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SOCIAL POLICIES IN ITALIAN FASCISM. 
AUTHORITARIAN STRATEGIES AND SOCIAL INTEGRATION

POL’TICAS SOCIALES EN LA ITALIA FASCISTA. 
ESTRATEGIAS AUTORITARIAS E INTEGRACIÓN SOCIAL

Chiara Giorgi*

ABSTRACT: The essay will retrace some of the fundamental steps concerning the development 
of the Italian welfare state during the years of Fascism, framing them within the most recent histo-
riographical debate as well as in the context of some national and international issues. In particular, 
the national insurance and welfare policies under Fascism will be examined both in the more gene-
ral context of the growth of social policies seen in the 1930s, and in reference to the main Italian 
institution responsible for the management of social security (the INFPS, the Fascist National Insti-
tute of Social Welfare).
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RESUMEN: El texto desarrolla algunos de los pasos fundamentales relacionados con el desarro-
llo del Welfare italiano durante los años del fascismo, enmarcándolos tanto en el debate historio-
gráfico más reciente como en el contexto de algunos procesos nacionales e internacionales. As’, 
las pol’ticas sociales fascistas se examinan tanto en el contexto general de extensión de los seguros 
sociales de la década de 1930, como en lo concerniente a la principal institución italiana respon-
sable de la gestión de estos seguros sociales (el INFPS, —Instituto Nacional Fascista de Previsión 
Social—).
PALABRAS CLAVE: Fascismo; Pol’ticas Sociales; Estado Totalitario; Integración Social; Admi-
nistración.

HC 61.indd   907HC 61.indd   907 18/7/19   08:33:4818/7/19   08:33:48



908 Historia Contemporánea, 2019, 61, 907-932

Chiara Giorgi

1. Historiographic premise

Until the 1980s, historians had a somewhat tentative interest in the so-
cial policies Fascism implemented and developed during the 1920s and, 
above all, the 1930s1. However, this interest has been growing since the 
beginning of the new millennium, thanks to contributions that have al-
lowed us to reconsider in more detail the impact the regime had in terms 
of long-term national social policies2. 

There have been various factors behind this historiographical change, 
starting from a more general change in the interpretive lines of Fascism. 
This has led to a consolidated prejudice that tended to underestimate the 
impact that was brought about in this area by Fascism being overcome, as 
its sole aim was the organization of consensus and achieving social con-
trol. At the same time, a new awareness of the historical foundations of 
national ‘welfare’ has guided historical reconstruction, placing its original 
characteristics in the very years of the consolidation of the regime.

Since the early 1990s the perception of the centrality of the Fascist 
experience in relation to the features and dimensions of the Italian wel-
fare state has oriented many reconstructions in the historical field3. With 
respect to this, two further factors have been decisive. One is connected to 
the ‘discovery’ of the importance assumed by the Fascist National Party 
in welfare and social security policies; the other regards the more general 
debate on the issue of consensus4.

This has not only led to the emergence of the fact of the centrality of 
the Fascist experience, but also that relating to continuity. Thanks to nu-
merous interdisciplinary insights for analysis, historical research has fo-
cused on investigating the legacy that the social policies of Fascism has 
had on the post-World War II welfare ‘system’, filling a shortfall which, 

1 For a more in-depth analysis see Giorgi, 2012, pp. 55-64; Id., 2014, pp. 93-107.
2 Some of the most significant works published in the 1980s include: Preti, 1980; Id., 

1987; Mazzini, 1980; Melis and F. Bonelli, 1989.
3 Salvati, 1994, p. 24. Some of the most important historical works, or ones that con-

tain precious indications, carried out in the 1990s include: Bonelli, 1993; Preti, 1994; 
Degl’Innocenti, 1995; Gaeta, 1996; Polsi, 1997; Cherubini, I. Piva, 1998; Girotti, 1998; 
Sepe, 1999.

4 For critical and problematization considerations regarding consensus see: Corner, 
2002; Pergher, Albanese, 2012.
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more generally, Gerhard A. Ritter lamented in the mid-nineties in the 
premise to the Italian edition of his Storia dello Stato sociale5.

In particular, it has been highlighted how the Fascist era laid “the 
foundations of the ‘particularistic-clientelistic’ welfare system that would 
then develop and intensify after the Second World War”6 and represent 
the most distinctive trait of the Italian experience.

Based on the suggestions developed in the field of the social sciences, 
aimed at making a comparative analysis of the development of welfare in 
the western world, in the Italian case, Fascism proved to be a decisive mo-
ment, aimed at establishing the mould for the subsequent national welfare 
state. Especially in the 1930s, the considerable expansion of social secu-
rity — with regard to the extension of the forms of social protection, the 
number of people covered and especially in terms of the organizational 
systematization — was pursued by the regime through “a dense regulatory 
stratification that meticulously differentiated the entitlements of the vari-
ous groups”7. In the Fascist operation of centralizing the administration of 
social security into three large public bodies (INPS, INAIL, INAM), the 
trait of differentiation can indeed be recognized as the most prevalent.

Recent research has been increasing in this direction, analyzing the lo-
cal/national connections, examining the welfare sector in more depth8, fo-
cusing on gender issues (especially the role played by women in the vari-
ous national social policies, the centrality of demographic policies, the 
strength of familism, and the politicization and professionalization of all 
those involved in the social security and welfare sphere)9.

2. Social policies of the 1930s in Europe and United States of America 

On the basis of these premises, this essay will attempt to frame the 
events pertaining to the Fascist social security policies in the ‘great trans-

5 Ritter, 1996.
6 Ferrera, 1984, p. 36 (own translation). See also Ascoli and Paci, 1984. In addtion, 

Ferrera, Fargion, Jessoula, 2012.
7 Ferrera, cit. (own translation)
8 See, in particular, Inaudi, 2008; Id., 2010; Catalan, 1992; Vezzosi, 2004; Minesso 

(edited by), 2007; Bettini, 2008; La banca, 2008; Id., 2014; Id., 2013. See also Vinci (ed-
ited by), 2012.

9 Nunin, Vezzosi (edited by), 2007. See also Vezzosi, 2000, and Id., 2012.
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formation’ (as Karl Polanyi put it) of the 1930s, in order to grasp the cri-
sis points of the liberal institutional system and the new strategies adopted 
to govern society (throughout the world). How, one might ask as a provo-
cation, could Polanyi or Gramsci find similarities between the nascent re-
gimes of Fascism and the New Deal?

As is well known, the Great Depression of 1929 had an enormous im-
pact on the reformulation of the economic and social structure in every 
national context, especially in relation to the new social policies that 
were launched by both totalitarian and democratic states. The serious dif-
ficulties that struck the market economy led to the problematization, in 
new terms, of the role of the state in the economic and social life of na-
tional communities. As Polanyi himself noted, there was a great similar-
ity between “the emerging regimes of Fascism, Socialism, and the New 
Deal”10, united by their abandoning of laissez-faire principles and their 
adoption of new social policies.

However, despite the similarities, there were evident differences be-
tween the authoritarian-totalitarian Fascist paradigm and the democratic 
one, both in Europe and in the US (in the two social-democratic and lib-
eral-democratic versions). In short, there was a difference in what Pietro 
Costa called “direction of the respective ‘experiments’”11. In one case, 
that of the authoritarian and Fascist contexts, the launch of innovative 
social policies and new national insurance and social security systems 
was instrumental to nationalist and imperialist expansion designs, and 
“to the defence of the racial integrity of the people”. In other cases, in 
the liberal-democratic and social-democratic contexts, it was, at least in 
theory, supported “by a principle of freedom”, capable of using “the in-
terventionist power of the state to support the individual in a process of 
emancipation”12. 

In this sense, the attempt to identify common traits in the new ap-
proaches that emerged in terms of the social policies and anti-crisis solu-
tions adopted by the various governments can not and must not lead to an-
nulling the differences that even the historiography that is most inclined 
towards comparative analysis has long recognized.

In Fascist Italy (as in National Socialist Germany) the social policies 
and social security interventions had the aim of inducing active devotion, 

10 Polanyi, 1944.
11 Costa, 2001, p. 431 (own translation).
12 Ibidem.
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capable of absorbing the individual into state institutions and thus super-
seding the old nineteenth-century authoritarian regimes and eliminating 
the sphere of individual rights and freedoms13.

But it would be useful to start by quickly recalling their common 
traits. It is in this sense that Gramsci, already a ‘witness’ of the age, in 
his Prison Notebooks, provides us with a valid key to interpretation of the 
similarities between Americanism and Fascism14. 

According to Gramsci, both tried to respond to the crisis of the liberal 
system with corporative management of the conflict and the launch of a 
planned economy. Fascism and Americanism (‘the new American indus-
trialism’) were characterized by a regressive nature, which did not induce 
a progressive evolution of the social system in either but, on the contrary, 
had the function of stabilizing, of remaining anchored to the given struc-
ture, challenged by the crisis. However, though Fascism was absolutely 
regressive, it did introduce more or less profound modifications into the 
economic structure of post-World War I Italy to accentuate the element of 
the production plan. So, not a static picture, nor one lacking in rational el-
ements per se, as the social and economic panorama offered by the study 
of the American phenomenon was neither static nor irrational. A feature 
common to both phenomena was the constitutive ambivalence to bour-
geois modernity, where archaism and innovation coincided. The ambiva-
lence and ambiguity that was typical of modernity and especially of the 
modernity in the phase of an organic crisis. In both Fascism and Ameri-
canism there were rational (progressive) elements that operated within 
the framework of a social-political phenomenon that had an absolutely 
regressive nature. The scenario is that of the general crisis of authority 
that erupted in the post-war period, marked by a crisis of hegemony, or 
rather by a crisis of the state as a whole. It is here that the crisis of the lib-
eral system left space for the activity of ‘dark powers’ in Italy represented 
by providential and charismatic men who directed the process15. A com-
mon denominator all these dark powers shared was their belonging to the 
framework of the dominant forces of the old society that was being chal-
lenged by the crisis as well as their aversion to the democratic dimension 
of modernity. The link between these forces and Mussolini’s regime was 

13 Mannori, Sordi, 2001, pp. 484-89.
14 Gramsci, 1975, pp. 2139.
15 Id., Quaderno 13, pp. 1603 and 1619 ff. In regards to this, see Burgio, 2003; Id., 

2014.
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the basis of the corporatist experiment. It was an exemplary, top-down 
programme of transformations that were made inevitable by the objective 
evolution of the material processes. The modifications introduced were 
therefore governed in order to preserve the essence of the mode of pro-
duction and of the capitalist social relationship.

In this sense Fascism and Americanism were similar defensive re-
sponses to the crisis of the liberal system (in terms of a passive revolu-
tion), aimed at the stabilization of a social form that was, by then, without 
evolutionary potentiality.

Without doubt, other than the differences, which, in any case, Gram-
sci did not overlook16, the comparison between Italy and the United States 
allows some important elements to be understood into which the events 
of Fascist welfare may be contextualized. That is, due to the inadequacy 
of the liberal economic and social policies, a more general propensity to 
adopt new policies of state intervention, as well as the welfare state of the 
nineteenth century being superseded.

The very idea of   corporatism constituted the most significant point 
of intersection between the Fascist programmes and those of Roo-
sevelt’s America. The propensity towards adopting a system of govern-
ment based on the “functional coordination of economic interests under 
state supervision”17, in order to achieve a new type of social integra-
tion was similar in both cases. The propensity for economic concentra-
tion, cartelization, and the medium and long-term financial intervention 
of the state in the economy through new institutions (the IMI, the Ital-
ian IRI, and the American RFC, to name but a few) and the increase of 
public spending as a brake on the spread of unemployment in the context 
of large public infrastructure programmes aimed at absorbing the unem-
ployed workforce was also similar in both cases; as was the push to divert 
public expenditure towards the needs of arms production.

16 Gramsci himself would, at the same time, recognize differences (unlike American-
ism, Fascism established itself by the will of a force, linked to the pre-modern caste order 
allied with the aforementioned dark forces and the rural bourgeoisie, ready for a war of ex-
termination. It is the moribund old man who does not step back; it is the mix of innovation 
and archaism).

17 For a more detailed account see M. Vaudagna, Corporativismo e New Deal. Inte-
grazione e conflitto sociale negli Stati Uniti (1933-1941), Turin, 1981. See also Kessler-
Harris, M. Vaudagna (ed. by), Democracy and Social Rights in the “Two Wests”, Turin 
2009.
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The great depression thus pushed both countries into adopting broader 
social security systems, despite the substantial difference between the 
Rooseveltian social policies inspired — at least in theory18 — by the uni-
versalistic concept of social security, and the very particularistic and cat-
egorial Italian ones19.

It is possible to find similar trends in the rest of Europe. There was a 
“recasting bourgeois Europe” which took place under “a decay of parlia-
mentary influence” and of the “evolution toward corporatism”. As high-
lighted by Charles S. Maier, the transition to a system of government that 
was inclined to seek consensus was achieved in the interwar period “less 
through the occasional approval of a mass public than through continued 
bargaining among organized interests”20.

It is significant that, this also occurred in the Italian context, where 
Fascism gave life to forms of realized corporatism, to the extent that it ar-
rived at a “colonization of political decisions [...] by categorial interests” 
which were directly involved in public offices21. It was with these new 
interests that a mediation strategy became increasingly more necessary, 
which changed the modalities of national political and institutional gov-
ernance in a structural sense. The decline of the traditional form of politi-
cal representation and the eclipse of classic parliamentary representation, 
the changes taking place in the economy and the overall transformations 

18 On the limits of the welfare state in the US, especially in regards to women, see the 
important volume by T. Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers. The Political Origins 
of Social Policy in the United States, Cambridge 1992.

19 On the New Deal see Katznelson, Fear Itself. The New Deal and the origins of our 
time, New York, 2013; K. Klaus Patel, The New Deal. A Global History, Princeton NJ 
2016; J. Cowie, The Great Exception. The New Deal and the Limits of American Politics, 
Princeton-Oxford, 2016.

20 Maier, 1975, pp. 9 ff. As Maier says the recasting bourgeois Europe occurs under a 
new political economy described as corporatist. «This involved the displacement of power 
from elected representatives or a career bureaucracy to the major organized forces of Eu-
ropean society and economy, sometimes bargaining directly among themselves, sometimes 
exerting influcence through a weakened parliament, and occasionally seeking advantages 
through new exectuve authority. In each case corporatism meant the growth of private po-
wer and the twilight of sovereignity». For other points of view see Santomassimo, 2006; 
Stolzi, 2007; Pasetti, 2016. Finally, one aspect of interest is related to the relationships 
(and the ambiguous attitude, a mixture of admiration and disquiet, towards Fascist corpo-
ratism) between the International Labour Organization and Fascism, for which please refer 
to Gallo, 2013; Id., 2017.

21 Legnani, 1995, p. 441 (own translation).
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that affected a society in the process of modernization (especially if we 
consider the redefinition of the relationships between public and private 
powers), led to a new, networked system of government, based on new 
forms of consultation between new social components, which, with their 
own organizations, became progressively more involved in the governing 
of the country, and, at the same time, able to colonize the overall politi-
cal decisions with their own categorical petitions. The way in which de-
cisions concerning the national context were made was also new: indeed, 
they took on the characteristics of a ‘negotiation’, often not publicized 
amongst the various actors (the economic-financial elites, senior civil 
servants, the representatives of the various public bodies, National Fascist 
Party officials, trade union trustees and the Duce himself). In this general 
landscape, public bodies would increase in terms of their importance and 
the number of their functions, moving increasingly into more strategic 
sectors. They allowed Fascism to recover from the global economic crisis, 
and, what is more, to become attached to economic and social interests 
that were previously distant from public policy channels, which, through 
the public bodies, were then able to find a way to become integrated into 
the public policies of Fascism. Public bodies were not only confirmed and 
strengthened as a means of mobilizing and allocating savings, but were 
used as central institutions for the management of resources and for the 
strategic direction of economic development (both in the 1930s and in the 
Republican period).

It is clear that in Italy (as in Germany) the “more or less explicit re-
casting of the social contract” imposed by the post-war crisis and the 
one between the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s was 
achieved through repression, “the dismantling of the unions and the work-
ers’ parties”22, and the division of the working class. Nonetheless, the 
complex practices of governing and social control of Fascist Italy, in-
tended to offer a solution to the crisis already underway, in terms of a ra-
tionalization aimed at stabilization, as well as a new national and social 
integration are far from insignificant.

The 1930s were characterized, albeit in different ways, by the pro-
gressive affirmation of modern welfare policies. The advent of the “plu-
riclass state” (to use the notion of Massimo Severo Giannini), also marked 

22 Girotti, 1996, p. 218, with explicit reference to the analysis of Pierre Rosanvallon 
(own translation).
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the growth of new administrations, namely those of “social security” and 
“management of the economy”. These administrations were new because 
the notion that characterized their activities was new. Social security insti-
tutes conceived mainly as public charitable institutions already existed in 
the nineteenth century; however, during the course of the twentieth cen-
tury, with the “lower classes participating in power”, a new notion of so-
cial security was reached23. In this sense, Giannini explains that, in all 
countries, with very little variations, the itineraries coincided: that is, there 
was a move away from forms of assistance that were reserved for certain 
categories of workers (primarily from industry), and related to some ar-
eas, to forms that were increasingly “broader and more comprehensive, 
in terms of their subjective and objective aspects”24. And this was also the 
case in the contexts where there was an occupational characteristic of the 
social security and the levels of social benefits were kept low.

The common bases for the subsequent evolution of post-World War 
II European social policies, centred on the Beveridge model of welfare 
and on Keynesian demand-management policies, can therefore be said to 
appear in the 1930s. The problems posed by the ongoing modernization 
process, and the inadequacy of the liberal solutions that were being pro-
posed, led to the experimentation of solutions that were a far cry from tra-
ditional visions. Central to this was the breaking away from free-market 
orthodoxy and the adoption of policies focusing on a “stimulus of demand 
through budget deficits”, or rather, on a “more drastic form of regulation 
of the national economy by the state”, which later came to be known as 
Keynesianism25. The launch of deficit spending measures, accompanied 
by broad welfare reforms, provided the necessary conditions for the con-
trol of the economic crisis and for the demands of national integration.

As has already been said, there were various outcomes: the model of 
a particularistic and corporatist welfare state pandering to special interests 
that emerged in Italy was very different from what arose in Scandinavia. 
Although there was a common intention to go beyond the nineteenth-cen-

23 Giannini, 1979, p. 392 (own translation).
24 Ivi, p. 394 (own translation).
25 Gourevitch, 1984, p. 229 (own translation) In general terms in this regard see also 

Conti, Silei, 2005, pp. 71 ff, also refer to this in regard to an up-to-date bibliography of the 
issue. More generally, among the very large literature on the emergence of different wel-
fare models, see in particular Flora and Heidenheimer, 1983; Esping-Andersen, 1990; Bal-
dwin, 1990; Pierson (ed. by), 2001; Saraceno, 2013. 
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tury forms of national insurance and welfare; go beyond the Bismarckian 
model and that of liberal public assistance. 

3. Social policies during Fascism 

3.1. Initiatives for pensions and welfare: the role of INFPS 

In this context, the main characteristics of Italian social policies are 
those that can be traced back to a “particularistic-corporatist”, “particu-
laristic-clientelistic” model26. Occupational and categorial fragmentation; 
the correspondence between partial recognition of social security and a to-
tal denial of civil and political rights; the permeation of clientelistic logics 
in the provision of state assistance services were all characteristics. 

As in Nazi Germany, there was a strong appeal to people’s sense of 
belonging to a community, as well as to a political movement; to struc-
tures of a party and trade union type, which were capable of perfecting 
the protection of workers outside the field of labour relations.

It is politics that took on a central role in the structuring and manage-
ment of national social security. In Italy it was the Fascist Party that be-
came the co-manager of social security and welfare measures27.

The instrumental use the regime made of social security resources, 
with a strong emphasis at a propagandistic level, had the aim of consol-
idating its own power system and hegemonic force, especially in some 
specific strategic sectors of society28. The development in welfare in the 
years between the two wars, therefore, allowed ‘passive’ support for the 
regime to be strengthened in some strata of the national population, to-
wards whom social benefits were instrumentally directed.

The regime put its own stamp on the ‘instruments’ of social security: 
on the largest Italian social security institution, the Fascist National Insti-

26 M. Ferrera, 1984; U. Ascoli, 1984; Gozzini, 2000. The emergence of Italy’s pension 
system shares the broad characterististcs of Italy’s welfare model, that is based on occupa-
tions, corporatism, fragmentation. However, as argued by Franco Bonelli (1989, p. 133), 
«an explanation of the characteristics of a pension system can be reached not through a 
typology [...] of national versions of the welfare state, but rather through the objective 
analysis of situations resulting from the factors operating in each country at a given time”.

27 Pombeni, 1984, p. 261.
28 Corner, 2002.
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tute of Social Welfare (INFPS), and on the agency responsible for manag-
ing welfare (EOA), an organ of the National Fascist Party. Welfare, often 
bordering on charitable aid, was not conceived as a public function, but as 
an expression of the single party, of the government, which used its own 
discretion in choosing fields and subjects of action through targeted inter-
ventions of a political and clientelistic nature. The very role of welfare to-
wards the most disadvantaged classes should therefore not be overlooked, 
especially in relation to the penetration of the Fascist Party and its off-
shoots in the private sphere, and in relation to the possibility the regime 
had to achieve greater social acceptance deriving from the launch of cer-
tain measures in the field of welfare29. 

It is precisely this instrumental character imprinted on the new na-
tional social legislation for the purposes of social control that led to a 
widespread presence of the single party in the development of the social 
security and welfare institutions, confirming its fundamental nature as a 
go-between between citizens and the institutional system in general. If 
what has just been said is true, that is, that the years of Fascism coincided 
with the most incisive historical period for the growth of the new social 
protection administrations, it is not surprising that the INFPS itself was 
one of the main features of national modernization. The institute indeed 
represented the reference point for the demand for social security and 
welfare that was characteristic during the transformations that were taking 
place in the period between the two wars, an expression of the very devel-
opment of public social functions. 

The great importance assumed by the institute30 is, for example, at-
tested by the mere fact that it became, due to its administrative structure 
and the resources it managed, the largest organism after the state itself. 
Defined by Mussolini as an “ente fascistissimo” (very Fascist institution), 
the institute’s administrative structure also changed and its activities ex-
panded, under the impetus of goals set from external inputs deriving from 
the new Fascist social legislation. 

29 Inaudi, 2008.
30 Starting out as the National Social Security Fund for old age and disability for 

the workers (Cassa nazionale di previdenza per la vecchiaia e l’invalidità degli operai) 
(1898), later becoming the National Social Insurance Fund (Cassa nazionale per le as-
sicurazioni sociali) in the Liberal Age, and thus inherited by the regime, the institution 
took on this name in the 1930s (1933), remaining as such until today, except for the F 
for Fascist.
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Thus the Institute, also thanks to an extensive peripheral network, 
played a fundamental role in Fascist Italy in the construction of a system 
of articulated control throughout the country. It had a strategic role in the 
control of the national territory, becoming with its numerous branches one 
of the regime’s biggest systems of administrative communication, and 
participating both in the construction of gaining consensus for itself and 
in the policies of social involvement at a local level. Pensions were col-
lected at the Institute’s provincial offices, propagandized as the creation 
of the regime and the Duce; the Institute was involved in the various cul-
tural and social activities of the regime; the Institute participated in sig-
nificant financial transactions at national level; the Institute owned hospi-
tals and clinics all over the territory that were ready to receive the needy. 
And, above all, the Institute’s actions were subordinate to the needs of the 
regime, responding to the pressure and requests coming from the party 
and its provincial federations and letting itself be used, especially in its 
branches throughout the territory, as a means of social and political con-
trol of the periphery of the country31. As the most important institution 
that had to implement social security policies, the INFPS was ‘subju-
gated’ by the objectives of Fascist social policies, losing some of its origi-
nal characteristics that were aimed at protecting the interests of the recipi-
ents. The Institute thus ended up losing its autonomy and specific function 
as a financial institution. The new organizational and financial expansion 
seen in the 1930s was due to an external impetus with respect to the deci-
sions and initiative of the Institute’s management, attesting that the most 
important body of national social security had then taken an instrumental 
role within the regime’s design of social policy.

An example of this is the ‘growth without limits’ of the Institute — 
as the director general of INFPS put it — especially since the second half 
of the thirties. Such growth included a huge expansion of administrative 
expenditure that increased from 58 to 258 million lire between 1933 and 
1941; in 1939 total expenditure on old age pensions was 188 million and 
outlays for disability were 249 million. 

The notes of the director general reveal a concern about the new tasks 
assigned to the Institute which entailed an increase in expenses, and an 
attempt to justify this growth with the social values inspiring the activ-

31 In this regard, similar considerations to those in Giorgi, 2012, pp. 131-48 are taken 
up. Lastly, with particular attention to the role of the Party see Id., 2017.
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ity of INFPS, in obedience “to the directives of the social policy of the 
Regime”32.

In this general transformation, the administrative structure also 
changed. From the essential and ‘light’ nature of other public economic 
and financial institutions, it became a more complex system, similar to 
that of the civil service.

From a provider of pensions, INFPS became a large body dealing 
with management and assistance as well as healthcare, having hospitals 
and clinics , too33.

The responsibilities of the Institute increased, as well as the compe-
tencies and the power it had to intervene in areas that were often outside 
of its original mission: for example, real estate, medical-healthcare, and 
related to the demographic policy of the regime.

After the reforms of 1935, the year in which an important reorganiza-
tion of social security was launched, a new legislative text emerged that 
laid out the institution’s responsibilities not only in the social security 
field, but also in the fields of assistance, culture and propaganda. The im-
portant aspects at this juncture were the greater centralization of powers 
in the figure of the president and the director general of the institution, the 
changing of the men in its upper echelons (more and more homines novi 
of Fascism) and especially the introduction of new provisions about finan-
cial activity, financial statements, and the use of the Institute’s funds. 

In these years, the INFPS was to implement, as an internal publication 
has revealed, a growing number of “great socially-inspired initiatives”34. 
Fascism used the Institute’s great concentration of social security to fund 
reclamation work, industrial redevelopment operations, the conquests in 
Africa, the parcelization of land in the colonies, communications, social 
housing and so on. Also during the twenty years of Fascism, the Institute 
gave a strong impetus to its activities in healthcare, promoting the crea-
tion of convalescent homes, thermal baths and resorts, widely propagan-
dized by Fascism in every collective demonstration in terms of providen-
tial creations of the regime35.

In the logic of Fascism to attract ever greater and more strategic so-
cial sectors and to make the INFPS an instrument that would be capable 

32 Relazione del direttore generale, INFPS, Rendiconti, 1937.
33 For more details see Giorgi, 2004. See also Melis, 1989; Bertini, 2001.
34 INPS, 1970, p. 256 (own translation).
35 See Pavone, 1993, p. 214.
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of strengthening adhesion to the regime, the Institute underwent a process 
of bureaucratization and unprecedented growth. It lost autonomy and effi-
ciency as a result of taking on more and more management of national in-
surance. The social security benefits provided were for the most part less 
than the contributions paid and the Institute’s performance became worse 
and worse, being affected by disadvantageous financial operations that 
would undermine its original mission as a social insurance provider (as a 
financing institution, pension provider).

Only in the aftermath of the Second World War, in the face of the in-
flationary process, when the reserves of the Institute — invested in the 
great political operations of the regime — suffered severe devaluation, 
would the result of the Fascist social security policies become clear36.

By 1946 nearly sixty different management systems had been en-
trusted to the INPS; the product of a process that had begun fifteen years 
before that. Indeed, it is in the 1930s that the Institute expanded beyond 
measure; taking on a increasing number of insurance operations, em-
ploying more and more staff (the number of employees between 1937 
and 1941 increased from 6,000 to 8,000), accumulating substantial finan-
cial assets, providing services (in the period 1920-29, for example, they 
amounted to only 948 million lire compared to 5,340 billion in revenue, 
while between 1930 and 1939 there were contributions totalling 11,168 
billion lire and 8,971 billion lire was paid out)37 and finally being drawn 
into new activities.

The process of ‘bureaucratization’ of the Institute became particularly 
evident in the early forties. The huge assets it possessed became increas-
ingly more likely to be channelled into activities that were dangerous for 
the quality and level of social security benefits, while making it functional 
in satisfying the specific political and clientelistic needs of Fascist Italy. 
Needs which played a major role in structuring the social security system 
and in the organization of the body appointed to manage it. The Institute 
found itself facing increasingly more diverse and numerous problems, go-

36 The INFPS, like other social security institutions, was based on financial statements 
using capitalization, which allowed the immobilization of large economic resources that 
were “controlled and managed by the State”. In this sense, the regime took advantage of 
the time lapse between the moment the contribution was made and the moment the service 
was provided in order to use the social security concentration to finance its activities. See 
Mazzini, 1980, p. 509. 

37 Ibidem.

HC 61.indd   920HC 61.indd   920 18/7/19   08:33:4818/7/19   08:33:48



https://doi.org/10.1387/hc.20259 921

Social Policies in Italian Fascism. Authoritarian Strategies and Social Integration

ing beyond the original social insurance and financial characteristics it 
had when it was founded. 

From a detailed analysis of the INFPS structure two long-term ele-
ments of the Italian social security policy emerge: one is the imbalances 
between the various management structures, which frequently entailed 
transfers of funds being carried out between the different management 
structures, with the result that some structures paid for services which 
should have been paid for by others. The second concerns the blurring of 
borders between the roles of the Treasury and the management of pen-
sions, insofar as INFPS, instead of using the financial market for its own 
needs, saw its funds being used directly by the Treasury and in other in-
vestment initiatives38.

In this context it is clear how the INFPS played a fundamental role 
in the financing of the State, that is, of Italian public spending between 
the two wars. The institution freed up, by virtue of using the capitaliza-
tion system, significant resources for the implementation of infrastruc-
ture investments and public housing (either by directly financing works 
of this kind or through the provision of resources to the state, provinces 
and municipalities). At the same time it took on the role of being the gov-
ernment’s operational arm in financing strategic initiatives39. The Insti-
tute was thus progressively engaged in an enormous operation of rescue 
and redetermination of the ownership structure of the Italian economy of 
the 1930s. Precisely “in the redesigning, in the overtly statist and dirigiste 
sense, of the [national] industrial and financial system”40, the role of the 
INFS, together with that assumed by Cassa Depositi e Prestiti, became es-
sential. The final balances deserve particular attention as they allow the fi-
nancial position of this mastodon of social security to be understood.

The three main assets the Institute had on its balance sheet with re-
gard to the management of disability and old age provisions were con-
stituted by state annuities, securities and loans. Overall, the total of op-

38 The Institute thus belonged, along with the INA and the Cassa depositi e prestiti 
(CDP), to the alternative financial circuit to the Treasury. See Bonelli and Melis, 1989. 
On the role of public bodies and their centrality in the Italian economy see Cassese, 1985; 
De Cecco, 1997. For more about public bodies during Fascism see Melis, 1988; Cassese, 
2010; Giorgi, 2008; Ferretti, 2014.

39 Beltrametti, Soliani, 2000. For a detailed analysis of financial policies, balance 
sheets, final balances and personnel policies in the INFPS see Giorgi, 2004. 

40 De Cecco and Toniolo, 2001, p. XL (own translation).
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erating assets rose from 7,783 million in 1933 to 18,658.8 million in 
1941. In terms of unemployment benefits the most significant asset was 
that corresponding to securities; they followed the sums invested for 
the various initiatives aimed at combating unemployment through the 
dual aspect of financial participation and activities carried out directly 
by the INFPS. The investments for demographic colonization activities 
undertaken by the Institute in Libya during the 1930s were very impor-
tant. In addition, the advances to the Colonization Agency of the Apulia 
of Ethiopia, to the Reclamation Consortium of Burana, had exclusive 
financial participation. In insurance against tuberculosis, the weight of 
real estate due to the development of sanitary buildings was consider-
able. Even in the field of maternity insurance (which later became mar-
riage and birth insurance) the growth of assets was significant, as it was 
in the field of family allowances. It emerges from the available data that 
state annuities constituted the most conspicuous item on the Institute’s 
balance sheets throughout the Thirties. This fact takes on particular im-
portance if one considers that this constituted a ‘secret’ form of financ-
ing provided by the INFPS to the state, in that the annuities did not 
appear as public debt. The latter was therefore much higher than that 
declared in the official figures, since the “financing of public works and 
reclamation work had for some time been used to provide for the sys-
tem of deferred payments, by means of thirty-year annuities payable 
by the state, which were discounted in some large state and parastatal 
bodies,” like the INFPS “for very large sums at the time.”41 As we 
have seen, these were “debts paid in instalments arising from the fact 
that certain payments by the state were divided into annual instalments 
which were due in years following the one in which the sum ought, as 
usual, to be extinguished.”42 The aim was precisely that of making the 
public deficit appear less serious. This practice, already used as an “ac-
counting expedient” for the expenses of the Libyan war 43, was used 
even more from the end of 1935 and in connection with the war econ-
omy, established starting from the conquest of Ethiopia, up to the years 
of the world war, with the Spanish civil war and the occupation of Al-
bania in between.

41 Guarnieri, 1988, p. 352 (own translation).
42 Salvemini, Zamagni, 1993, pp. 195 ff (own translation)
43 For more information see Répaci, 1962, pp. 21, 137, 313; Id., 1934.
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3.2. The peripheral sites of social control

Analyzing the dynamics in the territory, we find that the peripheral ar-
ticulation of the INFPS was of great importance in the years between the 
two world wars, in relation to the control channels of Fascism.

The provincial headquarters of the INFPS played a crucial role in lo-
cal government contexts and in relation to certain balances of power in 
towns. It was an important go-between in the management of the coun-
try’s economic resources, in the operations of offering social advantages 
the regime had put into practice, becoming the referent of numerous re-
quests for public intervention coming from various national and local 
contexts. The different subjectivities interested in tapping the flow of re-
sources through the Institute thus strengthening their own power to influ-
ence with applications from categories on more complex decisions.

So while universalist welfare systems were being implemented in 
some European contexts, extended to all citizens, independent of the posi-
tion held on the market, and of contributory payments, or of employment 
status, in Italy the measures adopted by Fascism were discretionary, and 
aimed at individual sectors and categories of workers.

This was closely connected to the fact that the regime played the 
card of granting certain social benefits (which were however very well 
defined), against the recognition of political rights. The policies of Fas-
cism were expressed in forms of economic incentives and social safety 
nets also in order to compensate for the lack of fundamental freedoms. 
These were also concessions, and sanctioned as such by a state with a 
totalitarian vocation intent on ‘neutralizing’ its political opponents, the 
same social and political conflict and intent to involve certain groups of 
society that were left relatively out of reach of the state44. It was there-
fore a matter of concessions, and not of conquests linked to citizenship, 
which can be framed in a government project that aimed at foreshad-
owing the single but strongly differentiated body of the nation, whose 
“greater needs” — as one of the many INFPS pamphlets stated — all 
workers had to obey45. 

On the other hand, employees were involved in this system because 
they paid compulsory contributions and not as subjects with rights. 

44 Corner (quoting Tim Mason), 2002, p. 396. See also Id., 2015.
45 INFPS, 1942, p. 10 (own translation).
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However, not all workers had access to social security (labourers and 
domestic workers were excluded), and they were subjected to a series 
of rather binding and disciplinary procedures if they applied for it. For 
example — as Corner noted 46— in order to obtain unemployment ben-
efits it was also necessary to pass the scrutiny of committees of specifi-
cally competent officials and local potentates, including representatives 
of the local NFP (National Fascist Party) and the municipal administra-
tion. Just as, in addition to presenting a detailed account of the health 
and financial situation of the whole family of those who requested it, 
it was also necessary to gain the assent of moralizing and strategic fig-
ures: the ‘Fascist visitors’. The latter had the task of writing reports on 
the person or family concerned, which had a significant weight in the 
decision to grant the social security requested, and above all of a moral 
and political nature.

With the character of concessions, social security was therefore con-
ditioned by the approval of the regime, by the ‘response’ of the benefici-
aries (in terms of adhesion and integration), by the discretion of the mul-
titude of institutions aimed at dealing with the national insurance, social 
security and welfare system.

Another significant example is that related to disability pensions. The 
granting of the pension responded in fact to a logic that was not strictly 
pertaining to social security, which led the provincial office of the IN-
FPS to unjustifiable pension concessions. In general terms, starting from 
the 1930s, the number of disability pensions progressively increased com-
pared to the number of old-age pensions, exceeding them at the end of the 
decade (old-age pensions increased from 0.06% of GDP in 1930 to 0.08% 
in 1939; those for disability increased from 0.03% to 0.11% in the same 
period). In this sense, the disability pension began to assume a different 
function during Fascism; one that was not directly connected to its origi-
nal purpose. The great ‘popularity’ of disability pensions was due to the 
greater ease with which they could be obtained and the greater indulgence 
with which they were actually granted, also through the pressure from the 
federations of the single party (often in contrast to the answers provided 

46 Corner, 2002, pp. 398-99. The author explains how the visitors’ judgment was bind-
ing compared to the possibility for women to access clinics belonging to the Opera nazion-
ale maternità e infanzia. For more on this subject see Saraceno, 1995. As well as Minesso 
(ed, by), 2007 and more in general see De Grazia, 1993. For another institutional case see 
Vigilante, 2014.
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at the health level). The analyses conducted at the level of individual citi-
zens attest this dynamic47.

Another example is related to social security booklets48. 
These booklets, proposed by the party in order to avoid duplication, 

waste, abuse and disorganization, became an important instrument for 
the party in monitoring the population; an effective instrument for so-
cial control; one of the vehicles of political propaganda. The pension it-
self, rather than being, as it was, the product of the contributions paid 
in, would be ‘disguised’ as a prize given directly by and out of the kind-
ness of the Duce.

In all the examples, the access to social security was bound by the 
opinion of various Fascist authorities or those close to Fascism49. The in-
tent was to arrive at a generalized adhesion to the state, while at the same 
time eluding to the traditional class alignments and referring to that social 
collaboration, on which the propaganda apparatus of the regime specifi-
cally aimed with increasing strength50.

It comes as no surprise therefore that, other than the desire to create a 
public opinion that was in favour of the regime and to soften the effects of 
the great economic crisis of 1929, the inspiring motives of Fascist social 
legislation also included one that was functional to the policies of the im-
perialistic expansion of Fascism51.

The most notable consequence of what has been said so far is that the 
characteristics of national social legislation never reached a universalis-
tic dimension. On the contrary, they gave life to a system resembling a 
sort of patchwork quilt52, in which every single professional category was 
represented by its own demands. Fragmentation of the subjects invested 
by social security benefits, particularism, and discrimination were widely 
prevalent in the social security policies of the regime, who intended above 
all to protect and attract the closest categories53.

Fascism, which would boast of having created one of the most ad-
vanced social service systems in Europe, used a system in which the 

47 For more details about analyses on a territorial level see Giorgi, 2004.
48 For more details about social security booklets see Corner, 2002.
49 As is rightly observed in Ivi, p. 399.
50 See De Grazia, 1981.
51 Gaeta, 1996, p. 238.
52 See Preti, 2002, p. 695.
53 See Mazzini, 1980, p. 521.
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granting of benefits (to employees, and not to citizens) mainly met the cri-
teria of its own political consolidation rather than that of social justice and 
relieving situations of poverty or need. Fascism would propagandize its 
achievements in every way possible, as a debt the country had towards its 
leader; using the assistance programmes for a modern engineering of so-
cial control, regulating which beneficiaries to ‘admit’.

4. Conclusions

Three points emerge. The first is that Italy managed to recover quan-
titatively compared to the European average, increasing social security 
spending and the degree of insurance coverage. However, the mould the 
regime used to shape the national welfare system would influence subse-
quent developments, bringing out the centrality of the Fascist experience 
in relation to the characteristics (and dimensions) of the latter.

Secondly, the reorganization that took place in the insurance and so-
cial security sphere under Fascism — with regard to the extension of 
forms of social protection, the number of people covered and especially in 
terms of systematization — mostly concerned management aspects. The 
policy of differentiating entitlements was continued and even accentu-
ated and used by the regime to gain social control. Indeed, Fascism multi-
plied different and differentiated insurance forms and regimens, in terms 
of breadth, quality and duration. 

Finally, the last point concerns the much more complex and ambiv-
alent dynamics regarding the affirmation of the contemporary welfare 
state.

As has been recently pointed out, “‘Welfarist’ experiences can not 
be reconstructed as a ‘declension’ of a single, compact state entity. If the 
state is the result of an interweaving of political strategies and power re-
lations and, at the same time, a pawn in socio-political interaction, if it is 
the moment and vehicle of governmental action, the expression ‘Welfare 
State’ refers less to a type or a form of the state, than it evokes a set of 
practices, knowledge, apparatus and institutions that converge in ‘treat-
ing’ the vital processes of the population”54.

54 See Costa, 2017, pp. 72 ff.
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Hence, in more general terms, the opportunity of a methodological 
perspective — indicated above all by Michel Foucault — capable of read-
ing the dynamics concerning the welfare state, as a “complex and multi-
faceted object”, in the “network of power relations and of subjugation”, 
at the intersection “between ‘governamentality’ and ‘biopolitics’”, along 
with all “disciplinary and biopolitical devices”. The same links of conti-
nuity and discontinuity between nineteenth-century liberalism, successive 
totalitarianism states and constitutional democracies of the post-war pe-
riod thus seem illuminated by a reading capable of grasping “the ambigu-
ous intertwining and essential tension between the demands for freedom 
and the control of ‘security’ of vital processes”55.
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