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Anglophilia in crisis: Italian liberals, the
‘English model’ and democracy in the
Giolittian era’

LAURA CERASI

Summary

The image of England was very important to the political culture of Italian
liberals during the Risorgimento and the post-unification period. Even If it
was viewed as unreachable, it still constituted an example of progress that
Italy could strive towards. This article reconstructs the stages of the
process that saw a section of Italian political culture become alienated
from this image, just at a time when a more complete form of industrial
democracy was becoming established in Britain. This alienation is inter-
preted here as having its roots in- attitudes to the issues raised by the
workers’ movement: Italian liberals were reluctant to give it full legitimacy
and engage it on the open terrain of social and political competition. The
first two sections of the article go over the traits of Italian Anglophilia up
to the end of the nineteenth century and single out the earliest reasons for
alienation. The third section identifies the Boer War, the figure of Cham-
berlain and the cluster of issues linking democracy, imperialism and
protectionism as key factors in the change of direction. The fourth section
shows that the constitutional conflict in Britain and the Parliament Act
were a further, decisive, step in Italian liberals’ disaffection with the
‘English model’.

The problem

We Italian constitutionalists have often had to take England as an example. Today we can
take comfort from the fact that our constitutional law is working in a more orderly way,
with full respect for the concerns proper to all the powers involved. There is no doubt that
England was our teacher. But it is not unusual for students to overtake their teachers. And
we can truly say that Italy has now overtaken its tutor in many respects.'

These reflections by Gaetano Arangio-Ruiz were occasioned by the 1911
Parliament Act and the end of the constitutional conflict that had set the Asquith
government (1908-14) against the House of Lords. But we should not be misled
by Arangio-Ruiz’s satisfaction. For it was accompanied by a marked concern
about the ‘exceptionally serious’ changes he foresaw in Britain. The Sicilian
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6 L. CERASI

jurist was genuinely afraid—for both technical and political reasons—that
‘severing the nerve-endings’ of the Upper House would introduce an unpre-
cedented and substantial shift towards monocameralism within the very system
that had traditionally been based on a balance of power between the two Houses.
Indeed the Commons could become ‘a new authority with supreme power’ at the
very moment when its powers should have been reduced because ‘the more
democratic a regime is ... the more limits need to be placed on the action of its
fundamental organs, and the more the various bodies need to keep each other in
check’.? Arangio-Ruiz’s concern was due not only to the expectation that there
would be a constitutional overhaul, but also to his awareness that this reform was
the result of a political alliance between the Liberals and Labour. The political
implications of this lay in the relationship between attempts at tax reform and
constitutional reform. In 1909 the Lords had rejected Chancellor of the Ex-
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funds needed for the navy and old-age pensions by shifting the tax burden
heavily towards landed property. The Parliament Act that Asquith so badly
wanted was an effect of this rejection.’®

Circumstances favoured the drawing of parallels between England and Italy.
During Luzzatti’s brief government (he was Prime Minister between March
1910 and March 1911), a plan to reform the Senate had been put forward.
Given the prospect of a further widening of the suffrage, the idea was to
reinforce the Senate by recruiting senators through a corporate system,
according to professional categories. But the proposal fell by the wayside:
the Giolittian compromise between social reform and centrist alliances was
increasingly breaking down. Giolitti’s fourth government, set up in April 1911
after the Luzzatti interlude, largely failed to achieve its aim of financing a
pension system by nationalizing life insurance. Giolitti lost the support of the
Socialist Party and there was an increase in the influence of alliances with
clerico-moderates as a counterweight to the introduction of universal suffrage.
Contrary to what Arangio-Ruiz was arguing, the 1909-11 constitutional
dispute in Britain was the result of developments that were similar to the
critical stage that Giolitti’s government was going through. There was, in some
respects, good reason to think that the English model was nearer than
Arangio-Ruiz believed.

Nevertheless, what these circumstances allow us to grasp is the extent of the
difficulties that Italian liberals had in coming to terms with the more democratic
measures exemplified by the British experience. The result was that the English
model tended to be treated as if it were further removed from Italy than was
really the case. Italian liberals invoked the peculiarities of the British context at
a time when, after decades in which traditional aristocratic self-government had
been eroded, those peculiarities had been markedly reduced. This article aims to
reconstruct the final stages, during the Giolittian era, of the process in which
Italian liberals changed their attitude to the English model: the old perception
that Britain was a close paralle]l gave way to a growing desire to push it further
away. These were years in which Italy too was facing the issues raised by the
development of industrial society, issues that attracted attention towards British
affairs. But the specific solutions that British political leaders adopted severely
undermined Italian liberals’ Anglophilia. The factors that contributed to the way
liberals in the peninsula dissociated themselves from the British example were
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institutional, political and social. And it is precisely this combination of factors
that indicated how crucial the change was, and foreshadowed the problems that
would undermine the Giolittian system and Liberal Ttaly as a whole.

Getting closer; moving away (1861-98)

In the early years after Italian unification a marked Anglophilia was part of the
common culture of the liberal political and ruling classes. The country that had
been the first to give itself a system of representative institutions, and that had
so sagely managed to remain immune from the revolutions which had ac-
companied the introduction of liberal regimes elsewhere, was certainly a model
for the Italian political elites both before and after the construction of the newly
unified state.* But precisely because it was paradigmatic, the English model
seemed to be very distant from Italy. When the post-unification Italian ruling
class referred to Great Britain, their comparisons lacked the sense of urgency
that drove their interest in the examples offered by France and Germany, whose
proximity and appropriateness were felt to be more immediate. The fact that the
British case was widely recognized as being unapproachable made it into
something more like a mirror of ideology, or a screen onto which ideal plans for
society and its institutions could be projected. In general terms, in the climate of
practically minded optimism during the post-unification years, references to the
English model expressed a desire to speed up the new state’s development and
bring it closer to more advanced countries.

On closer analysis, however, this Anglophilia reveals itself as being shot
through with the most pressing political concerns of the moment. Italian
admiration for self-government constituted more than an institutional option
(which, as we know, was never taken). It reflected the Italian ruling classes’ high
regard for an aristocracy able to govern public affairs responsibly by taking on
the burden of the whole social community’s interests, offering the lower classes
an example of appropriate political conduct, and using preventive social reform
to make itself immune from the socialist ‘threat’. Hence even the most Ger-
manophile Italian positivist intellectuals—Angelo Messedaglia, Carlo Francesco
Ferraris, Fedele Lampertico, Luigi Luzzatti, Attilio Brunialti—showed a constant
interest in these aspects of the English example.’

The conservative reformist features of this Lombard—Venetian group’s brand
of Anglophilia were indicative of a broader change of emphasis in what Italian
liberals, particularly moderates, drew from the example of England. During the
1880s, what Italian liberals began to stress was the guarantee of preserving social
hierarchies rather than an ability to take a guiding role in progress and
civilization.

On this score Italian liberals were in tune with a crucial change in European
political culture as a whole. It has been pointed out that the conservative
version of Italian Anglophilia was a ‘perfectly symmetrical’ reflection of
the ideas developed in France at the same time by the ‘English party’ of
positivist intellectuals—Prévost-Paradol, Renan and above all Hippolyte
Taine.® These men produced a reading of the British constitution anchored in
the peculiarities of the British social system and its history. In Italy, this
vision of the local historical roots of the British constitution needs to be set in
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the political and cultural climate of the age of the Left. The pragmatic optimism
of the post-unification years had been left behind. There was now a concrete
awareness of how weak was the civic fabric of the new Italian state, burdened
in particular by the ‘southern question’. (Paradoxically, this change was partly
a result of the great parliamentary inquiries that were themselves inspired by
British precedents.) The weight of history now seemed to stand in the way of the
country’s development. And an eminently historical constitution like Britain’s,
produced in specific and very different conditions, did not seem to offer a model
that could be imitated elsewhere.’

It was Taine’s influence that spread notions of the British constitution’s
historical nature. Taine set the ‘spontaneous’ and ‘concrete’ character of British
institutional forms against the ‘mechanical’ abstractness of the French institu-
tional model. The former was the product of the traditions and customs of a
people who had evolved with it in a ‘continuous’ and ‘organic’ fashion. And
because the French system was the result of ideological rationalism rather than
tradition, it was periodically—and violently-—refounded as circumstances, and
the people in the streets, dictated.

It is significant that this dualism gained a hold in Italian culture after the
events of 1870-71. The Second Empire had collapsed following military defeat
at the hands of Prussia. And French liberal culture, further shaken by the
experience of the Paris Commune, was in the process of cutting itself off from
its own democratic, revolutionary roots and beginning to reassess the Ancien
Régime as part of a traditionalist response to the crisis of democracy under the
Third Republic. Indeed, it was only at this moment that Edmund Burke’s
Reflections on the French Revolution fully entered French political thought.® It
was at this time too that a traditionalist, elitist, anti-egalitarian and distinctly
anti-democratic colouring was given to the Burke-influenced image of the British
liberal constitution as a ‘spontaneous’ product of history and as a ‘natural’
evolution of the old régime’s institutions and social structure. This colouring was
very different from the Anglophilia shown by Italian liberals in the first half of
the century and in the period immediately following unification. The ‘English
model’ came-to-be: constructed. as the antithesis of the ‘prineiples-of >89, and as
such it had an important place in the ideological toolkit of conservative
liberalism.

From the 1880s, then, Anglophilia in Italy and beyond acquired anti-demo-
cratic inflexions. This helps us to explain the way liberals gradually became
estranged from the British political and institutional example as it became
associated with a greater degree of democratic openness, especially after the
electoral reforms of 1884 and 1885.° Attilio Brunialti offers a concise example
of this disaffection:

While we were admiring English self-government, the ruling classes’ active involvement
in government and administration, and all of those specific features associated with a
long process of historical evolution rather than with theoretical concepts created by
intellectuals, England was reforming its system: it was removing its own ancient
foundations, the aristocratic nature of the constitution and administration; it was giving
way to the dominance of democracy; it was becoming more like continental institutions
with new moves to centralize power, to continuously simplify things and level them out
by replacing honorary functionaries with paid ones on a vast scale—resulting in a huge
increase in public expenditure.
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The closer the increasingly democratic English model got to ‘continental’
polities, and particularly to the centralization associated with the French revol-
utionary tradition, the more it lost its status as a point of reference. The common
ground between Italian and French culture is evident in this respect, too.
Brunialti’s comments about the ‘continentalization’ of the English constitution in
good measure echoed Emile Boutmy’s Etudes sur les sources de la constitution
anglaise. Boutmy was director of the Ecole Libre de Sciences Politiques which
had been founded under the inspiration of Taine himself;!! the research carried
out there also influenced Brunialti.'> As he had done in some of his previous
work, Brunialti turned to Taine to underscore the conservative nature of the
English revolution, and even to Fréderic Le Play’s La constitution de
I’Angleterre to demonstrate the virtues of self-government.”® So from the 1880s,
Italian perspectives on Britain became coloured by the difficulties entailed by the
process of widening democracy. These concerns led to a conservative emphasis,
a concern to preserve social hierarchies.

An integral component of this outlook was a tendency to follow Taine in
interpreting the constitution as the result of a specific historical tradition and a
specific society. In this sense, pointing to the moderates’ supposed failure to
understand the reality of the British constitution in the way that some historians
have done does not help us to grasp the essence of their concerns.'* What
interested the moderates was learning to control the impact of social change
through a historical and social interpretation of British institutions.

When, at the turn of the century, Luigi Luzzatti again cited the English
example, he did so to highlight the reforming wisdom of the ruling classes. They
had been able to prevent the most serious symptoms of class conflict by using
social legislation as and when necessary to pre-empt popular demands for safety
at work and political participation.'> Nevertheless, it is worth noting that while
Luzzatti argued that the English constitution had had the virtue of making sure
that the ‘advent of the popular classes’ would be painless, he did not regard that
advent as a positive development. Luzzatti transmitted an image in which the
world of work was entirely under the control of prudent initiatives taken by the
ruling classes.

This was a picture that was now far removed from a reality in which British
working-class political organizations and unions had gained considerable auton-
omy. British politics was coming to terms with the strengthening of trade
unionism and its entry into parliament. The social and political influence of the
working classes shaped the background to the way the state’s administrative
functions, along with the machinery of political parties, were spreading.

These developments perplexed the best-informed Italian scholars, such as
Brunialti. Thus, at the turn of the century, the moderates could not grasp the way
social issues were being transformed into political issues, and they refused to
recognize unions and working-class parties as legitimate political interlocutors.
Their unease was what was pulling them further away—in substance, if not in
form—from the English model.

However, the fact that the moderates did cite the English example in itself
indicated that they were taking their distance from reactionary policies at home.
In the text just quoted, Luzzatti came out with a vigorous defence of the
parliamentary system at a significant time. The social and political crisis that
began with the disturbances in Milan in May 1898 was coming to a head. In
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February 1899 Pelloux as Prime Minister had presented parliament with restric-
tive measures aimed at curtailing individual liberties and freedom of association,
and at restoring royal prerogatives over and against the Chamber of Deputies.
Against the background of these authoritarian initiatives, for Luzzatti to argue
that the ruling class had to be politically responsible and that legislation had to
have a pedagogical role meant that he was making a statement of principle in
favolusr of reformist, conservative paternalism rather than hard-line authoritarian-
ism.

Recent developments in Britain were the cause for some worry among
moderates. But now that their version of Anglophilia had conservative meanings,
the English model still had to be represented with the emphasis on aristocratic
self-government. In other words, it had still to seem as if it were rather far away
from the reality of Italy. As the example of Luzzatti shows, the moderates’
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the growth in social conflict and in Labour’s role. The substantive issue of
democracy, rather than the institutional mechanisms created to respond to it, was
a crucial dimension of the British scene that embarrassed Italian liberals with
their conservative agenda.

Democracy, imperialism, protectionism (1898-1909)

There were other aspects to the ‘continentalization’ of the English example. At
the turn of the century, British expansionism no longer looked as if it was the
result of a ‘spontaneous’ and ‘natural’ superiority based on more advanced
wealth and civilization. The Boer War, fought between 1899 and 1902, instead
made Britain seem aggressive and overweening. And if Britain’s supremacy
derived from military might, then that placed it on a par with the other great
powers involved in imperialistic competition; it was just one country among
many engaged in an international version of social Darwinism.!’

To the extent that it was due to the influence of the Colonies Minister Joseph
Chamberlain, the Boer War also seemed to be a further illustration of the
advances made by democracy, or even by the kind of Caesaristic demagoguery
that the Birmingham politician emblematized. Boutmy even argued that the link
between democracy and imperialism was now inextricable, and could end up
being fatal for English civilization. Chamberlain’s ability to understand the
popular mood and give it political expression overturned the traditions of the old
parties and dragged politicians into demagogic support for popular aggression, as
evinced by the adventures in Fashoda (which had almost led the country into a
conflict with France) and the Transvaal.'®

Views of this kind were widespread. Shortly before the outbreak of the Boer
War, Guglielmo Ferrero’s much-read L’Europa Giovane had argued that ‘Anglo-
Saxon’ superiority was based on the way the country had replaced a disorderly,
primitive, warlike instinct to dominate with a tendency for individual energies to
find orderly expression in industry and commerce: industrial capitalism was the
keystone of England’s primacy.'” However, shortly afterwards, the brutality of
military operations in the Transvaal had undermined this assumption and
displayed a more elementary form of aggression: ‘In the Transvaal, Sudan, India,
indeed anywhere where there is competition for territory,” British behaviour
seemed driven by a ‘thirst for gold and conquest.’®
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The more measured Nuova Antologia can certainly not be charged with being
hostile to Britain. Nevertheless, in the run-up to the war, it ran through the
reasons for the tension between the Boers and the British government and
underlined the imbalance between the forces on either side, comparing the Boers
to the Greeks at Thermopylae and describing their challenge to the foremost
colonial empire on earth as ‘heroic’. However, the Nuova Antologia did argue
that the war was ‘a deplorable thing for civilization’ in that it was ‘a civil war
between ruling groups’ which would be ‘harsh and probably pitiless’ and
therefore endanger the whole civilizing mission so far accomplished.? If we put
aside economic reasons for Italian hostility to the war, like those formulated by
Luigi Finaudi, then Italian disapproval of British policy was entirely linked to
opinions on Chamberlain, the man who had prepared the ground for it politi-
cally.??> Chamberlain ‘has induced and pushed the nation into this war against the
Transvaal. He can call it his war in the same way that the Empress Eugenia
called the 1870 war “Ma guerre 2 moi.”” And if the conflict were to end with
‘the delirious celebration of victory in an unjust war and the apotheosis of
Chamberlain’, then it would be ‘a dishonourable episode’ because ‘when, for
reasons of greed, an enormously wealthy and domineering nation, which is able
to avail itself of huge loans, takes on a small and comparatively poor people that
does not have external support, then no victory the powerful nation achieves can
be noble and worthy’.*

Chamberlain embodied the connection between imperialism and democracy
and the resultant entry of demagoguery and populism into politics which
perverted the original characteristics of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ model. ‘What satisfies
him is dominating and leading men. If he had been born fifty years earlier would
he have managed to do it? 1 do not think so. During the first half of this century
men admired qualities very different from his. But in our time it is precisely his
kind of attributes that have most success. In saying this my intention is certainly
not to pay a compliment either to him or his era.’*

So, as democracy veered towards demagoguery through the figure of Cham-
berlain, a new element was added to the widespread concern that there was less
distance between the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ model and Italy: native English individual-
ism did not seem able to counteract the effects of democracy, and was
therefore no longer up to the task of defending the country from the dangers
of Caesarism that were so strong in the ‘Latin nations’. England seemed close
to sharing the fate of other European civilizations and slipping into ‘deca-
dence’.”

The politics of Italian Anglophilia were being turned upside down. From
being traditionally liberal, they were now, albeit to a limited extent, one of the
components of a nascent Italian Nationalism. Indeed it should hardly surprise us
that Chamberlain’s ability to turn democracy towards demagoguery and direct
the popular mood outwards in the form of support for imperialism attracted the
sympathy of Enrico Corradini, one of Nationalism’s founders. Warm admiration
for the unionist leader was expressed in Corradini’s Il Regno, despite some
puzzlement caused by his campaign to adopt ‘imperial preferences’.”® Vilfredo
Pareto, on the other hand, did not see protectionism as a problem, despite his
well-known support for free trade. At that time Pareto was a supporter of
Corradini’s brand of nationalism, and he defended Chamberlain in spite of his
protectionism. Above all, Pareto criticized British Liberals, for all their belief in
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free trade, on the grounds that their programme of regulatory legislation did
more damage to freedom than did ‘imperial preferences’:

It is said that English Liberals are getting ready to defend the cause of free trade. But this
contradicts the rest of their actions. For at least a decade now they have been doing their
best to restrict freedom in their own country. If reasons of hygiene or temperance offer
the slightest pretext they introduce legislation—the perfect example of oppressive
tyranny. If it is the state’s job to regulate what we eat and drink, why should it not also
tell us where to buy the goods we consume? They say that protectionism will increase
the cost of living. But these apostles of free trade are forgetting the equally serious cost
increases produced by the workers’ leagues that they protect.”

In his usual curt way, Pareto had grasped the crucial point: the British Liberal
Party was now too compromised by the trade unions and their political
representatives to offer a point of reference for Italy. Indeed, when the goal was
to reject Labour infiluence, even protectionism became acceptabie. Pareto couid
hardly have been clearer on this point:

In England the Liberal Party has become the slave of the Fabian socialists. And if it still
defends free trade, this is not in the slightest because it loves economic freedom or wants
to get the maximum benefit for society. Rather it is only because it is in the interests of
the poor sections of the population.?®

The new direction taken by the Liberal Party presented a serious problem to
anyone who still wanted to refer to the Liberal model but not the Liberal-Labour
alliance. To this end another liberal Italian economist, Riccardo Dalla Volta,
cited the sacred scriptures of free trade.” Searching for arguments against the
policy of imperial preference, Dalla Volta returned to Adam Smith and invoked
the authority of the man who abolished the com laws in 1846, Robert Peel.*

An abstract and doctrinaire attitude like this was certainly a symptom of Dalla
Volta’s ideological predicament, as is demonstrated by the fact that he did not
go into detail on the issue that lay at the heart of the debate on protectionism,
namely the slowdown in British industry and the loss of its lead position to
German and American competition.’! In the same way, his reference to the
golden age of British liberalism failed to take on board the fact that since early
in the century liberal policies had included a wide-ranging programme of social
reforms that had increased the state’s role and increased its budget. Which is not
to say that a man as scrupulous and well informed as Dalla Volta was ignorant
of these points. For example, the source for his account of Chamberlain’s
position was Sydney Buxton’s register of the opposing parties’ policies that set
out in abundant detail the Liberals’ proposals on old-age pensions, the eight-hour
day, tax reform, reform of the House of Lords, reform of electoral constituen-
cies, abolition of multiple voting, votes for women and universal suffrage.**> In
other words, the significant gaps in Dalla Volta’s picture of the situation in
Britain show how difficult it was for him to understand the plan to govern an
industrial society that the Liberal Party showed they wanted to put into effect by
engaging in political dialogue with the representatives of working-class organi-
zations. The form of liberalism that Dalla Volta was citing as a positive example
was still drawn from the golden age. He completely expunged the radical
contemporary version, with its relationship to the political role that trade unions
were increasingly adopting on the basis of their freedom of action in industrial
disputes.
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In a sense it was the harsh reality of social conflict that was being rejected by
Italian admirers of British civilization. Italian observers did not take account of
the problems created by a more mature form of industrial democracy, and
therefore did not address the forms of open conflict or the mediation strategies
that the workings of industrial democracy inevitably involved. For that reason
the Italians’ perspective on Britain was clouded by a central ideological precon-
ception: whether it was the institutions, politics, or the economy that was at
issue, they strove to stick to a version of the English model that was still frozen
in the golden age.

Distance and separation (1909-11)

But the manifest changes occurring in British political life were making it more
and more difficult to hark back to classical British liberalism in the doctrinaire
way that Dalla Volta did. So there was once again a drive to argue that the
British experience had no parallels elsewhere. Dalla Volta turned to sociology,
collective psychology and reports on customs to explain the development of
British society. (It is worth recalling that Dalla Volta taught in Florence at the
Cesare Alfieri Institute which had been founded on the model of the Ecole
Libre.*¥) He made heavy use of a long essay by Jacques Bardoux which,
following the example set by Boutmy and Taine, interpreted every change in
British society by reference in the first instance to the national character, shaped
by environment and history.>* From this perspective, recent changes were set in
a less worrying context. For Bardoux, the new bellicose and aggressive phase in
Britain’s international relations that had begun with the Boer war was certainly
in part a result of industrial stagnation. But it was due above all to the
‘permanent’ traits of British patriotism. Classical liberalism had been discredited
by economic stagnation, regulatory legislation, the Boer war, the imperialist
drive and the campaign for protectionism. The Liberal Party could regain its
vitality only by moving closer to Labour.

But for Dalla Volta all of this became an internal matter and no longer
constituted a problem from the Italian perspective.’> An emphasis on the British
people’s inherent peculiarities, and on the country’s specific political and
economic characteristics, helped once again to keep the English model isolated.
No longer was England an ideal that was out of reach. It was now grappling with
the problems brought about by its distinctiveness vis-d-vis other countries. Other
sources used by Dalla Volta served the same purpose of pushing the English
experience beyond the point where it could be compared to anywhere else: either
by underlining the great influence that workers’ organizations now had, and
expressing regret at the way the tax system had developed and state expenditure
had grown; or, alternatively, by offering reassurances about the stability of the
British political situation and asserting that moves for more democracy would
not weaken the country.’

Dalla Volta pulled together a collection of his writings at the time of the
constitutional conflict in Britain. In the introduction he stated his aim of
‘concentrating on tendencies in England today—troubled as it is by a persistent
crisis’, while making clear his lack of sympathy for those tendencies as evinced
by the way the constitutional crisis had been resolved. The Florentine economist
expressed his hope that ‘the new advances of industrial democracy in England
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will constitute in the future what they were in the past: a victory for the cause
of freedom and justice’.’” However he viewed with alarm the extension of the
state’s responsibilities, the radical nature of the reform of the Lords and the way
the Lloyd George budget intervened to change the social hierarchy.* Most of all
he feared the ‘growing influence of democratic principles’ that inflated the
state’s spending. These costs—adding social expenditure on top of the cost of
the navy—were borne not by the lower classes but by upper-class incomes and
particularly income from land.*

Dalla Volta remained an unconditional Anglophile for a long time. But his
writing evinces a more general tendency to push the English model further away
at a time when the reality of Britain was becoming a more likely source of
possible solutions to shared contemporary problems (solutions that were, of
course, rejected). In contrast to the United Kingdom, Italy saw the gradual

weakenineg of the reformist momentum that had characterized the earliest
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years of the century. As is well known, the growing influence of clerico-
moderates within the peninsula’s complex political equilibria was to obstruct
attempts at reform in the later years of the Giolittian era. More radical forms of
social conflict in response to the signs of economic crisis were to alienate
industrialists (who were already very lukewarm in their support for social
reform), and make them more receptive to the Nationalists’ policy of head-on
confrontation.*’

Dalla Volta was an economist. We should not be surprised that his explanation
of the meaning of the constitutional dispute in Britain had the People’s Budget
as its basis. Nevertheless, his verdict chimed with other views based on political
and institutional considerations. This interest in the implications of institutional
processes originally derived, as we have seen, from the attitude of Italian
constitutionalists like Brunialti and Luzzatti who looked at Britain from a
conservative reformist perspective.*’ The same interest marked the debate
between Italian jurists on the British constitutional crisis of 1909-11.2 As I
pointed out at the beginning of this article, Italian liberals were aware of the
causal link between the proposals for tax redistribution in Lloyd George’s
People’s Budget and the reform of the House of Lords. Gaetano Arangio-Ruiz
initially expressed consternation about the dispute: he even argued that it was
‘impossible’ for a resolution to be achieved by going in the ‘excessively
revolutionary’ direction set out in the King’s speech (i.e. for the Commons to
have unchallenged authority over financial matters and the dominant influence
on legislation).*

Arangio-Ruiz was chiefly concerned about the dispute’s political conse-
quences. Reform of the Upper House was indispensable, in his view, because the
second chamber was needed, first, to check and revise legislation and, just as
importantly, to guarantee that society would be represented in a different way to
the Lower House. In other words, the make-up of the House of Lords had to
reflect a different distribution of social groups than was derived from ‘wide-
based popular suffrage’. However, the Lords’ defeat now opened the way for the
political power of the upper classes to be reduced. Thus the issue underlying the
dispute, in his eyes, was the need for the Upper House to be a counterweight to
two dimensions of democracy: the institutional dimension, in the sense of wider
access to political representation; and the political, in the sense of laws that
expressed the interests of the different social classes.
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Where Italians put forward interpretations of British political developments
from a political and social rather than an economic point of view, they strongly
emphasized the way constitutional changes were linked to the growth of
industrial democracy. Indeed some, like Guido Pardo, even viewed all the most
prominent political and institutional changes under way in Britain as the extreme
consequences of the industrial revolution of the 1700s: from the strengthening of
party machines, to consolidated links with the colonies, to the legal regulation
of the relationship between the two Houses of Parliament.** Pardo approved of
the constitutional changes, placing great stress on their range and on the fact that
they were not in continuity with earlier developments. However he pointed
particularly clearly to the connection between these constitutional reforms and
Britain’s closer ties to the Empire, which he saw as a necessary consequence of
democracy’s advance:

The old House of Lords has now ceased to exist. The ancient balance of power between
the two chambers is broken and can never be restored. The old England is completely
dead. The new England is taking shape. Democracy is making rapid progress. It is
supported by the growing political influence of the democratic, autonomous colonies,
especially Australia. England understands that its salvation lies in federation with the
colonies. But this is impossible to achieve if the colonies’ democratic institutions are not
matched at home, and if antiquated English public institutions are allowed to survive.
The House of Lords is one of a kind in Europe. It is the only chamber to represent one
single class: landed property set against labour. That is why it has to disappear in the new
industrial democracy that has now become established in England.”

Pardo’s enthusiastic vision of the future of industrial and imperial democracy led
him to project an almost palingenetic solution to the constitutional dispute of
1909-11. Nevertheless, precisely because liberal constitutionalists generally did
not share his enthusiasm, Pardo’s comments help us to identify the nub of their
attitude to the English example. This was the point at which even those, like
Luigi Luzzatti, who had carried on trying to propose the English model as a
positive example longer than others did, set themselves off from Britain. (And
this even when what was at issue were more technical questions related to the
proposed reform of the Lords.)

At first Luzzatti had shown great involvement in this ‘stupendous moment’ of
British political and institutional life. His reaction did not, of course, derive from
the Asquith government’s ‘revolutionary’ plans, but rather from the House of
Lords’ own proposals to reform itself, and from the chance that these might
encompass some electoral basis. Luzzatti asked, ‘Is it not true that upper
chambers which are elected, and which are therefore more competent to deal
with financial matters (as is the case in France), have often cooperated in
protecting sound finances and in better protecting taxpayers?’*

The reference to what Luzzatti was really interested in is transparent here. His
policy platform as Prime Minister envisaged not only a moderate widening of
the suffrage (it was on this issue that his government fell), but also a plan to get
the Senate to reform itself that had been prepared by the Finali-Arcoleo
commission. According to this plan, which was never carried through by
Luzzatti’s successor, Giolitti, Senators would no longer have been nominated by
the Crown—royal nomination being the only principle set out in the Statuto.
Instead they would have been elected. But the elections would have taken place
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on a basis different to general elections. Indeed the membership of Senate, as a
counterweight to democracy, was to have been drawn from bodies and social
groups in such a way as to guarantee greater influence for sectors of the nation
considered to be ‘eminent’.*’

It is for this reason that the idea of changing the House of Lords into an
elective chamber had drawn such an enthusiastic response from Luzzatti. But the
resistance met by these proposals for self-reform proved a disappointment to
him. He began an interview with the Daily Telegraph as follows: ‘At the
beginning of the constitutional dispute between the two Houses of Parliament,
the Lords lost an opportunity that it will never get again.’*® A longer version of
the interview was published in the Rivista di Diritto Pubblico; it made it clear
that Luzzatti had finally broken with the English model. So, although his
argument in this instance has been viewed as lacking a grasp of what the
constitutional changes in Britain really meant,* it is worth tracing out his
argument more fully because it contains a wealth of hints at the political
concerns underlying his position.

Luzzatti’s interview picked up on some familiar themes. His argument had
two, closely related central pillars: the issue of the Upper House’s involvement
in tax matters, and the need for a constitutional counterweight to democracy.
Both of these themes were a negative reflection of the Parliament Act which had
temporarily deprived the Lords of any power over tax policy and handed power
over political decision-making entirely to the elected chamber. Luzzatti put
forward the traditional Conservative reasons for the need to maintain the Upper
House’s power to review legislation: in other words (and tendentiously not
taking account of indirect taxation) so only those who paid most tax should hold
power over decisions relating to government spending.*

Luzzatti then cites examples that were a rather crude expression of his
position—now distinctly hostile to social policy in any form. The French Senate,
he observed, had recently refused to ratify the government’s plans for worker
and peasant pensions, and in so doing it had done nothing less than ‘saved the
state’ from the ‘insanity’ of ‘a burden so oppressive’ that it had risked leading
France into bankruptcy. The Italian Senate had had the same lofty motive in
1876, at the time of the Left’s arrival in power, when it opposed efforts to
abolish the grist tax which was ‘unpopular’, but which ‘brought in about 80
million a year, and was therefore one of the treasury’s main income sources’;
thus it was that the Senate ‘saved the nation’s finances from chaos’.’!

Luzzatti’s drastic reduction of such (conservative) reformist features as there
were in his policy programme shaped his perspective on British affairs. Rather
than failing to appreciate the situation in Britain, he was interpreting it as he had
done in the past, as a function of his domestic political concerns. His rejection
of social policies lay behind his firm criticisms of the reform of the Lords and
its close links to tax reform and to the gradual redistribution of the fiscal burden.
The wider electoral base in Britain had increased the number of representatives
of the lower classes in the Commons. These were people who had an interest in
the state’s taking on social expenditure and making the upper tiers of taxpayers
carry the cost. In this way, according to Luzzatti, the traditional distribution of
roles between the Houses had been overturned: ‘the House of Commons, which
has historically defended taxpayers against the government ... is now pushing
towards ever higher spending, thus preparing the ground for inevitable tax
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increases.”** In this situation the upper chamber had to take on the defensive role
which was ‘today even more necessary than it was in the past: it is so
indispensable that if it did not exist, it would have to be created’ for the reason
that ‘the more democratic the lower chamber becomes as a result of
the extension of the suffrage, the more the authority of the Senate has to be
reinforced’. So Britain had just missed a historical opportunity to confer
the necessary increase in power on the upper chamber by adapting to the
demands of the time and adopting the principle of being elected. And at the same
time, Britain had lost the inestimable benefit of being able to draw on a unique
‘patriotic aristocracy, which offers the basis for a legislative chamber’. The
country had given in to ‘democracy’s untamed passions’ and had suffered ‘the
unconditional capitulation of the Lords’.?

Here Luzzatti was not concerned with the political aspects of the rapproche-
ment between Labour and the Liberal Party. It was rather that he rejected
its substance—the combined programme of social and constitutional reform.
The House of Lords’ own proposals to reform itself interested him because
they would have meant going in the opposite direction to that outlined
by the Asquith government, but in the same direction as that suggested
for Italy by the Finali-Arcoleo commission which Luzzatti had himself
promoted. The commission sought, first, to find ways to give the Senate more
authority as a ‘centre of healthy vigilance, scrutiny, and resistance’ to be
exercised over the effects of widening the franchise; and secondly to bring
the Senate’s power over financial matters closer to the level enjoyed by the
Chamber of Deputies. ‘This is the direct opposite of Great Britain where
the tendency is to cancel out the Upper House’s ability to carry out
effective supervision over government financial measures approved by the
Commons.’>*

As explained above, the kind of reform of the Senate that Luzzatti envisaged
would have meant the introduction of elections according to professional
categories in such a way as to make the upper chamber representative of
corporate interests (albeit limited to categories of people chosen from the
higher income brackets and the professions). This is not the place to investigate
the reasons why these reforms failed. (Most historians agree that it was because
Giolitti had an interest in keeping the Senate weak and dependent on the
executive.”) My concern here, by way of conclusion, is to sketch the wider
correspondences between Italian liberals’ disaffection with the Britain of
Asquith and Lloyd George, and the decline of the Giolittian system.

Concern in Italy about constitutional reform in Britain did not only have its
roots in the way the Finali-Arcoleo commission’s proposals were seen as an
inverted reflection of the Parliament Bill. Gaetano Arangio-Ruiz was against the
Arcoleo proposals, arguing that the Italian Senate was ‘well adapted to the goals
of a bicameral system’, and ‘knew what the right measure of its actions was’.
He claimed that ‘relations between our two assemblies are clear, explicit and
juridically defined’.*® But all the same Arangio-Ruiz did not approve of the
Asquith government’s democratic reforms. His view was that these reforms gave
unopposed pre-eminence to the elected chamber, they permitted ‘the most
extreme abuses of power that a parliamentary majority can carry out with the
help of the law itself’. Thus the Asquith constitutional reforms ‘very much had
the look of a Jacobin diktat’.
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Nothing better demonstrated the collapse of the old dualism between English
concreteness and balance on the one hand, and abstract, rationalist, indeed
Jacobin extremism on the other:

In England ..., rather than requiring more careful consideration and re-examination,
together perhaps with further guarantees, they are concentrating power in an assembly
that is usually in a rush to abuse its power, and guarantees are being abolished. The triple
process of examining legislation comes down to triple act of stubbornness by the
Commons, a way for the lower house to test its strength, a new form of tyranny. What
with the battle between the parties, the growth of the Labour Party and radicals, their
arrogance ... I do not know what results all this will have—simply because I am not up
on the intimate detail of each policy position in England. Nevertheless, I am inclined to
believe that the results may well be bad.>’

Arangio-Ruiz also added something else: ‘comparisons between Britain and
home come naturally when one is talking about a struggle that will be a
memorable passage of English constitutional history. And these comparisons are
also useful in that they allow us to give ourselves the praise we deserve.” Hence
Arangio-Ruiz felt he could take pride in the calmer nature of political struggle
in Italy, as in the ‘substantially shared basis’ that the ideas of the government
parties had: ‘they are all lovers of liberal progress, albeit at varying speeds and
across a wider or narrower front.”>®

This harmonious picture of Italian politics was the justification for the
satisfaction expressed by Arangio-Ruiz in the quotation with which I began this
article. But it was a long way from reflecting reality. Conflict in the political
domain, and more so in society, was no longer at a subdued level in Italy. And
it was becoming more and more difficult to translate that conflict into stable
parliamentary alliances and concrete policy programmes.

Arangio-Ruiz made his comments on the eve of the introduction of universal
male suffrage in 1912. This change was to increase the political and parliamen-
tary weight of the Socialist Party, which was moving away for good from
collaboration with the government. It is worth recalling that Giolitti’s fourth
cabinet in 1911 had had initial support from the Partito Socialista Italiano (PSI)
based on the prospect of social reforms—Ilike the state monopoly on life
insurance—which were never put into effect. When it chose expansionism in
Libya and the alliances with the clerico-moderates sanctioned in the Gentiloni
pact, Giolitti’s government lost that support. In the first half of the Giolittian era
there had been an attempt to manage social tensions by open dialogue with
unions and the working-class movement’s political representatives. In the second
half, the administration had taken over this task.”® Moreover, conservative
proposals to bring together parliamentary representation and the institutions that
represented social interest groups had begun to be put forward—the Finali—~Ar-
coleo commission’s recommendations were an aspect of this development.®
Proposals of this kind were part of a bigger pattern of efforts to stabilize the
relationship between the state and society through corporate bodies. An exemp-
lary formulation of these concerns was jurist Santi Romano’s famous inaugural
lecture to his course at the University of Pisa in 1909: in it, Romano highlighted
the inadequacy of the state system when faced with the complexity of the way
society was now organized.

Thus the sense that Italian liberals had completely detached themselves from
the English model went beyond reflections about the constitutional balance—



ANGLOPHILIA IN CRISIS 19

albeit this issue was fundamental. The interaction in Britain between tax reform,
the political role of the Labour Party and the reduction in the powers of the
House of Lords came together to trace out a path for the future evolution of
British industrial democracy. Open confrontation between social groups and
their political representatives would not be avoided. Instead it would be trans-
ferred to the highest levels of the state institutions. This was what was
unacceptable, not to say incomprehensible, in Italy. During the latter years of the
Giolittian era the state was increasingly closing off access to demands from
below on social issues, and opting instead to manage them through the adminis-
tration. Mediating social conflict through the dynamics of parliamentary
alliances had now shown itself to be impracticable. There was increasingly less
room for Giolitti to mediate, given the radicalization and polarization happening
on all sides. Efforts to adopt reform measures through the administration—thus
removing them from the risks of failure that they would have run if they had
been exposed in the arena of political dispute—were starting indirectly to
threaten the legitimacy of the reformists precisely because they had not been put
under the necessary parliamentary spotlight. The demise of Anglophilia, just at
a time when British politics was developing measures with a substantive
democratic content to them, was a sign that Italian liberals were having great
difficulties in operating on the terrain of democracy.
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