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Dictatorship and International 
Organizations: The ILO as a 
‘Test Ground’ for Fascism
Stefano Gallo

The world could benefit from a socialism,
even authoritarian, which is rational and methodical.
[Albert Thomas, 19321]

Although very interesting, relations between the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and the Italian fascist government have never been 
studied in depth. The only work on this subject, providing us with an intro-
duction, dates back nearly forty years.2 Italian researchers have not paid a 
great deal of attention to the ILO, considering it to be little more than an 
offshoot of the League of Nations: the few exceptions all steer clear of any 
discussion of the role played by fascist Italy and allude to it only in passing.3 
In this chapter, I shall examine this issue, focusing mainly on the ten years 
from the March on Rome to the death of Albert Thomas (1922–1932): my 
chapter therefore stops well before the breakdown of diplomatic relations 
following Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia. It is difficult to go beyond anything 
more than hypothesis because there is so little research on this subject; my 
view, nevertheless, is that relations between Geneva and Rome in the area 
of International Labour Organization issues are a very relevant way of shed-
ding light on aspects of both the fascist regime and the ILO which have not 
been studied in any detail.

The starting point

Recent contributions have stressed how important international  non-
 governmental organizations and informal transnational networks are in 
understanding the history of international organizations.4 Approaches of 
this kind have helped to shift the focus away from the ‘state-centred’ vision 
of the past. At the same time, relations with the  nation- state continue to 
be seen as one of the most interesting aspects of both the transnational 
approach and studies of international organizations.5 The invitation to 
‘see beyond the State’6 does not mean that the state should be ignored, 
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154  Globalizing Social Rights

however, as that would lead to a distorted analytical focus. It is precisely 
the  proliferation of perspectives decentralized away from the rhetoric of 
the  nation- state which makes the reinterpretation (one could almost say 
resemantization) of national policies and institutions7 into one of the most 
stimulating subjects for research.

It has recently been said that ‘historians must put national developments 
in context, and explain the nation in terms of  cross- national influences, but 
must be equally aware that what constitutes the spaces, institutions, and 
traditions of nations has changed over time’:8 using a transnational per-
spective to trace the history of the nation and the role of the state therefore 
multiplies the levels and extends the boundaries of what is being studied 
and increases what can be observed, going beyond the barriers erected by 
national historians. This operation tends to reinvent an area of analysis in 
keeping with the developments observed: the common aim is not to impose 
new ‘straightjackets’ but to put forward analytical instruments more suited 
to a complex world.9

We shall endeavour to take this direction here, aware that there is no 
magic recipe: ‘the nation should be decentred, though the exact meaning 
of this approach could only be worked out in detailed historical practice.’10 
Analysis of the relations between the delegates of a state and an organization 
such as the ILO, where the role of  non- governmental actors was enhanced, 
seems to us to be an ideal starting point. A study of a state’s participation 
in an international organization focuses on a very small number of players 
responsible for communication channels between the two agencies and on 
a larger number of people interacting with the institutional networks (diplo-
mats, officials, labour leaders, business people, academics, journalists). Their 
scope of action is nevertheless transnational and changeable: account has 
to be taken of changes in the political climate and national public opinion 
as regards the international organization, and the latter’s behaviour towards 
the member country, as well as other players who may be involved. None of 
these factors is set in stone, nor is outside the sphere of influence of those in 
charge politically. The hypothesis is as follows: using a  multi- level approach 
which takes as much account of the players as of the institutional and 
 cultural factors which have helped to determine their freedom of action – in 
short, an approach which studies the vast ‘world in between’ the  decision-
 making centres of a state and those of an international organization – makes 
it possible better to comprehend the operating dynamics of both the fascist 
regime and the ILO.

Various initial aspects suggest that we need to call into question some 
 long- standing views. To promote improved labour protection through 
standards, the ILO was able to call on collated statistical data and the sys-
tem of international Conventions ratified by parliamentary debate. For 
the ILO, the fact that a member country was a dictatorship raised an obvi-
ous problem: there was a serious threat to both these resources in Italy. 
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The ILO as a ‘Test Ground’ for Fascism  155

First of all, official statistics, closely controlled by the regime, were unreliable. 
Through his friendship with various officials, the International Labour 
Office’s correspondent in Rome, Angiolo Cabrini, a former socialist activist, 
managed to provide Geneva with statistics which he considered to be correct, 
on the condition that the BIT did not cite its sources (!). The unusual nature 
of this practice was justified by the ‘special circumstances’ in which he had 
to work under the fascist regime.11 Moreover, Parliament had gradually lost 
its plurality and  legislative powers. With the electoral reform of 1928, this 
process was taken to the extreme, reducing elections to the ratification of a 
single list; in fascist Italy normative power was now in the hands of the execu-
tive: a simple government decree was all that was needed for ratification: ‘All 
the Genoa and Geneva conventions can be ratified by a  decree- law, without 
involving Parliament. Fourteen conventions, in a single decree, are therefore 
to be put to the Cabinet,’ Thomas wrote after a private meeting with Benito 
Mussolini on 7 February 1924:12 seven of these were in practice ratified at 
one go. The extent to which international organizations need the support 
of public opinion and private associations and their ‘amplifying’ function 
is well known.13 In Italy, however, this mechanism was very complex: the 
tradition of private intermediary bodies, which recent studies consider to be 
probable factors in bolstering fascism,14 was jeopardized by the hardening of 
the regime and the demise of freedom of association (1925–1926).

At the International Labour Conferences [ILC] between 1923 and 1935, 
attention focused on this aspect of fascism in particular. Every year, the 
legitimacy of the workers’ representatives (Edmondo Rossoni, followed by 
Luigi Razza, and then Tullio Cianetti) from a country in which trade union 
freedom had been lost was challenged by protests from other workers’ rep-
resentatives (led by the French trade unionist Léon Jouhaux) against the 
Italian workers’ delegate. This continuing debate about the fascist spokes-
man for Italian workers was led by those who felt that fascism and the ILO 
were irreconcilably opposed.15

The ILC nevertheless always supported the Italians, who played an active 
part in the work of the ILO up to 1935. At the time of the invasion of Ethiopia, 
the ILO considered Italy to be second among the ‘industrialized’ countries 
as a result of the number of Conventions ratified by its  government. On 
2 October 1935, the Italian government had in practice ratified 21 Conventions. 
This was slightly below Belgium (23), but  immediately above France and the 
United Kingdom (19) and Germany (17).16 The Italian  government delegate 
also gained the confidence of the ILC and was appointed president of the 17th 
Session in June 1933. Thomas, for his part, was severely criticized by the social-
ists for his openness to fascism, which they felt went beyond the bounds of 
normal ‘diplomacy’. On several  occasions, the Italian press, unstinting in its 
attacks on Geneva, depicted him as a ‘friend of  fascism’, portraying him as a 
convert to the regime’s philosophy, and went as far as to predict a shift towards 
fascism within the BIT.17
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156  Globalizing Social Rights

Italy’s ongoing presence within the ILO can be explained by the legally 
vague way in which Part XIII of the Peace Treaty was worded. The reference 
to the role of Parliament, for instance, clearly included in the first version, 
was then omitted so that federal governments, such as the USA, could sign 
up to it.18 In addition, there was no definition, even minimal, of the princi-
ple of trade union freedom. The criteria which gave workers’ organizations 
effective autonomy were discussed at the 10th Session of the ILC ( June 
1927); the debate nevertheless showed that it was impossible to draw up a 
legal convention which everyone could accept: ‘The principle of the univer-
sality of the ILO, entitling each member country to decide on its own most 
appropriate method of labour organisation, took priority over the principle 
of trade union freedom’.19 Fascist Italy’s participation is largely explained by 
the shortcomings of the Constitution signed in Washington in 1919 under 
which there was no provision for actual measures against governments. At 
the time, this was a prerequisite for making the text as universal as possible 
and guaranteeing the sovereignty of states. Even when faced with the seri-
ous violence against  non- fascist unions in Italy, the BIT could do no more 
than monitor whether the government’s actions complied with national 
laws, as Thomas explained to the Italian socialists in November 1925.20

It should be borne in mind that Thomas, whose aim was to bolster a 
structure which was still fragile and lacking in legitimacy, as the ILO then 
was, felt that the institution was receiving considerable support from Italy 
because of the number of Conventions which it was prepared to sign. He 
was not,  however, taken in by the bluff surrounding Mussolini’s  statements 
(‘He keeps repeating the same things: Italy wishes to stress that it is at 
the  forefront of social policy. This is obviously the watchword,’ Thomas 
 commented outside a meeting with Il Duce in May 192821). Thomas 
 nevertheless felt that the  non- democratic countries had their uses: ‘I have 
gone as far as citing the dictatorships of Spain and Italy to force ratifications 
from governments which needed to show international opinion that they 
were not reactionary governments,’ Thomas wrote to Willy Donau, the BIT’s 
correspondent in Berlin, on 9 December 1925.22 Similarly, moreover, many 
 anti- fascist exiles took much the same view of Italy’s presence in Geneva:

Fascist Italy is part of the Governing Body of the International Labour 
Office, so that it can gain tacit acceptance there that the commitment ‘to 
endeavour to ensure and maintain fair and humane working conditions’ 
does not in principle entail a duty for the individual States to grant their 
own nationals freedom of assembly, organisation and association.23

This is a conventional explanation – by standards and diplomacy – which 
sees the key to the mutual tolerance between fascism and the ILO in the 
advantages brought about by a strategic union. I nevertheless believe that 
it is possible to go further. My argument is that the two subjects which 
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I propose to study are connected by more numerous and  deeper- seated links 
of a structural, political and cultural nature.

Margins of manoeuvre

First, account has to be taken of the similarity between corporatism in 
Italy and tripartism in Geneva. The supervised inclusion of delegates 
from the economic actors (employers and workers, monitored in dif-
ferent ways by the dictatorship) in the  decision- making and discussion 
centres of the state administrative machine, especially as regards legisla-
tion on labour relations, was one of the fascist regime’s ‘key topics’.24 The 
integration of private actors into the state, a process common to those 
countries in which forms of organized capitalism were gaining ground, 
could nevertheless take place in very different ways, even though the 
ultimate goal was better management of economic and social life.25 
One thing is sure: from a formal point of view, the ILO confirmed that 
 participation by worker and employer representatives, taking on a role 
which had up till then been the sole preserve of the state, was legitimate. 
‘The  tripartite structure of the ILO has no meaning if it is given over, as tradi-
tion to some extent dictates, solely to workers’ claims’: Bernard Béguin thus 
traced the formula of threefold representation back to the administrative 
experiment at the British Ministry of Labour (where Harold Butler and Edward 
Phelan worked), which he defined as ‘a British “civil service”  concept’.26 This 
experiment was in keeping with other organizations  developed at the same 
time, such as the Conseil National Économique in France. Franco De Felice 
saw the tripartite nature of the ILO as a model founded on ‘a harmonising 
approach to society (a functional relationship between the part and the 
whole)’ drawing on Durkheim’s thought, with which Thomas was familiar.27 
It should be noted that the initial challenge to the Italian workers’ delegate 
at the ILC in 1923 focused on the joint nature of the fascist workers’ organi-
zation, which initially included employers. This ran counter to the tripartite 
nature of the ILO as there was no  clear- cut  distinction between the social 
actors. From a legal point of view, the criticism was more substantive, albeit 
politically less effective, than that which would be repeated in later years, 
once a line had been drawn between workers’ and employers’ organizations. 
What is interesting here is the key place occupied by the principle of col-
laboration between the classes flaunted by fascism.

Such a stance suggests that we should not neglect the ‘conflict limitation’ 
aspect of the ILO and its innovative institutional nature, along the same 
lines as experiments taking place elsewhere in Europe at the time. It is 
possible to find common ground with fascism: both were original solutions 
to the common denominator of ‘corporatism’, the ‘functional coopera-
tion’ between interests which created spaces for institutional mediation 
between workers and employers, laying down ‘a kind of challenge to the 
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158  Globalizing Social Rights

class  struggle’.28 The ILO can in practice be seen as ‘the last attempt [. . .] to 
try out the democratic potential’ of corporatist tripartism ‘before its 
 authoritarian development in the 1930s’.29

At least until 1935, when Italy decided to invade Ethiopia, the combina-
tion of corporatism and international cooperation was even able to serve the 
ambitions of fascism despite its unrelenting nationalism. In 1934, the Italian 
government delegate gave the press a geopolitical study (subsequently trans-
lated in France and the United Kingdom) calling for a ‘world reorganization 
on corporative lines’, and cooperation between states in order better to 
distribute the planet’s natural resources and population. These were not 
original ideas: the rules of the ‘international game’ were obviously far from 
set in stone.30

The debate on the ILO’s interventionism (which many states were keen 
to limit), over and above the issue of corporatist stances, was a point 
of  agreement between the two. The central place of labour in the ILO 
 management’s thinking favoured an expansion of the scope covered by 
‘labour issues’.31 Interference in the economy and the free market had been 
one of Thomas’s most difficult problems: bear in mind, for instance, the  
stand- off between the ILO and France in 1920 over agricultural work, the 
discussions of economic questions with the League of Nations, and the ILO’s 
initiatives on unemployment and the ILC’s resistance.32 Italy, which had 
come out in favour of an extension of the ILO’s powers before  fascism,33 par-
adoxically maintained this position, calling for an incisive ILO with powers 
on various fronts. From 1923 (the Corfu crisis with the League of Nations), 
Mussolini’s attitude was to ‘stay in Geneva, while changing it from inside’:34 
Italy’s dynamic role and desire to change the international institutions from 
inside made it into a potential ally of the ILO, even though it harboured 
different goals and often acted in an ambiguous way. More, having the 
advantage that it could allow itself a greater margin of manoeuvre – like all 
dictatorships – Italy could go further than other countries in promoting the 
ILO’s powers.

This kind of stance in some cases led the fascist delegates to support 
the motions of the workers’ delegations. Comparing the votes of the 
various groups during the ILCs, Torsten Landelius has shown the apparent 
incongruity of the Italian delegations’ preferences, noting ‘a paradoxical 
situation’: the workers’ delegate ‘as a rule [. . .] voted with the Workers’ 
group on all votes, except those concerning the protests against his own 
credentials’; the employers’ delegates very often supported the stance taken 
by the workers and in some cases even opposed the employers’ group.35 
The working hours episode is a good example here. The call for a reduction 
to a 40-hour week in industry, after the ILO had approved an  eight- hour 
day, became a  hobby- horse for the workers’ group. According to a letter 
from 1932 from De Michelis, published in August in Informations sociales, 
the fascist  government considered that a Convention reducing the working 
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The ILO as a ‘Test Ground’ for Fascism  159

week to 40 hours urgently needed to be adopted to tackle the international 
economic crisis. The demand for a session of the ILC devoted to this issue 
went further ‘left’ than Jouhaux’s previous proposals, thereby speeding up 
the debate, which led to an extraordinary meeting of the Governing Body 
in September 1932. At this meeting, the Italian employers’ delegate was the 
only one among the employers to support the motion, calling for no further 
time to be lost.36 The outcome was that a preparatory technical conference 
was called, during which there was a major debate, ‘one of the liveliest and 
most important in the Organisation’s history’, according to Harold Butler.37 
Whatever the Italian government’s intentions, this was a step in the direct-
ion of the workers’ representatives, leading ultimately, however, to no more 
than a generic Convention in 1935.38

Immigration was another favourite area for Italian proposals. In 1924, at 
its own initiative, the government organized a major conference in Rome 
which was attended by the main countries of emigration and immigration, 
the aim being to ‘have the conference vote for a permanent international 
institution for emigration and immigration problems and services’.39 An 
independent institution occupying itself with migration issues would have 
been a serious threat to the League of Nations and the ILO.40 This attempt 
ended in practice by persuading those states which had previously been 
opposed (including the largest ‘destination countries’) to accept ILO inter-
vention in this field, fearing the success of an initiative of the kind proposed 
by Italy; as a result the ILO was able substantially to extend its scope of 
action in this field.41 This episode also made it possible for the Italian govern-
ment delegate (perhaps not entirely wrongly) to claim a positive role for the 
organization. Italy’s position meant that it could act on two fronts at the 
same time, internally and externally, alternately showing the threatening or 
cooperative face of fascism. In any case, from 1924 there is no doubt that 
the creation of a committee within the ILO responsible for mediation and 
international agreements on migration flows fitted in with Thomas’s and 
De Michelis’s plans. The idea subsequently fell by the wayside, but the 
members of the Governing Body remained convinced that Italy had made a 
valuable contribution towards tackling a very tricky problem. The political 
role of De Michelis did not prevent recognition of his considerable scientific 
skills in the migration field.42

Actors

The proximity between the ILO and fascism was therefore closer and more 
functional, giving rise to ambiguous and contradictory episodes (for instance 
Thomas’s highly criticized participation in the Congress of Corporations in 
Rome in May 1928, and the affair of the Italian Charter of Labour exhibition 
in Geneva,43 as well as many other minor episodes44). The regime’s use of 
violence and its authoritarian nature was obviously the stumbling block in 
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160  Globalizing Social Rights

this rapprochement between the two partners. In November 1925, Thomas 
said frankly to Mussolini:

The whole world is at present facing the problem of organising  authority 
in democracies, and the whole world is at present tending towards a 
reform of parliamentarism. Your government could have taken the lead. 
It could have been the instigator. It is not doing so because of all the 
appalling violence which is discrediting it abroad. What else can I say!45

Having fleshed out a more complicated picture, we need to find out what 
common ground there was between the ILO and that section of fascism 
with which it had the closest links, a subject which attracted Thomas’s bio-
grapher, Bertus W. Schaper, 50 years ago.46

First of all, Italian delegates played an active part in the construction of the 
ILO throughout the period in question, and even before 28 October 1922: 
Gino Olivetti, Angiolo Cabrini and in particular Giuseppe De Michelis, the 
real key to understanding the Italian presence in Geneva.47 De Michelis had 
had contacts with Thomas before 1919, when they together negotiated the 
posting of Italian workers to France during the First World War. In 1919 
De Michelis was directing the Central Labour Force Placement Office and in 
particular the General Commissariat for Emigration, an institution set up in 
1901 to manage migration policy, answerable to the Foreign Ministry, but 
with considerable autonomy, the Commissariat being a kind of ‘personal 
ministry’ for De Michelis who worked there from 1904. With his acknowl-
edged intelligence and diplomatic skills, in 1925 he was appointed President 
of the International Agricultural Institute and served on many international 
committees.48

De Michelis and Cabrini were the most important players in the coop-
eration between fascist government circles and the BIT as is borne out 
by the wealth of correspondence kept in the ILO archives in Geneva. They 
were not therefore ‘direct products’ of fascist power but  intermediary 
players who supported fascism and used their address books to achieve 
a  common goal: keeping Italy within the group of nations which had 
signed the Washington Pact in 1919. De Michelis had many acquaintances 
in  economic and diplomatic circles linked to the Foreign Ministry, while 
Cabrini could draw on his contacts in the trade union and corporatist 
worlds. They were both threatened by the consolidation of the dictator-
ship but managed to keep a role in the regime.49 In 1927, De Michelis was 
deprived of the General Commissariat for Emigration, over which he had 
a kind of ‘personal authority’, but was appointed senator and retained his 
role in Geneva, alongside many other activities (including the presidency of 
the International Agricultural Institute), enabling him to continue to play 
a role in the international arena with a degree of autonomy. Cabrini kept 
the Rome Office of the BIT, after fearing the worst: this meant that he could 
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continue his political work, albeit cautiously. They both benefited from the 
importance that Mussolini attached to the opinions of foreign observers 
and the (limited) obligations that the Conventions ratified by Italy imposed 
on the very real internal economic dynamics, with a view to strengthening 
links between the fascist authorities and the ILO. In addition to the union 
leaders (Rossoni, Razza, Cianetti), there were also the supporters of the cor-
porative experiment, in particular but not only Bottai: an extended group 
of technicians, lawyers and journalists lobbying the economic ministries 
expressed considerable confidence in the BIT. There was, however, consider-
able mistrust in nationalist circles, which never hid their hostility but did 
not get what they wanted until 1936. Up to that date, Mussolini’s attitude 
towards Geneva was a favourable one.50

Although Cabrini and De Michelis took up some of these ideas, they never 
fully toed the official line: their  wide- ranging life experience, the friendships 
that they had and their personal interests meant that their attitude was 
rather qualified, not to say ambiguous. For instance, Cabrini, an experienced 
reforming socialist, felt that he had a crucial role to play in ensuring a forum 
for discussion and freedom in fascist Italy. The journal which he edited, 
Informazioni sociali, the Italian version of the International Labour Review, 
published the minutes of the debates about the Italian workers’ delegate, 
and extracts from BIT studies on trade union freedom which contained 
criticisms of fascism.51 As a political personality recognized by the regime, 
Cabrini was able to work as a ‘Social Red Cross’ offering tangible help to the 
old socialist leaders who were being persecuted and to ‘all those injured and 
exiled by the political struggle’.52 However, any attempts to obtain areas 
of real ‘free trade unionism’ (which he considered to be the ‘basic negotia-
tion’53) from the regime were doomed to failure; as a result, the  anti- fascist 
exiles accused Cabrini of ‘selling out’ to the regime.

His work was possible in practice as a result of the ‘freedom conferred’ by 
fascist trade unionism and corporatism, which were seeking international 
legitimacy. Devoted to the cause of socialism, Cabrini’s activities served at 
the same time as political propaganda for the ‘new state’: at the forefront 
of social legislation, Italy was ratifying Conventions, defending the rights 
of migrants, and putting forward original solutions which went beyond the 
liberal approach. In short, what was already appearing was the Italian  anti-
 capitalist and  anti- communist ‘third way’. In this way, although ‘red’ and 
‘white’ trade unionism was repressed domestically, the representatives of 
this ‘social fascism’ showed genuine support for the ILO, despite the attacks 
from international socialist circles.54

Cultural issues

The stance taken by Cabrini and De Michelis and the aspirations of part 
of the regime tallied with two other elements which made Geneva into a 
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162  Globalizing Social Rights

 propitious area for action. First of all, Thomas, along with many other ‘social 
technicians’, was aware of the ‘curious and original’ charm of the  normative 
experience of fascist corporatism. They were attracted in particular by its 
practical achievements, such as the state trade union, collective  agreements, 
the labour magistrature and compulsory arbitration and placement which 
they felt to be a kind of ‘State socialism’.55 The following comes, for 
instance, from an ILO report drafted by I. Bessling on Italian social projects 
in connection with collective labour relations:

If the premise, not just of trade union freedom, but in particular of 
economic freedom (or even freedom itself) could be sacrificed, it would 
have to be admitted that the plan genuinely anticipates professional 
regulation of the future. It achieves some of the aspirations common to 
any union movement and, however paradoxical that may appear, it is in 
keeping with the endeavours of the best theorists of trade unionism.56

In May 1928, Thomas wrote in his travel diary:

It is not just in Italy but in all countries that trade unions are becoming 
increasingly prominent in State organisations. This is a widespread develop-
ment. [. . .] The trade union State is taking shape everywhere. [. . .] 
It would be stupid, moreover, to refute the idea, because of political 
circumstances and the dictatorial method, that Italy has come up with 
new and more systematic formulae than elsewhere for all these necessary 
developments.57

A sheen of ‘social innovation’ made fascism interesting to people of an 
acutely social-technocratic frame of mind, despite the ongoing frustration 
brought about by the regime’s violence and extremist nationalism. Examples 
abound in this respect. Over and above the technicians, the attitude of many 
members of the Governing Body was benevolent in view of De Michelis’s 
long diplomatic experience as well as the objective security offered by the 
‘fascist formula’: the combination of innovative social reforms (felt to be 
inevitable at a time of crisis) and respect for traditional hierarchies, welded 
together by a  deep- seated  anti- bolshevism. The Governing Body’s discus-
sions are very clear on this point: Italy was not an unwelcome guest, but a 
 long- standing member of the family.

What is of interest to us, however, is another factor characteristic of the 
thinking of the ILO’s Director, which had a considerable influence on rela-
tions with Italy. Thomas had a kind of historicist faith in the ‘real currents 
of the history of labour’, leaving aside the real situation of freedom. In 
particular, the notion of trade union action in its relationship with politics 
and power which Thomas shared with some Italian reformist socialists is 
crucial in understanding his approach.58 Proximity to the state, far from 
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representing the negation of the trade union, could be an opportunity: ‘it 
seems, moreover, that the union movement of the corporations may take its 
leaders much further than they think (that is the thinking of the socialists, 
especially Modigliani)’.59 The cooperative movement was also a potential 
tool for social progress within fascism: ‘I think [. . .] that cooperation which 
is genuinely in keeping with the cooperative method within the regime 
could, provided the necessary balance is there, play a major role and correct 
the excesses of the corporative regime’.60

To ensure that his ideas were not misconstrued, and at the same time to 
suggest the role that the Italian socialists could play, Thomas on several 
occasions drew a comparison with the French Second Empire and the his-
toric role played at the time by the workers’ associations. It seems useful 
to look at this aspect in more depth. As a student at the École Normale 
Supérieure and the author of meticulous reconstructions of the period 
between the Second and the Third Republics (in particular in Histoire 
socialiste (1789–1900), edited by Jean Jaurès), Thomas never departed from 
the historical approach.61 The example of the  left- wing opposition under 
Napoleon III seemed to him to be an ideal way of finding solutions to the 
Italian situation which had, in his view, reached stalemate: the participation 
of the Republicans in the 1857 elections, the ensuing compromises by the 
group of five elected deputies, the cooperation of Henri Tolain and other 
workers in the Imperial Commission for the London Exhibition, all these 
factors, which had attracted accusations of treason from dissidents forced to 
live abroad (the ‘exiles’ of the time), ultimately helped to return democracy 
to France.62 Reading the history of the Second Empire written by Thomas at 
the beginning of the 20th century, through the prism of his relations with 
fascism, helps us to understand his emphasis on historical comparison. 
From this point of view, fascism would be brought down by an internal 
movement, by the activities of those who had accepted compromise, from 
potential Italian Tolains, for instance Giuseppe Canepa or Rinaldo Rigola, 
the ‘Comrades trying to work under the present regime’.63

Thomas’s legendary activism was reflected by an almost boundless con-
fidence in the possibility of action, even within the limits of the regime’s 
structures. The discovery of the many socialists working within the fascist 
trade unions which Thomas made at the end of the Congress of Corporations 
mentioned above, was to bear out his ideas:

Rossoni took me to the room where the organisers were meeting. This 
was a somewhat improvised meeting at the end of the Congress but one 
which did not lack character. The men there were obviously the back-
bone of the movement. [. . .] Another striking thing was the fact that 
they included a number of socialists, trade union administrators who 
wanted to save their organisation. Rossoni often says it is these socialists 
who give his movement its strength. Cabrini is meeting some of them. 
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It should also be noted that seeing both of us there gives them a sense 
of relief.64

Support the militants working inside fascism, and trust in social progress 
promoted from outside: this was the way, in Thomas’s view, in which the 
ILO could make a decisive contribution to the fall of the dictatorship in 
Italy:

It should be borne in mind that, even despite the employers, we will 
obtain the reforms set out in the Peace Treaty. That is our bedrock. That is 
the contribution we can make to Italy’s return to a regime of freedom and 
pure democracy. The political transformation of which we speak so often 
will take place only if there is serious social progress. I do not think I am 
mistaken when I keep referring to my history of the Second Empire. The 
path will be the same. The banned will blame those who have stayed and 
denounce any compromises. However, these are compromises which will 
pave the way first for social progress and then for political revolution.65

Despite his disappointment at the inertia of the corporative plans (what 
Thomas called ‘logomachies’) and at the police or political repression of 
initiatives felt to be unacceptable by the fascist elites, in a stagnating situa-
tion where there was little movement towards a democratic process, Thomas 
continued fiercely to defend his line of action, shared by Cabrini. On a trip 
to Italy less than two months before his death, he noted with disappoint-
ment that ‘any active opposition has completely disappeared and even the 
spirit of rebellion of the past has gone’.66 Referring to his last meeting with 
Mussolini in March 1932, he said with a mixture of sarcasm and bitterness, 
faced with the umpteenth pompous statement by Il Duce:

He became very animated and said that the  left- wing men were wrong 
not to come with him: ‘What I am doing is socialism, something real. 
My industrialists are forced to follow our instructions. Every time there 
is a dispute, the workers win out, the labour magistrature rules in their 
favour, etc. . . .’ That is a song which he has sung to me on many an 
occasion.67

Fascism undoubtedly proved to be a much more robust power system than 
expected, and much more frustrating for those who were hoping against 
hope that matters would turn out differently. Even so, Thomas continued 
to take an interest in the regime’s practical achievements. He replied to 
Cabrini, in a letter of 29 February 1932:

Despite all the disappointments which we have experienced over the last 
ten years, despite the gap between our dreams and reality, how can we 
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fail to be struck by the genuinely and thoroughly revolutionary period in 
which we are living, the  shake- up of every current regime, the elements 
of socialism or at least of an organised economy which can already be 
seen within the capitalist economy itself! I think I told you what Jaurès 
said, which struck me so much in 1907 and which I still remember: 
‘In 50 years’ time, an enormous proportion of socialism will have been 
achieved . . . but the socialists will be the last to see it.’ We, at least, are 
trying to see it.68

Conclusions

‘Ultimately, Thomas’s attitude to fascism was that of an international 
 official of consequence who, he felt, could not be a party man, but had 
to be truly international, something which he took to mean as thinking 
like a  historian.’69 Schaper’s subtle words would seem to be borne out 
by what has been said up to now. Thomas never lost his ability to take 
a critical attitude and was always aware of the need to keep an objective 
and informed stance, even when judging one of the most complex aspects 
of fascism, that is, its relationship with ‘modernity’. At the same time, 
Thomas’s attitude developed into one of positivist historicism as a result 
of his  deep- seated trust in the democratic value of more rational social 
organization, which was destined to be resoundingly rejected.70 The dip-
lomatic and political relationship between fascism and the ILO is part and 
parcel of this issue.

Looking in more depth at this aspect of Thomas, ‘one of the most persua-
sive and influential advocates of modernisation’ in Europe,71 through the 
comprehensive information on Italian corporatism collected by the ILO, 
could help in tackling one of the most fertile and interesting areas of study 
of the history of fascism: Italy’s ‘corporative modernization’ in the period 
between the wars by the bodies most closely involved in the world of labour 
(the unions and corporative administrations). This research seam, far from 
being exhausted, needs to be supplemented by the broader question of the 
relations between ‘social progress’ and ‘political development’, between 
labour organizations and democracy, and also the question of ‘socialism 
not recognised by the socialists’ which offers much food for thought.72 
Analysis of the legal framework and its changes, added to analysis of the 
trade union experience, had a major influence on the judgment of Thomas, 
who, over and above the duties incumbent in his role, was genuinely curi-
ous about the results of an experiment which he considered original. It 
also seems  important to look in depth at the role that the ILO played in 
the conflicts within the regime: although it is true that ‘during the period 
between the Wars the international arenas became a particular resource for 
national experts [. . .] lacking local recognition’,73 this statement is also true 
of those political players who saw the ILO as a means through which they 
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could achieve their own ends in the national arena. Especially in a country 
like Italy where the scope for public debate was tightly controlled, or even 
banned, the transnational arenas had a major and very special value. In 
this respect, seeing the ‘circulatory regimes of the social field’74 as potential 
political battlefields may shed an entirely new light on the importance of 
the transnational level, even for a state governed by a nationalist ideology 
par excellence.
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