate, prompted by the emergence of mass society and new methods of government
during the conflict,!! also involved numerous exponents of liberalism, reformist
socialism, and revolutionary syndicalism. Authoritative intellectuals such as John
Maynard Keynes, Frangois Perroux, and Luigi Einaudi (among many others), proposed
their own variants of corporatism.!? References to corporatist practices were also
introduced into some of the new constitutional charters approved after the end of the war.
The best-known reference is to be found in the German Constitution drafted in Weimar in
August 1919. This called for the establishment of a National Economic Council
(Reichswirtschaftsrat) composed of representatives of workers and businesses and tasked
with scrutinizing any bills concerning economic or labor matters.!* At least until the
second half of the 1920s, however, the wide circulation of corporatist ideas and theories
in Europe was not matched by significant institutional accomplishments, with the
exception of Italy and the ILO’s organizational structure.

The economic crisis that began in 1929 fueled corporatism’s revival. In many people’s
eyes, the Depression highlighted the market’s inability to deal with the imbalances
created by mass production and the sheer scale of industry and finance. Numerous
political leaders, intellectuals, and vast sectors of public opinion in the most diverse
political and cultural traditions expressed the need to introduce new forms of economic
governance, but the forms they envisioned were still far removed from socialist
nationalization. The solution was identified by many as some form of regulation of

entrepreneurial initiative— without, however, calling into question the principle of



private property—and, at the same time, the assigning of a prominent institutional role to
social classes and professional groups through associations representing their interests,
such as trade unions and employers’ organizations. The solution suggested was therefore
ultimately based on the fundamental principles of corporatism.

Almost all the authoritarian regimes that proliferated in Europe in the 1930s adopted
laws and institutions inspired by such principles.'* Even democratic states introduced
corporatist practices and institutions by regulating trade union conflict, increasing
government intervention in the economy, and assigning a public role to the
representatives of organized interests.

Corporatism was formulated in different ways in different national contexts, but—as
historians have recently noted—theorization and political intervention took place within
the framework of an intense transnational circulation of ideas and projects.!> Book
translations, international conferences, foreign-language journals, and study trips fostered
communication across national borders. In its general outline, corporatism shaped an
approach to the problems of industrial society and provided a common vocabulary and
background with which significant segments of the European political, administrative,
and intellectual elites could identify. Among those most involved in this transnational
circulation were precisely Fascist leaders and high-ranking members of the ILO: from the
1920s, they were the first not only to engage with corporatist ideas and projects but also
to experiment with the implementation of corporatist principles through their own social

programs or organizational structures.

THE INTERNATIONAL LABOUR ORGANIZATION AND ITALIAN PARTICIPATION



The International Labor Organization was composed of several organs. The main one
was the International Labor Conference, which gathered at least once a year and had the
power to approve conventions and recommendations. Each national delegation was
composed of four members, two representing the Government and one each representing
workers and employers designated by sector associations. The “tripartite system”—as
this representative scheme is called due to the inclusion of representatives of social forces
alongside official diplomats—was also adopted for the Governing Body. The latter was
composed of 32 members (16 representing governments, 8 representing workers, and 8
representing employers) and was tasked with controlling the apparatus of the
Organization, deciding the agenda of the Conferences, and monitoring the ratification of
Conventions by the signatory states. The International Labor Office (referred to as the
Bureau International du Travail (BIT) in French and in many Italian documents) carried
out the ordinary business of the ILO, including study and research and the gathering of
information and relations with associations and other institutions. The first Director
General of the Office was, for a lengthy period, Albert Thomas, who thus imposed his
mark on the overall activity of the ILO. Thomas was a leading exponent of French
reformist socialism and during the First World War had held important government posts
organizing war supplies. '

The two Italian government delegates were Giuseppe de Michelis—who had already
represented Italy before the creation of the Mussolini government—and, initially, the
Director General of the Ministry of the National Economy, later replaced by the Director
General of the Ministry of Corporations. The employers’ representative was Gino

Olivetti, General Secretary of Confindustria, while the workers’ representative—after the



dismissal of Ludovico d'Aragona, a head of the General Confederation of

Labor appointed by the Liberal Governments—was always appointed among the main
exponents of Fascist trade unionism: Edmondo Rossoni from 1923, Luigi Razza from
1929, and Tullio Cianetti from 1934. The mainstay of Italian participation was, in any
case, De Michelis, who was responsible for representing the government’s position.!” A
scholar of emigration issues, De Michelis had collaborated with liberal governments
before the First World War and later with Fascist governments. Previously a member of
the Italian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference as a labor and emigration expert,
from 1920 to 1936 he represented Italy on the Governing Body of the ILO. (For most of
this period, he was also head of the International Agriculture Institute.)!® In addition to
his institutional commitments, he was a scholar and journalist: in 1934, he published a
book, La corporazione nel mondo (promptly translated in the United Kingdom and in
France), in which he outlined an original proposal-—as ambitious as it was vague—on the
application of corporatist principles to international economic relations to create a system
based on cooperation between nations.!”

De Michelis was much esteemed by the heads of the ILO.?° His role, however, was not
always fully appreciated in Italy, since there were differences within the Fascist state
regarding the desired relationship with the Organization. On the one hand, the Ministry of
Corporations, the unions of workers, and some “technical” institutions such as the central
statistics office showed a certain coldness on occasion. On the other hand, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs supported full participation in international organizations. The dialectic
was generally hidden, emerging primarily in relation to secondary matters. One telling

example is that concerning the debate surrounding the appointment of an Italian



representative at the fourth Conference of Labor Statisticians organized by the ILO in
1931.2! In every discussion between the Italian institutions, De Michelis, who as a
delegate of a supranational organization was classified as a diplomat on the staff of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was always the strongest advocate for pursuing the
opportunities offered by the country’s presence in the ILO and was often decisive in
ensuring that Italy was able to play an active role.

The ILO also had offices in the capital cities of the most important member countries.
The office in Rome was opened in 1920. One of its main activities was the publication of
a journal, Informazioni sociali, which was the Italian version of International Labour
Review, the official organ of the ILO. The journal reported data on the social policies of
the different nations and translated the minutes of internal debates. This publication was
one of the very rare tools that afforded an Italian reader a window on the debate on
fascism that was taking place in Europe.?? Until Italy’s exit from the organization, the
Rome office was directed by Angiolo Cabrini, one of the most highly qualified exponents
of reformist socialism in the first twenty years of the twentieth century.?®> Cabrini, who
had also been a member of the commission on labor legislation at the Paris Peace
Conference in 1919, was part of the group of socialist trade unionists who recognized the
profound crisis of the liberal systems and deluded themselves that Mussolini's movement
might create a “labour state,” albeit an illiberal one, within which the role of the trade
unions would no longer be secondary.?* Strengthened by his close understanding with
Thomas, Cabrini kept the Director of the International Labour Office updated on events
in Italy and tried to facilitate his relations with the “new men” of the regime. In June

1929, for example, Cabrini attempted to ensure that Luigi Razza, the Fascist trade



unionist designated as the workers' delegate at the International Labour Conferences, was

presented to Thomas in a favorable light.?

At the same time, he undertook to provide the
heads of Italian institutions with information available on the policies of other European
countries, even at the cost of violating the internal rules of the Office and hence clashing
with Thomas.?¢

The delegates and the correspondent of the Roman office were then joined by staff
serving in Geneva, some taking office as early as 1919 and others arriving in subsequent
years as the ILO expanded its offices.?’ In 1934, there were 19 permanent employees plus
three temporary workers: a rather small number, considering that in the same year there
were 119 Swiss, 93 French, 83 British, and 21 German staff members (even though
Germany had only recently joined the Organization).?® Alongside the officials, there were
also technicians and experts who were specialists in a wide range of areas (statisticians,
economists, jurists, and doctors as well as trade unionists and cooperative managers) and,
in some cases, internationally accredited figures who were assigned important positions.
Among the Italians, one such was Luigi Carozzi, who was the head of the industrial
hygiene service of the International Labour Office from 1920. Carozzi promoted some of
the Office’s main initiatives to tackle occupational diseases such as silicosis while also
significantly promoting the results of Italian medical research abroad.?’ The well-known
statistician and demographer Corrado Gini also featured among the Italian experts. For
over a decade, he was a member of the Committee on the Application of ILO
Conventions and Recommendations.*® While it is true that in the interwar years the ILO
and the international arena in general became an important resource for experts who often

went unrecognized in their home countries,?! this was even more evident for Italian



experts who were severely limited by the dictatorship (though this was certainly not
Gini’s case). It is not surprising, therefore, that the Fascist government fought to limit the
numbers of experts hired.>?

The officials and technical experts, unlike the delegates, were employed by the ILO
and not the Italian state. In the second half of the 1920s, under pressure from some
governments and especially from the Italian government, it was established that the lists
of new experts to be appointed would be submitted to the scrutiny of the national
governments. The officials and experts who took office before 1922, however, remained
in their posts even after the advent of fascism, although not all joined the regime. One
such was Olindo Gorni, an official of the International Labour Office who was in contact
with the circles of the regime’s self-exiled opponents and had a role in setting up the
Centre for the Italian Socialist Party abroad.** On several occasions, through the Foreign
Ministry, the regime signaled its dissatisfaction with this situation and with the anti-

Fascist propaganda it claimed was being conducted through the Office.*

THE EARLY INTERVENTIONS

From the very beginning, the Fascist government showed its willingness to participate
actively in the functioning of the ILO. This is demonstrated by the speed with which it
ratified the Conventions stipulated in the years immediately following the March on
Rome. Among these were the Conventions adopted at the Conference convened in
Washington in 1919 (on the eight-hour working day—with conditional ratification—the
protection of women and children, and assistance to the unemployed), in Genoa in 1920

(on maritime policies), and in Geneva in 1921 (on the minimum age for admission to



work, weekly rest periods, and accidents in agriculture). The Italian government was
prompt—more so than other European states—and on several occasions, through the
governmental delegate De Michelis, supported strengthening the ILO's ability to identify
more advanced solutions than those expressed by individual countries.

This approach emerged openly, for example, during the seventh International Labour
Conference, in the spring of 1925, during the debate on compensation for accidents at
work. Compared to the original wording proposed by the Office, the approved text of the
Convention was softened to meet the demands of various governments, thus excluding
many categories of workers from the insurance benefits. The Italian delegation opposed
this downsizing. However, De Michelis supported a vote in favor of the amended text,
arguing that the approval of a Convention, albeit reduced in scope, would be an
improvement on existing legislation, especially in the less advanced nations.>®> As regards
migration policies, in the mid-twenties especially Italy assumed a leading role, thanks in
part to the recognized expertise of De Michelis in this field. Beyond the concrete results
achieved, the Italian delegate could also take credit for placing the question of the
protection of immigrant workers among the issues of IOL debate and intervention.>¢ Italy
also took center stage in the context of policies for agricultural workers. Once again, this
was thanks to the stature of De Michelis, then president of the International Institute of
Agriculture. Indeed, this dual position gave him a central role in the functioning of the
Mixed Committee for Agriculture set up in 1922 by the two organizations. As Amalia
Ribi Forclaz has noted, “the imprints of Fascist ideology, its ‘ruralisation’ programs and
its idealisation of earth and peasantry” became increasingly important throughout the

twenties “in the Mixed Committees’ reports, which contained frequent references to the



excellence of Italy’s agricultural reforms and the achievements of its corporatist
system.”? In this case, however, De Michelis’s lack of technical competence, combined
with the resistance mounted by representatives of interest groups and the resistance of the
technical experts of the International Institute of Agriculture in defense of their
prerogatives, prevented the Committee from achieving concrete results.>®

The activities of the ILO, in turn, were not without effects on the politics of fascism.
The Conventions required adjustments to national legislation. The intertwining of
supranational activity and domestic politics also affected areas of an ideological nature,
as in the case of after-work and leisure time policies. Established in May 1925, the Opera
Nazionale Dopolavoro (OND, National Afterwork Club), was one of the organizations
peculiar to the regime. The OND was closely connected—first indirectly and then
directly—to the National Fascist Party and, according to the propaganda, implemented
the social principles of fascism, aiming to organize the free time of Italian workers “from
above,” to promote socialization and perfect adherence to Fascist ideology and lifestyle.
Its basis was the idea that free time (a new reality produced by the reduction of working
hours) was not a private affair of individuals to be used as they saw fit, but rather a matter
of public interest.

Although the OND was strongly linked to the dictatorship’s authoritarian projects for
the regulation of society, its birth and development were largely part of a process of
institutional reflection and experimentation seen in all the most economically advanced
nations in the period between the two world wars. Different aims converged in the OND:
to make free time functional for the production needs of modern industry, and to prepare

new systems of control and governance of social phenomena while also directing the new
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freedom of the workers and middle classes toward goals of enhanced culture,
participation in the public sphere, and social advancement.

The organization of free time was the subject of debate and initiative in the ILO from
early 1923 (in the session of the Governing Body in January-February) and later became
the subject of a broad debate in the sixth International Conference in 1924. The
discussions highlighted the widespread belief in the “impossibility of leaving the task of
organizing this increasingly important sector of their lives to the workers alone.”*® The
ILO’s commitment to this area continued at least through the following decade and also
involved minor but closely related issues such as the enhancement of popular arts for the
“correct” use of free time by workers, a subject very dear to Thomas.*’ Certainly, the
debates and projects discussed within the Organization do not in themselves explain the
birth of the Fascist Afterwork Club, but the role they played was neither irrelevant nor
marginal. The solutions adopted in Italy with the establishment of the OND in 1925 took
account of the international debate of the previous two years. Initially, the Fascist
government wished to highlight the link between the organization it had created and the
Geneva debates. It did so first with an official letter, dated January 16, 1926, addressed to
the Secretary General of the League of Nations. Summarizing it in his report, Thomas
stressed that “the Italian Government stated that it had taken important measures in
connection with the Recommendation” on free time and that “Italy had been the first
country to set up a national organisation to centralise the work which was being done in
connection with the utilisation of spare time.” In addition, the letter stated that the new
body “had placed on its programme the various points referred to in the

Recommendation.”*! Similar statements were reiterated in the letter sent to the League of



Nations by Mussolini in his capacity as Foreign Minister regarding the status of the
ratifications of international Conventions (including the 1924 Recommendation on the
use of spare time).*?

Hence, in the international arena at least, fascism underlined the connection between
the works of the ILO and the OND, emphasizing not only the originality of the Fascist
achievements but also how fully they were in line with international discussions on free
time. A few years later, this attitude was to change profoundly: in the propaganda
directed abroad, the OND—celebrated as one of fascism’s greatest sources of pride—
became linked entirely to the regime’s social achievements, while any reference to the
transnational debate practically disappeared.*?

The solid link between recreational and afterwork policies and this transnational
discussion is demonstrated, however, by the fact that even in the mid-thirties the ILO
demonstrated the “liveliest interest” in the subject; as De Michelis observed, no one
“suggested that workers’ spare time was a purely personal matter.”** Above all, no one
then dared to question the primacy assumed by the Fascist dictatorships in this field. It is
perhaps no coincidence that after Nazi Germany left the ILO in 1933, followed by Fascist
Italy in 1937, the German afterwork organization, Kraft durch Freude (‘“Strength through
joy”), headed a network of the recreational associations of the Fascist and authoritarian
states, thus aiming to create an alternative organization to the ILO. Among other things,
some international conferences on recreation were organized, all in nations governed by
dictatorial regimes: in Hamburg in 1936, in Rome in 1938, and in Tokyo in 1940 (this

one never took place ).*



Similarities between the debates within the ILO and the policies of the Italian
government can also be found in other areas, such as the labor protection “of women and
children” that was central to some of the provisions that culminated in the law of April
26, 1934. This law appears to be a clear example of the patriarchal, paternalistic, and
discriminatory culture of fascism: by regulating the labor of women separately and
linking it to that of children, it intended to relegate them to a position of inferiority and
make it less convenient to employ them. It is equally true, however, that the belief that
legislation should consider the work of women and that of children jointly was
widespread in Europe and also circulated through the ILO. From its earliest years, the
Organization actively promoted discussions and interventions on the issue. It was above
all the French official from the International Labour Office, Marguerite Thibert—an
expert on problems connected with women’s work—who kept interest in this issue alive
within the ILO and the Office and who led the specific “Division for Women and Young

Workers,” established in 1933.46

A NEW PHASE: THE SEARCH FOR A “THIRD WAY”

After the watershed events of 1924-26, fascism’s relationship with the IOL became more
complex. On the one hand, the suppression of trade union freedoms began to constitute a
lasting crisis; on the other, the passing of corporative legislation enabled fascism to
propose itself as an alternative to the liberal and capitalist system, regardless of the actual
results obtained. The trade union law of April 1926, which established the de facto
monopoly of Fascist unions, completely put free trade unions out of the loop and

eliminated freedom of association for workers. The issue was not without effects on the



relationship between the Italian government and the ILO. According to the
Organization’s founding Act, workers' representatives (as well as those of the employer)
could not be unilaterally appointed by governments but had to be designated in
agreement with the most representative professional organizations, fully respecting their
freedom of choice. The Italian case, where there was a single union authorized by the
government, went against this principle: the Italian workers’ representative was, to all
intents and purposes, a representative of the regime. The workers’ delegates from other
nations (with the French delegate, Léon Jouhaux, in the forefront) contested the
legitimacy of the Fascist delegation, supported by the Italian trade unionists of the
Confederazione Generale del Lavoro (CGdL—General Labour Confederation in English)
in exile.*’

The debate continued for as long as Fascist Italy remained in the Organization and was
particularly severe from 1927 (when the problem was put on the agenda in the tenth
session of the International Conference) to 1932 (when the diplomacy of the Office
leadership calmed discussion on the issue).*® The difficulties produced by the attacks
from the workers' representatives made it more difficult for the Italian delegation to take
action and stiffened their positions. Although the clashes impacted Italy’s relationship
with the ILO, they did not induce the Fascist government to abandon the Organization or
to assume a lesser role. This was very different to the choices made by Hitler’s Germany,
which abandoned the Organization in November 1933, a few months after the Nazis
came to power, following harsh attacks on that regime’s treatment of Jewish workers and

socialist trade unionists.*’



The suppression of trade union freedom and the creation of a single union was the
most tangible aspect of the development of Fascist corporatism but not the only one. The
years when the dispute over the the Italian trade union representative exploded were also
those when fascism began to present itself, both inside and outside national borders, as a
model of a “third way” between capitalism and communism, underpinned by
corporatism. From the late 1920s, corporatism became a central feature of the Fascist
regime’s overseas propaganda that attempted to put forward a different image of the
regime, far from that of a violent and freedom-destroying tyranny.>® The insistence on
these elements became significant beginning in 1927, by which time fascism had an
official ideological manifesto, the Labour Charter, that set out the corporatist state model.
The Charter did not go unnoticed in the ILO, where it aroused the interest of some
national delegations and, above all, of Thomas, who openly recognized the positive value
of the text. The Office’s Director wished to open the 1927 International Labour
Conference by talking about Italy and affirming the importance of Fascist corporatism,
which he found to share the principles of the ILO. In his speech, he argued that "on most
points, Italy’s social ideal accords with the social ideal expressed in the Treaty of Peace.”
Moreover, according to Thomas, “it would seem that the social policy which has thus
been adopted by the Italian Government will create for the Government a new and direct
interest in stimulating the work of the Office and developing a body of international
legislation which will protect it against the competition of less advanced countries.”!

The Fascist regime was not insensitive to such acclaim; indeed, it was used for
domestic propaganda.’? The interest expressed by Thomas and the International Labour

Office in the Labour Charter and the Italian corporatist system was neither formal nor



superficial. In fact, within the context of the consistently increased circulation of
corporatist ideas at an international level, such interest was the result of the uninterrupted
attention and collaboration between the Office’s leaders and the Italian government. The
Office’s correspondence with De Michelis and, less frequently but no less importantly,
with Giuseppe Bottai—undersecretary and later Minister of Corporations—as well as
with Mussolini himself, bear witness to this. Further confirmation can be found in the
numerous visits Thomas made to Italy (seven, after the March on Rome).> In the 1927
report mentioned above, the Director wanted to attest publicly to this collaboration: “The
Office was very glad to put its available information at the disposal of the Minister of
Corporations when the latter was working on the preparation of the Labour Charter. In
spite of the public discussions, daily and fruitful collaboration between the Italian
Government departments and the Office has fortunately not diminished.”>*

This unofficial collaboration was not without significance for Italy's participation in
the ILO because in many respects it balanced the hostility expressed by the workers'
delegations. The diplomatic aim of the Office’s appreciation of the corporatist experiment
as well as that expressed by Thomas himself was to safeguard the relationship with a
large, industrialized nation that was also one of the most active members of the ILO.%
This goal was indispensable, especially in the Organization’s early days when it was still
rather fragile and facing resistance from nations.>® There were also more profound
reasons, however. Fascist corporatism leveraged some of the elements present in the
considerations of Office officials and Thomas in particular,’’ as well as in the structure of
the Organization itself. First, there is a clear formal analogy between Fascist corporatism,

based on the direct and equal representation of workers and employers, and the ILO’s



“tripartite” system that envisaged the presence of representatives of trade unions and
employers alongside government delegates. In fact, both shared a concept, albeit
articulated differently, that saw the trade union less as a potentially disrupting
organization for the mobilization of the working masses than as an aggregator of
otherwise centrifugal social dynamics. In this view, the trade unions could provide order
to the social dialectic by gathering the many issues arising in society into general and
national objectives. A direct consequence of this approach was the recognition that the
relevance acquired by the representative bodies of social groups (workers’ and
employers' associations) meant they could no longer be considered simply as private
bodies but were also seen as having a public function. On this premise, therefore, they
had to be regulated by law and included in the ever wider institutional network of the
mass state: “The recognition of the trade union in public life is another general trend to
which Italy has simply given a particular form,” observed Thomas in 1928.%® The
International Labour Office was interested in Fascist corporatism, but not in the craving
for a palingenesis or a “revolution”; rather, its interest lay in the technical solutions
employed, from the public recognition of trade unions to the contractual system, from the
procedures for mediation to the creation of Labour Courts. As we can read in a 1926
internal report by the Office, the Italian corporative system, if considered separately from
the issue of non-respect for freedoms, anticipated the “future regulation of interests” and
achieved “aspirations common to every trade union movement.”>’

The Fascist corporatists and the leaders of the Office also shared the objective, albeit
formulated differently, of creating institutional mechanisms that could enhance

collaboration between the classes and thus reduce the lacerations of social conflict as



much as possible (or, in the intentions of the Fascists, completely eradicate them). In this
case, the Office’s position reflected those of a large part of European reformist
syndicalism and socialism, which, in the aftermath of the First World War and the
success of the Bolsheviks in Russia, had questioned not only the revolutionary
perspective but also the idea of class struggle as an engine of change.®® Two other
themes arose within this model: the interest in a system of representation centered around
organized social groups rather than isolated individuals and the development of a non-
individualistic or materialistic conception of work.%! The attribution of a social function
to work marked both the ideology of fascism (“Work, in all its intellectual, technical and
manual forms is a social duty,” states Article 2 of the Labour Charter) and, though
culturally and intellectually very distant, the revised versions of Marxism proposed in
Europe by the more moderate, reformist socialism. Thomas was sympathetic to the latter
current, sharing the vision of work as a “duty towards the community” that had been
destroyed by the profit motive but could be rediscovered by moving beyond capitalism,
as expressed by Henri De Man, one of the protagonists of this revisionism.®?

The interest and attention the Office directed toward the social and institutional
experiments of fascism did not imply a lack of awareness that these were inextricably
bound to the complete suppression of all freedoms and any real autonomy of social
groups, especially those of workers. Evidently, however, the dictatorial nature of the
regime was not sufficiently significant for the Office, or even for a democrat like
Thomas, to limit relations with the Italian government to what was strictly necessary. The
collaboration with Fascist Italy thus ended up attracting harsh criticism from anti-fascists,

especially the socialists and communists.®* However, it would be hasty and ungenerous to



deduce that the Office was indifferent to the lack of freedom or the renunciation of
democracy. Thomas never ceased to hold the liberal democratic framework as a fixed
point of his perspective,® nor did he ever stop considering socialism the ultimate goal of
his actions.® Initially, he placed great hopes in the socialists who collaborated with
Fascist syndicalism, such as Giuseppe Canepa and Rinaldo Rigola, and in the
contribution they could make to encourage the fall of the dictatorship.%® Nevertheless,
Thomas subordinated his political assessments of authoritarian regimes to the need to
maintain contact with the social forces in the field.” Moreover, in other respects, it is
undeniable that the dictatorial character of the Fascist State also proved an “advantage” in
its relations with the ILO, as the centralization of decisions meant that the clarification of
Italy’s position and the country’s implementation of the decisions taken in Geneva were
much swifter than those of the parliamentary regimes, which were often forced to await
the conclusion of complex and exhausting negotiations. After a private meeting with
Mussolini in February 1924, Thomas pointed out that the Conventions signed were
ratified by decree-law without any involvement of parliament, and that they were ratified
collectively (up to fourteen Conventions with a single decree).®® In fact, the dictatorial
nature of the regime meant that fascism could guarantee a collaboration with the ILO that

was in many ways unparalleled.

FACED WITH THE GREAT DEPRESSION
It appears that in the early 1930s, the Italian delegation’s participation in debates made a
qualitative leap. In this regard, the debate on working hours, the most important topic

examined by the ILO in the interwar years, provides a significant example.®® The



reduction of working hours was not considered a simple reform. Though the approach of
the two men differed, both Thomas and his successor Harold Butler thought this issue
was key to promoting a profound change in the productive system, in line with broad
strands of socialist and European and American technocratic reformism. Reducing
working hours would require companies to seek alternative methods for increasing
productivity by applying the principles of a scientific organization of work. At the same
time, a portion of the workers' day would be left free, creating an immediate stimulus for
consumption.’? The issue had previously emerged during the debate on the ratifications
and application of the Washington Convention on the 8-hour working day (48 per week).
Among the great industrialized nations, Italy was one of the first to ratify the Convention,
albeit with a formula that conditioned its implementation on ratification by Italy’s
“rivals” (Great Britain, France, Germany and Belgium) to avoid any disadvantage. The
non-fulfilment of this condition delayed the reform’s implementation for a considerable
time: it was finally approved by the National Council of Corporations in 1932 and then
approved by parliament the following year.”!

With the economic crisis, the goal of reducing working hours became more pressing.
It was no longer a question of promoting the modernization of production and the
increase of free time, but also a means of pursuing a reduction in unemployment through
the redistribution of working hours. The European trade union movement (united in the
so-called Amsterdam International) and the Socialist International supported the demand
for a generalized reduction in working hours to 44, or preferably, 40 hours per week. The
proposal was relaunched by the workers' delegations in the ILO's Governing Body.

However, it was greeted by perplexity and doubt from Thomas who was convinced that



such a reform was “premature.”’? The intensity of debate soon rose. During the sixteenth
International Labour Conference, held in April 1932, there was much discussion marked
by “widespread uneasiness among the ruling political groups caused by the crises and by
the awareness of the difficulty of controlling their disruptive social effects.” The presence
of four ministers, including the Italian Bottai, Minister of Corporations, bears witness to
this anxiety.”® Italy was actively involved, but the nation’s position was not without
contradictions. Bottai’s intervention focused, on the one hand, on the relaunch of the
corporative proposal and the strong link between politics and economics and, on the
other, on extreme caution regarding the proposed reduction of working hours. Although
he stated he was not opposed to such a solution, he held that its implementation would
necessarily be subordinated to the ratification of the Washington Convention by all
governments: “Only when States are on a footing of equality can they take further action
in the matter of hours of work in a manner compatible with the present rate of
production.” For his part, Bottai guaranteed swift approval of the agreement by the Italian
parliament.”

Despite Bottai’s authority—in the early 1930s, as Minister of Corporations, he was the
main architect of Fascist social policies—the Italian delegation was soon able to move
beyond this position. A few months later, at the end of July, De Michelis sent Thomas a
letter in which he requested the relaunch of the 40-hour project with even greater resolve
than the workers’ unions. Indeed, he proposed an extraordinary session of the
International Conference that would not be limited to further studies and analyses but
would aim to formulate a decision, urging a speed that the workers’ unions had given up

on.” With this move by the Italian delegate, the 40-hour week was no longer just a



demand made by workers: it had obtained the endorsement of an authoritative
government, a permanent member of the Council of the League of Nations with a strong
bargaining position in the ILO. For these reasons, De Michelis’s letter “could not be
overlooked” and fulfilled “an essential role as a catalyst: the question of the 40 hours
[moved] from the world of requirements and resolutions, to become the subject of
specific debate.”’® Within a short time, therefore, the Italian position became radically
distanced from that of the great European states. Such a substantial change, and in such a
short time, can be explained by considering the innovations emerging in Italy in the
months between Bottai’s speech and the letter sent by De Michelis. First, the National
Council of Corporations had voted in June on an agenda calling for international
agreements to achieve a permanent reduction in working hours due to technical progress
and as a defense against the crisis.”’ Second, entrepreneurs such as Giovanni Agnelli
began favoring a reduction in working hours with the same salary as a stimulus for
innovation and a necessary response to the crisis.”® The Italian initiative can also be
explained by the desire of the Fascist government to release externally the tensions
between interest groups that had accumulated within the corporatist bodies.” De
Michelis’s move was probably also favored by a change in the leadership of the ILO:
Thomas had died on May 9, and he was replaced by a Briton, Harold Butler, who was
decidedly more favorable to the 40-hour week. The proposal acquired “absorbent
centrality” in his activities in part because of the worsening crisis, which made the old
recipes less and less satisfactory.®® Thus, a new phase began in the life of the ILO,
marked on the one hand by the great inter-American Conferences that followed the US

entrance in 1934, and, on the other hand, by the exit of Germany and a progressive shift



of the area of action that until then had been focused solely on the European horizon. We
need only recall that until the mid-1930s, nine of the twelve government representatives
on the ILO’s Governing Body were from European nations, as well as all six of the
employers’ representatives and five of the six workers’ representatives.®! The employers’
representatives were almost unanimous in openly opposing the 40-hour week (the
exceptions being primarily representatives of the vocal heterodox minority positions in
Italy).

By officially committing one of the most important Member States of the ILO, De
Michelis’s letter offered precious support to Butler and the International Labour Office.
The 40-hour week was discussed at a special preparatory Conference devoted to the
subject from January 11 to 17, 1933 (“one of the liveliest and most important debates in
the history of the Organization,” according to Butler).*? Although the issue was then put
on the agenda of the 1933 and 1934 International Conferences, no result was reached due
to the obstructive action of the employers, who always managed to ensure the quorum at
the vote was lacking, thus invalidating the outcome.®* The turning point came in 1935,
thanks also to input by the United States, then fully engaged in the New Deal.®* The
Annual Conference held in June finally saw the approval of a framework agreement, but
it was limited to certain sectors that were eventually decided to be the steel, building, and
mining industries as well as the glass industry and public works. The significant aspect is
that opposition from the employers was not unanimous: the US delegate and the Italian
delegate, Gino Olivetti, voted in accordance with the governments’ and workers’
representatives.®> The long debate had, therefore, led to an initial, partial solution—but

the story was to drag on for years regarding all the other sectors.3¢



Italy was the only European nation to succeed in resolving the dispute among different
social components by formulating a unitary position. The path that led to Olivetti and
Confindustria adhering to the government and trade unions’ position can be explained in
part by the dictatorial nature of the single-party regime that was able to block social
dialectics. However, given the independence that the entrepreneurial front demonstrated
on other occasions, other factors played a role in this choice as well, such as sensitivity to
arguments regarding productive capacity linked to a reduced timetable and the possibility
of interconnecting a reduction in working hours to lower salaries.®” Yet it is necessary to
consider a fundamental underlying element of a strategic and cultural nature, that is, the
persuasive force that the corporatist myth, with its desired aim of removing class conflict,
had on part of the Italian entrepreneurship, well represented by Olivetti.®® It is an element
that contributed to determining the position taken by the Director General of
Confindustria in this discussion, but one that more generally had previously oriented the
relationship with Thomas and the ILO. This also explains why, on several occasions
during the annual International Labour Conferences, the Italian employers’ representative
voted in support of workers’ proposals and against other entrepreneurial delegations.®’

The relationship between Olivetti and Thomas was also marked by esteem and a
mutual interest that went far beyond formal conventions and institutional duties.
Thomas’s reports of his talks in Italy speak loudly: he openly appreciated the
organizational development of Italian industrialists and the political force they had
achieved.”® The relationship between Thomas and Olivetti, little studied so far, was

another of the threads that bound Fascist Italy and the ILO.



Returning to the debate on the reduction of working hours, it should be emphasized
that throughout the entire debate Italy’s position was frequently central to the talks. The
nation presented itself as an authentic interlocutor for the International Labour Office
reformers, as we have seen, even aligning its aims with the most radical positions of the
workers’ unions—the same trade unions that had, we should remember, fought at length
over the status that Fascist Italy should have in the ILO. The debate on working hours
was part of a general rethinking of the objectives and tools of social policies. In the years
of the Great Depression, studies of insurance systems for the unemployed and methods
for fighting unemployment intensified, as well as, more generally, reflection on the
extension of welfare and social security protection for workers.”! The debates and the
choices of the Office and the International Conference indicate a progressive shift in
identifying the field of intervention, “from a legislative activity aimed at defending
workers to a tendency to guarantee social security.”®? This is a change that the most
industrialized European nations started to tackle in this period. Fascist Italy was no
exception: a system of institutions, protections, and guarantees was formed within the
corporatist state aimed at shifting intervention from work performance to society—
though, obviously, a system with its own specific illiberal, paternalistic, discretionary,
and discriminatory character and with purposes that differed profoundly from those of the
ruling classes of democratic nations.”?

The ILO’s evolution was based also on the conviction that the Great Depression
imposed advanced solutions in the field of social and labor policies not only to
counterbalance the effects of deflation and unemployment but also as essential keys to a

reformulation of macroeconomic policies. Starting in 1930, the ILO sponsored a



coordinated effort for the relaunch of the international economy with increasing
systematicity; it saw increased public spending in support of demand as a fundamental
factor.”* This line found full expression not only within the Office but also in the work of
the Governing Body. In turn, the Organization's magazine, the International Labour
Review, initiated a broad debate on these issues to which De Michelis also contributed.’

A significant point that emerged was a proposal fora coordinated international public
works program to create effective demand and reverse the global economy’s tendency
toward deflation. This goal was accompanied by criticism of the negative effects of
protectionist policies and a call for a monetary system capable of guaranteeing stability
and development.”® The 1932 International Labour Conference represented an important
moment: a Resolution—initially proposed by the workers’ delegates of France, Belgium,
and Switzerland—was approved. This Resolution addressed all these themes and set out
the actions to be taken to tackle the crisis.”’ The issue remained on the agenda throughout
the rest of the decade and allowed the ILO to play its part in the 1933 World Economic
and Monetary Conference and in its relationship with the Economic and Financial
Committees of the League of Nations.

In this case, too, the similarities between the ILO proposals and the policies of the
Fascist government are evident. From 1933 onward, the economic policies of
industrialized nations were underpinned by the creation of a vast program of public
works to avoid countercyclical fiscal policies and relaunch employment and income.
Such initiatives were celebrated in the propaganda and themes of national mythologies,
especially in the United States with the New Deal and in Hitler’s Germany.’® Earlier,

however, in 1930-32 the Mussolini government had set out on precisely that path in the



name of the requirement to develop actions that bound economic and social objectives
together and in line with the approach promoted by the ILO.” The Office amply
demonstrated its awareness of this and had closely followed what was happening in
Italy.!%

More generally, the active role played by fascism was also evidenced at a strictly
quantitative level by the high number of Ratifications. At the time of the most serious
crisis in relations between the Italian Government and the ILO—a result of the war in
Ethiopia—TItaly was, according to data from the Office, second among industrialized
nations for the number of Conventions ratified: in October 1935, the Italian government
had ratified 21—a lower number than Belgium (23) but higher than Great Britain (19)

and Germany (17).1%!

TOWARD A NEW MODEL OF CAPITALISM

The discussion in the ILO also focused on productivity policies and organization of labor.
Numerous protagonists insisted on the exhaustion of the self-regulated market, on active
intervention by the state, and on the leading role of organizations representing social and
economic interests. The widespread belief among the Fascist hierarchy in a deep crisis of
liberal capitalism and the market economy—the “crisis of the system” and not “in the
system,” of which Mussolini spoke in a famous speech in November 1933!>—found an
echo in the analysis proposed first by Thomas and then by Butler. Thomas openly argued
that “the free play of natural forces can no longer cope with the problems created by the
crisis.”!% He, therefore, believed that “economic planning on both national and

international levels were ... the only means of ensuring future industrial progress and



maintaining social peace.”!% In line with these convictions, he urged the Office to
support the project drawn up by Francis Delasi, a socialist economist, who proposed a
five-year plan on a European scale to coordinate national financial and industrial
policies.!%

Although Butler’s vision was more pragmatic, and his background was less political
than that of Thomas, the two shared a perspective that acknowledged the exhaustion of
individualism and contended that capitalism now had a new model of organization and
regulation.!® During his trip to the United States at the end of 1926 on behalf of the
International Labour Office, Butler witnessed the potential of Taylorist rationalization,
but also the social risks it could entail.'”” From this experience, and with growing
awareness through the 1930s, Butler became convinced that States at a national level and
the ILO at a supranational level should intervene to tackle such risks and ensure that
increased productivity was accompanied by a balanced growth in demand and
harmonious relations between employers and workers. Through his years at the helm of
the Office, studies and projects around the theme of planning intensified with the aim of
drawing up an economic and social development program for which international
organizations would have to take responsibility.'%

The great interest that the first two Directors of the Office showed in the potential of
spreading the scientific organization of labor is linked to this cultural and strategic
context. Both considered the rationalization of production not just as a simple technique
to improve the functioning of enterprises but also as a means to accelerate increases in
productivity while guaranteeing an improvement in workers’ conditions and well-being.

Furthermore, and more generally, they saw it as a possible alternative to the uncontrolled



anarchy of the market: rationality and efficiency would ensure, in this case, a reduction in
waste, a lowering of production costs, and, hence, the elimination of any bottlenecks that
would otherwise have hindered a harmonious growth of supply and demand. This line of
thought reflects the strong influence of the culture of “engineers” born in the United
States and promoted above all by the Taylor Society. Indeed, the Secretary General of
that association, Harlow S. Person, presented the project of social-economic planning at
the end of the 1920s as the last stage of a systematic application of the principles of
scientific management to the whole of society.'%”’

Thomas set himself the ambitious task of reconciling rationalization with the
emancipation of workers.!!” This was his goal in 1927 when he participated in setting up
the Institut international d’organisation scientifique du travail, appointing Franciszek
Sokal, delegate of the Polish Government , and Léon Jouhaux, the French workers'
delegate, as representatives of the Office together with Olivetti, who had become one of
the main figures connecting the modernizing sectors of Italian capitalism to the
technocratic demands of fascism in Italy.!!! Butler held these positions as well : even in
1926, on his return from a trip to the United States and while he was still Deputy-Director
of the Office, he had strongly emphasized the great benefits of the American model.!!?

Thus, the Office gave weight to an interpretation of the transformations underway that,
at least in general terms, saw the Italian Fascist leaders as potentially more interested and
involved than the British and French liberal leaders. In fact, in the mid-1930s the latter
were still reluctant to move beyond traditional protectionist solutions to reformulate the
relationship between state and society on an entirely new basis. Remaining within the

ILO, we need only consider De Michelis, whose reflections stand out for their breadth



and intellectual commitment and are unequalled by very few of the contributions from
other delegates and officials in the Organization.''* On the other hand, the Italian
delegate was one of the most enthusiastic supporters of Thomas’s proposal “to rationalise
the rationalisation,” namely, to extend rationalization from the individual company to the
entire economy.''* To seal this convergence, Thomas stated in his 1932 report:
The Office has at all times considered and shown that the Italian experiment, regarded
from a non-political angle, contained, especially for countries of Western Europe, new
measures, schemes for organization and methods which merit its attention as much as
the Russian experiment. In these days when, as Mr. Bottai has said, it is important to
connect up social questions and economic questions and to direct the work of the
International Labour Office towards the examination and study of the more important
economic problems with which humanity is concerned—when thought on all sides is
being stimulated by the idea of “a planned economy”—Italian participation in the
promotion of international social policy is in itself so valuable that it should help both
sides to find solutions for problems of representation or procedure which, after all, are

of quite secondary importance.'!?

CONCLUSIONS

Despite its heated nationalism and criticisms of the Peace Treaty and the system of the
League of Nations, fascism was fully involved in the transnational circuit of analysis,
reflection, and legislation on labor and social policies embodied in the ILO. The regime

wished to remain the protagonist of a body, the ILO, within which it was frequently



attacked and which on several occasions offered a stage to the positions of the anti-
Fascists. To explain this apparent contradiction, we should consider two factors.

The first aspect to bear in mind is that after the stabilization achieved in 1925, the
regime had committed itself to creating favorable opinions in the rest of Europe. The
social dimension, corporatism, and the search for a “third way” between capitalism and
socialism were key elements on which this outward projection predominantly relied .

In turn, many institutional and organizational initiatives promoted by Mussolini’s
regime coincided with interests of the International Labour Office and of Thomas in
particular. As we have seen, the Office’s Director never hid his appreciation of many
aspects of the corporatist experiment. However, such appreciation cannot be explained
solely by Thomas’s personal positions. Butler’s point of view was not dissimilar.
Although his tone was more guarded and his contacts with the dictatorship’s
representatives more isolated, and he was careful not to leave himself open to protests
from the anti-fascists, Butler did show significant appreciation for Mussolini’s project—
even, on occasion, officially. At the nineteenth session of the International Labour
Conference in June 1935 he stated: “In Italy the past year has seen a considerable
development of the corporative system. ... The corporations constitute one of the most
important essays in planned economy, and their actual working in practice deserves to be
followed with the closest attention.”!!® The caution with which Butler evaluated other
contemporary corporatist experiments demonstrates that such recognition was not simply
imposed by his role: “In some other countries also, such as Austria and Portugal,
experiments are being made in the direction of reorganising industry on a corporative

basis, but it is too early to draw any conclusions, as they are still in their initial stages.”!!”



A second element is the interpretation shared by the hierarchies of fascism and the
governing body of the ILO that the economic crisis was not the product of a combination
of circumstances but a moment of profound transformation of the socioeconomic order
within individual states and of international balances. The ILO, it should be noted, was
born in the postwar climate, in a context marked by the crisis of the old liberal system,
and had been created in response to that crisis. Moreover, from the late 1920s, and
especially with the Great Depression, it became a sort of “sounding board for European
planist experiments.”!'® The discussions of “organized economy,” rationalization and
planning promoted by Thomas and Butler were in line with the thinking of the Fascist
government about the exhaustion of the self-regulated market and the leading role of
organizations representing social and economic interests.

Hence, what made convergence with Fascist Italy possible on a practical level was the
“technical” vision of social and trade union policies proposed by the Office under both
Thomas and Butler: namely, the tendency to depoliticize the social question and to
consider problems and solutions—as Thomas argued—“from a non-political angle.”!"’
Basically, as we have seen, there was also the common rejection of communism as well
as an awareness of the need for a new relationship between the state, economy, and
society, which was perceived as inevitable after the First World War and appeared even
more urgent in the aftermath of the upsets produced by the Great Depression.

Agreements, exchanges, and intellectual convergences came to an abrupt halt in the
mid-thirties. Following the war in Ethiopia and the clash with the League of Nations,
Fascist Italy decided to break with the “Geneva system.” In 1937, Italy left the ILO.

Militarized nationalism completely crushed the other elements that composed the regime,



the search for the third way gradually faded into the background, and the dictatorship

finally showed its true face, even on the international scene.
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