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1 - Maternalism and maternity leave: a U.S. incompatibility?

Provisions for maternity leave are common among industrialized countries, but
their institutional design varies distinctly. The aim of this paper is to investigate if and
how the different historical origins affect contemporary policies, and try to identify the
mutual influences of the respective models for protecting working mothers on the two
sides of the Atlantic. The discussion leading up to the implementation of maternity
leave in the United States will be analysed, together with the Italian National Maternity
Fund (Cassa Nazionale di Maternitd) and the activities of the The National Organisation
for the Protection of Motherhood and Infancy in Fascist Italy (Opera Nazionale
Maternita e Infanzia - ONMI), which was founded during the Fascist regime (1925).

In the first two decades of the century more so than in the Thirties, the United States
followed the example of Europe (including ltaly) when constructing its assistance
programs. During this period, upon which my work is mainly focused (with particular
attention on the Italian experience), one has to deal with a more complex and
contradictory context. | will try to place my paper within the context of current debate
on the New Deal among Italian historiographers. One of its most important points is the
attempt to relate certain aspects of New Deal socio-economic policies to similar
orientations in fascist politics, not only through an analysis of corporativism, but also by
studying public works and assistance policies.

The participation of women in the labor force, both full and part-time, grew
significantly after World War I1. In the U.S., today, about two-thirds of mothers with
children are in the labor force, despite the relative lack of public child-care provision
and limited maternity and parental leaves. America was a distinct laggard on these
matters, and it took a major struggle before a national parental leave policy was enacted.
Not until February 1993 did the Clinton Administration launch the modest “Family and
Medical Leave Act”, according to which both parents are entitled to a twelve-week

unpaid leave of absence for family reasons, including childbirth, “to promote national



interests by preserving family integrity”; it established the right to twelve-week unpaid
parental leave for family reasons, including pregnancy and childbirth.

The lively public debate surrounding such issues has emphasized the United States’ role
as a “latecomer” in the implementation of support policies for working mothers®.
Although to date the campaign for the preservation of the family institution is gaining in
intensity, especially in the Republican camp, the United States — alone among
industrialized countries — is without a set of policies geared toward family needs, and
which acknowledge the social responsibility of the state in this area. In fact, there is a
complete lack of the basic components of an adequate maternity policy: health
insurance, job protection, supplementary income during pregnancy. While in the
seventies some companies began to allow brief periods of leave, in the early eighties
such forms of maternity insurance were provided only by medium and large companies
(about 75%), and over the past decade 9% of women between the ages of 15 and 54
have resulted to be covered by private insurance schemes that exclude confinement. In
general, therefore, the provisions for maternity leave (mainly unpaid) in the United
States are inconsistent, poorly regulated and, by and large, unpaid.

For supporters of maternity insurance, Europe continues to be a model of
reference. Still in the second half of the eighties, in fact, the economist, Sylvia Ann
Hewlett noted how Europe, starting from the recognition of the social function of
maternity, had been better able to provide social policies in support of working
mothers?, at the same time as denouncing the hostility of American feminists towards
policies of this kind. If her vision is certainly excessive and partially misleading, it is
undoubtedly true that the US women’s movement — part of which remains influenced by
the early-twentieth-century “maternalist” ideology - has proved very hesitant in its will
to import European-style welfare policies. Indeed, the “maternalist” reformers of the
Children’s Bureau had sought to limit the access of women to the paid workforce,

whether they were mothers, or even mothers and heads of family. To reconstruct the

1 Lise Vogel maintains that a family and maternity policy has distant, albeit heterogeneous and
uncodified roots. It is contained in state legislations, court opinions, government regulations,
and in the practices of entrepreneurs concerning pregnancy, confinement and family. See Lise
Vogel, Mothers on the Job. Maternity Policy in the U.S. Workplace, New Brunswick, N.J., Rutgers
University Press, 1993.



tortuous route that has failed to lead to a Federal legislation on maternity leave in the
United States, one has to take into account the heritage of “maternalist” thought that has
undermined its paradigm. It is therefore necessary to integrate the instruments of labor
history with those of the history of welfare in order to reconsider the work of women
and men in terms of family economics, so as to emphasize the points of intersection

between labor, care work and public policy®.

2 — A backward glance: the early-twentieth century

In 1915, Lee K. Frankel, vice-president of the Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company wrote:
The need for sickness insurance can no longer be denied. The next decade will probably
see, in the United States, the development of a comprehensive system which will protect
the worker against the contingencies of sickness and invalidity due to sickness. It would
be quite simple, if it were found necessary, to incorporate in such plans of sickness
insurance the necessary provisions under which all women, whether employed or not,
could be made beneficiaries at the time of maternity.*
In fact, maternity leave in the United States would continue to be an unsolved problem
for many decades.

At the beginning of the twentieth century several European countries developed
social welfare policies providing support to working mothers which were extremely
comprehensive by US standards. Germany was the first to introduce such policies in the
1880s, and later, in 1911, it instituted paid maternity leave. In France female teachers
and postal worker obtained it in 1910, and in subsequent years it was extended to other
categories of female workers. In 1919 the International Labor Organization (ILO)
adopted the first series of measures aimed at the protection of working mothers: a six-
week leave period after childbirth, free medical care, job protection guarantee, daily
suspension from work for feeding, and supplementary pay. Subsequently, the need to

protect the health and rights of women workers found expression in many national

2 Sylvia Ann Hewlett, A Lesser Life. The Myth of Women’s Liberation in America, New York, W.
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legislations, and was incorporated in general terms in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (art. 25, par. 2)°. The European emphasis on the protection of maternity
and future generations variously permeated American ideology of the period (c.f. the
case of Muller v. Oregon, 1908). However, the idea that it should be the state to assume
responsibility for it remained a purely European characteristic. The Maternity Protection
Convention of the ILO served as an international standard for maternity insurance
policies up to its revision in 1952, when it was emended to extend cover to the
categories of women excluded up to that time, including agricultural and domestic
workers.
While in the early decades of the twentieth century, European countries enacted
extensive social programs for working mothers, the United States did not ratify the
Maternity Protection Convention of 1919, instead developing half-hearted policies for
maternity protection characterized by strong racial preferences. In spite of the period’s
rhetoric glorifying motherhood, “whiteness” ended up constituting a very powerful
criterion of exclusion. While in Europe “maternalist” ideology has led to a universalistic
concept of social welfare, strengthened and expanded in time, the US policies have
rarely been inclusive.

In the same year of the approval of the Maternity Protection Convention, 1919,
Julia Lathrop, chief of the Children’s Bureau of the Department of Labor, sent a report
drawn up by Henry J. Harris, chief of the document division of the Library of Congress
and former statistical expert of the Bureau of Labor, to the Minister of Labor, W. B.
Wilson. The report was about the systems of maternity aid available in other countries
and Lathrop expressed her hope that- “it might prove useful to the people of one of the
few great countries which as yet have no system of State or national assistance in
maternity - the United States”®.
Lathrop thought that it would be useful for the facts as to the scope, organization, and

experience of these foreign systems of maternity aid to be made available to American
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readers. Apart from Australia and New Zealand, various European countries were
included: Great Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Austria, Denmark, Norway, Russia,
Sweden, Switzerland, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. In those countries, wrote
Harris, the maternity benefit systems were not an experiment, they were designed to
protect the health of mothers and children by providing adequate medical and nursing
care in childbirth and by so lessening the financial burden of childbearing that mothers
may be insured a reasonable period free from excessive labor. They varied from systems
under which every woman, regardless of her financial status, received a fixed sum on
the birth of a child, to systems under which voluntary insurance funds — membership of
which was open only to wage-earning women in certain industries and receiving certain
minimum wages — received subsidies from the State. In some systems the benefit
consisted primarily of a money payment; in others it consisted primarily of medical and
nursing services.” In Harris’s report, the largest amount of space was devoted to the
British system, partly because industrial conditions in Great Britain more closely
resembled conditions in the United States than those in other foreign countries, and
partly because the benefit paid on account of maternity directed attention to the needs of
the wage-earning mother at the time of childbirth “in a most striking manner”®.

As far as Italy was concerned, the focal point was the National Maternity Fund®. This
Fund was set up in July, 1910 and began operating in 1912, after a thirty-year long
struggle on the part of Italian women’s movement “on the issue of the relationship

between motherhood, the state and women’s citizenship”™

, and after a long,
complicated trek to win parliamentary approval. It provided maternity insurance for
various categories of female workers, though many were excluded (such as those in
domestic service, and agricultural and seasonal workers). Despite pressure from the
women’s movement, the fund was insufficient and rarely applied.

Nevertheless, at the time, the United States singled out the Italian program as an

important example of public social welfare for maternity and childhood®. Harris stressed

"H. J. Harris, Maternity Benefit Systems in Certain Foreign Countries, p. 9.
8 .

Ivi, p. 16.
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sociali nell’Italia liberale, Protagon Editori Toscani, Siena, 1993, pp. 159-95.
10 A, Buttafuoco, “Motherhood as a political strategy: the role of the Italian women’s movement in the
creation of the Cassa Nazionale di Maternita”, in G. Bock and P. Thane, Maternity and Gender Policies.



that Italy had no health insurance system and that its compulsory maternity insurance
for women wage-earners was a separate system. Membership of the national maternity
insurance fund was restricted to wage-earners in the manufacturing industries, and
women employed in the rice-fields. The restrictions were usually attributed to the
difficulty of providing administrative machinery to meet the special conditions — for
instance, in the home-working industries, in the case of casual workers who change
employers frequently, or in the case of agricultural workers who were scattered thinly
over wide areas. However, the Italian model was considered as being too limited and
not applicable to the United States, where it was thought more appropriate for any
maternity leave system to be part of a more broadly-based health insurance system:

It should be noted in passing that in Italy, the maternity scheme is a more narrow one,
membership being limited to women between ages fifteen and fifty years. Doubtless the
Italian maternity insurance organization was created because of the lack of a sickness
insurance system, with which maternity insurance could be articulated. Whether such a
maternity insurance can be made practicable and economical is an open question. It is as
yet too early to make any definite statement with regard to the results obtained in Italy.
The dubious efficiency of this plan is pointed out now for the reason that, if any scheme
of maternity insurance is developed in the United States, the probability is that it will
have to be a phase of a larger scheme of sickness insurance.**

During those same years in ltaly, those in favor of a system of maternity benefits did not
look to the United States, but to European models of maternity protection: the
experiences of Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Belgium, Norway, England®?,
and above all, the French “Mutualité Maternelle”. The best forms of legislation were
considered those which provided not only payments after the child was born, but cash
benefits during pregnancy and bonuses for breastfeeding, because this was seen as a
way of ensuring the health of the future workers™. Although lacking in any compulsory
health insurance system, Italy was considered as having a pioneering role in maternity

welfare legislation: “Italy has the honor (and the accompanying responsibility) of being
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among the first to experiment with this new form of social legislation. The present
solution of the problem in Italy is therefore of great international importance”.**

Notwithstanding the measures in favor of working mothers approved in
Washington in 1919, many of the women reformers close to the Children’s Bureau
were still too attached to the male breadwinner model to support forms of assistance for
working mothers. As Alice Kessler Harris says, predominant “maternalist” thinking in
the United States made it impossible to even consider many of the strategies which
might have improved women’s lives for fear that they might encourage an increase in
women’s participation in the workforce:

In practice, protective labor legislation reflected a discourse of male prerogative and
female dependence that participated in, and perpetuated, a range of public policies that
reaffirmed racialized and gendered claims to jobs and citizenship. If all women came
before the laws as potential mothers, and motherhood vitiated the last vestiges of
women’s rights to work, then wage work for women appeared as a privilege for the
well-off and an obligation for the destitute.*®

In the first two decades of the twentieth century, indirect provision for the
protection of motherhood is found in the statutes of various states of the United States,
Specific regulations forbidding work during and after pregnancy, however, appeared
only in a few of the most densely settled manufacturing States in the east. Women were
forbidden to engage in certain occupations. For example, in Alabama mine work was
not allowed; in Arizona, lowa and Louisiana women were not allowed to work in
saloons. Colorado, Illinois, and Indiana had a provision similar to that of Alabama.
These laws, as well as many others for the protection of the woman wage earner, while
not primarily designed to protect working mothers, had the indirect effect of protecting
the children. Another group of laws more general than those limiting occupation, but
with probably the same indirect intent and effect, were those specifying the maximum
working day. These laws were general in almost all States. California and Washington

limited working to eight hours a day, while South Carolina had a maximum of twelve
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hours a day and sixty hours a week. Minimum wage legislation - although not
specifically directed toward the protection of mothers but aimed very definitely to
provide women with a sufficient salary so that their health and morals may be preserved
— was enacted in California, Colorado, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nebraska, Oregon,
Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin.*’

Whereas in Europe laws forbidding employers to allow women to work for a
certain period prior or subsequent to maternity were widespread, in the United Stated
(where a large number of married women were entering the workforce) laws regulating
rest periods before and after confinement were enacted only in Connecticut,
Massachusetts, New York, Vermont and Missouri. In Connecticut (1913), a compulsory
rest period of four weeks before and four weeks after childbirth was established, while
in Massachusetts there was a compulsory rest period of six weeks, two weeks of which
were before childbirth; New York did not provide for a rest period before childbirth, but
the employment of women was forbidden for four weeks after the birth. The
requirements of the VVermont statute were the same as those of Massachusetts. The few
states that adopted these requirements in their statutes had no provision of pay for the
mothers thus prevented from working. The subject was the focus of considerable debate
on the part of the American Association for Labor Legislation (AALL). Although the
Association’s reformers also looked upon Europe as their model, they believed that
maternity insurance could not be run as an isolated program, but that instead it should
be part of a broader scheme of compulsory health insurance. For this reason they had
included it in their proposal of law on health insurance of 1915, a project that did not
win the favor of Florence Kelley, one of nation’s most prominent advocates of
protective legislation for women. Covering married working women and wives of
insured men would incur disadvantages on unmarried working women, which Kelley
seems to have regarded as the only legitimate members of the female workforce.
Kelley’s position turned out to be devastating, since the AALL, to avoid controversy,
rejected the inclusion of maternity insurance in its proposal, even while continuing to

proclaim the necessity of adapting to a continually changing labor market, in which the

' Frankel, Maternity Insurance, pp. 6-7. For a comparative approach to women’s protective legislation
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numbers of married women and mothers continued to increase.'® Despite the early
failures, the debate was not interrupted.

In 1920, the state of Massachusetts set up a “Commission to investigate maternity
benefits” designed to create a maternity benefit system dedicated to pregnant women
who had insufficient means to pay for their subsistence and the medical care needed at
the time of confinement, and to those women who, because of the unfitness of their
homes or because of physical complications, needed hospital care and yet were unable
to pay for it."® Once again, attention was direct towards the experience of other
countries, including Italy, which were criticized for the fact that compulsory maternity
insurance was only for women wage-earners.

That same year, a book called The Endowment of Motherhood® was published in the
United States, with an introduction by the editor, Katharine Anthony. Here, taking
certain European experiences as her starting-point, she argued the case for universal
maternity benefits for new mothers of all social classes with children under 5 to enable
them to devote themselves to child-rearing. The plan was based on the declared
necessity for women to be financially independent even if they were not wage-earners,
and proposed that all mothers should receive a weekly allowance for the period from 8
weeks prior to giving birth until when one or more of the children was 5 years old. In
order to receive the allowance, the mothers would have to present a birth certificate,
while visits to the home to make sure that the money was being properly spent on the
right things were not to be too frequent or inquisitorial. The allowance would also be
paid to unmarried mothers.

Despite the undoubted interest in maternity leave generated in various circles, and the
serious concern of those interested in child welfare about the fact that a measure
containing maternity benefits for wage-earning women was regarded as practically
impossible to enact, the proposal of paid maternity leave for women workers supported

by part of the women’s movement in Europe? failed to gain much of a following in the

18 Cfr. David A. Moss, Socializing Security. Progressive-Era Economists and the Origins of American
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United States, where traditional family models were rarely called into question®. The
mothers’ pensions, which so many women’s organizations connected to “maternalist
feminism” were in favor of, were designed to provide a substitute for the wage earner so
that children may have the home care of the mother; the idea was to provide adequate
protection for children, rather than to protect women or women workers.

Lathrop herself was ambiguous about the question of women’s work. The way she
perceived the systems existing in other countries reflected her own background and
upbringing. After studying at Vassar College, she had resided at Hull House from 1899
onwards, played an active part in numerous reform movements, carried out research into
the treatment of mental illnesses and into the laws on juvenile crime; she had made
numerous journeys to foreign countries to observe and study different systems of social
welfare?®. Her wish to understand foreign maternity insurance systems is reflected also
in the brief correspondence between Lathrop and Alexandra Kollontay of January 1917,
in which the latter requested a copy of the volume, Laws relating to mothers pensions in
the U.S., published in 1914 by the Children’s Bureau, offering in return her work,
Society and Motherhood, containing a summary of existing laws on maternity leave, a
gift in which Lathrop expressed great interest.”* Nonetheless, in the course of a
discussion about maternity leave which took place at the Conference on Social
Insurance in 1916, she had been very cautious about taking a position on the issue. In
her opinion, there was a more general question involved. Nobody knew how many
mothers were at work in shops and factories and what was more, how to estimate the
proportion of working mothers on farms and ranches. During the same discussion, Mary
Conyngton, representative of the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, had stressed
the main objections to approving maternity benefit legislation as part of a scheme of
social insurance were based on two controversial suggestions: firstly, there were no

exact statistics on married women in industry, and secondly, the work of married

%2 See Frankel, Maternity Insurance. Frankel argued that in the United States, the European principle
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women was not consistent with American standards, and so the government did not
want to do anything to encourage it. According to the figures available to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics, there were between one and two million married women gainfully
employed and this number was not certainly diminishing, and was in all probability
increasing; for that reason she emphasized the need for maternity benefit legislation in
the United States:

Refusing the maternity benefit may make the situation much harder for the individual
woman, may help to maintain the present high mortality among mothers at the time of
confinement, may increase suffering and invalidity among mothers who do not die, may
help to perpetuate a long train of harmful consequences, but will not lessen by a single
iota the conditions which now drive married women into industry nor return a single
one to her home.”

In January 1917 Lathrop remained uncertain in her reply to a request for clarification on
the question of maternity insurance made by a member of the Committee on Industrial
and Social Conditions of Columbus, Ohio: “The question of maternity insurance is a
very complicated one, and it will be necessary to study carefully in this country. It is
really only one aspect of the question of the public protection of maternity”.?°

Certainly, the position of the women at the Children’s Bureau as regards women’s
waged work was far from homogeneous, because some of them did show interest in the
laws being enacted in certain states. By 1929, five states (Connecticut, Massachusetts,
Missouri, New York, and Vermont) had laws limiting the employment of pregnant
women before and after the birth of their child, but as Grace Abbott pointed out, without
any maternity benefit system this legislation “is mostly just words in the statute book”?’.
In November 1929, Blanche M. Haines, chief of the Division of Maternity and Infant
Hygiene of the Children’s Bureau, wrote of the Maternity and Infancy Act of 1921:
“The Maternity and Infancy Act prohibits any subsidies, benefits or pensions from being
paid to mothers. Experiences in other countries, especially Australia and Great Britain,

when compared with New Zealand, indicate that this is not the best way to reduce
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mortality rate among mothers and newborn babies”®®. In 1932, Katharine Lenroot
wrote to the secretary of the American Association for Labor Legislation, John B.
Andrews, on the subject of the laws prohibiting the employment of women before and
after confinement: “Personally, | feel that they are not of very much value unless they
are tied up with a rather comprehensive plan of maternity insurance or otherwise getting

help to mothers who need it”.°

3 — The Italian situation between Fascism and the post-war period

From the Thirties onwards, when the interest of some exponents of the New Deal
in Fascism focused principally on its social policies, the National Organization for the
Protection of Motherhood and Infancy and protective legislation for women workers
were part of a more widespread interest in the Fascist social experiment. In 1938,
William G. Welk, a professor of economics at St. Thomas College in St. Paul,
Minnesota, wrote that with regard to the idea of building a stable social and economic
organization, three especially interesting attempts at a solution had been made during
the last two decades: one by Russian Communism, another by Italian and German
Fascism, and the third by the New Deal. Despite differing greatly in their general creed
and philosophy, these three attempts at reform nevertheless had one fundamental aim in
common: the creation of a better social order, and the realization of a new scheme for
the social and economic advancement of the people”.*® In these terms, the America of
the New Deal paid great attention to the programs of social insurance and social welfare
set up by Fascist regime: the welfare provisions included in collective labor agreements
and the social welfare institutions maintained by the state.** Welk emphasized the
importance of the role of the National Organization for the Protection of Motherhood
and Infancy and the principles of social insurance present in Declarations XXVI and
XXVII of the Charter of Labor, containing among other things, provisions for the
improvement and extension of maternity insurance. In Italy, through the activities of

the women’s Fascist party groups and the ONMI, the Fascist state attempted to place
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motherhood and women’s care-giving duties within the sphere of the State, thereby
transforming a common social practice into a type of “obligation of female
citizenship”®.

The ONMI is an example of how Italian women tried to turn the Fascist regime’s
emphasis on motherhood to their own advantage. In fact, they combined maternalist and
pro-natalist policies -- of which ONMI was a clear expression -- to obtain social rights
as working and non-working mothers; to acquire a new sense of entitlement to
assistance; and to create new female professions in the field of social assistance.

I would argue that the special form of “maternalism” in Fascist Italy (and especially the
nascent professionalization of women’s jobs in the field of social work) provided an
opportunity for women’s empowerment. Definitions of “maternalism” implying
vigorous activism on the part of civil society cannot really be applied to Fascist Italy
because civil liberties were greatly restricted and in the public sphere, women were
largely regimented into Fascist organizations. A broader definition of “maternalism”,
however, by which it is taken to mean the outcome of mothers’ expression of their
needs; the indirect influence exercised by recipients in the shaping of welfare policy;
and that form of non-organized resistance to the regime’s pro-natalist policies, sheds
considerable light on how Italian women used Fascist “maternalism”: theirs was a “top-
down” approach.

The ONMI was created by the Fascist regime (which had been in power since October
1922) in 1925 and it was the keystone of the demographic campaign. Its roots are to be
found among the assistance programs developed in the time between the last liberal
governments and the advent of Fascism, when upper-class Roman women from the
National Association of Women (Associazione Nazionale della Donna) began to take
interest in the plight of poor and single mothers. One of their projects was Mother’s Aid
for lllegitimate Children and Unwed Mothers (Assistenza Materna per gli lllegittimi e le
Madri Nubili), set up in 1918.

In some ways, then, the ONMI duplicated the activities of Mother’s Aid and other
similar programs established at the insistence of Italian organizations for female

emancipation after World War 1. In addition, Fascist legislation regarding the protection
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of female workers was clearly continuous with prior provisions, most notably the
National Maternity Fund. Since the American model “necessitated the formation of a
big bureaucracy and a huge increase in Federal spending”, it was the Belgian National
Childhood Institute, established in 1919 with considerable success, which provided the
model for the far-reaching aims of the ONMI®,

At its founding, Italy’s institute was designed as a state-controlled body for the
coordination of all public and private institutions offering assistance to mothers and
children. In some cases, pre-existing structures were completely incorporated into the
ONMI. A great deal of resources were devoted to distributing information about
scientific norms and methods of prenatal and infant hygiene. This information was
spread through a variety of means to both medical practitioners and to the public. It
included the setting-up of classes on pregnancy, childbirth, and early childhood for
doctors and midwives; the establishment of practical schools for visiting home health
assistants; the organization of public seminars and conferences on hygiene and child-
rearing; and the launching of mobile classrooms in rural areas for public education on
maternity, childbirth, and child-rearing. Beyond public education, the tasks of the
organization also included direct assistance, such as the creation of obstetric and
pediatric clinics; the provision of mothers’ kitchens (refettori) for women from their
sixth month of pregnancy up to their seventh month of breastfeeding; mother’s homes to
shelter unmarried women during their pregnancies, deliveries, and nursing periods;
créches for infants up to three years of age for women working outside the home; food
subsidies; and home visits. Indirect services included the provision of wet-nurses, foster
care, admission to education and training schools, and admission to summer camps and
anti-tuberculosis colonies. The ONMI also exercised “moral” guidance, providing
assistance with job placement, convincing single fathers to recognize their children, and
offering bonuses to cohabiting couples who legalized their “illegitimate’ unions. Finally,
the ONMI served to regulate and ensure the effective application of all the laws and
regulations concerning the protection of mothers and children.

One of the tasks that ONMI was meant to take on was that of making sure that the labor

laws protecting working mothers were applied. In order to understand how the ONMI
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encouraged “maternalist” policies, it is necessary to describe the protective legislation
for working mothers. Here is a brief description of the principle stages and main
provisions of each type of legislation.

With the approval of the Consolidated Act (Testo Unico) of 24 September 1923
(law n. 2157) coordinated the pre-Fascist legislation concerning maternity insurance for
female workers, extending the subsidy from 40 to 100 liras. The total allowance was
enough to cover the missed wages, but was too low to include any type of health
assistance. Coverage was extended to women between the ages of fifteen and fifty years
who worked in private businesses or in companies that were subject to child and female
labor laws. The latter included workers in manufacturing, the building trades, craft
workers, and the mining industries. Again, domestic servants, farmhands and seasonal
workers were excluded.
Table I - Italian women workers 1921-1936.
1921 1931 1936
Ca. % Ca. % Ca. %

Agricultu
4,236,195 |37.68 |3,922,063 |37.53 |4,004,601 |38,.13
re
Industry |1,160.141 |27.08 |1,196,018 |24.21 |1,311,890 |25.40
Services 957,125 27.36 |1,140,862 |28.27 |1,500,607 |33.06
Total 6,353,461 |33.39 |6,258,943 |32.22 |6,817,098 |33.73

Source: O. Vitali, Aspetti dello sviluppo italiano alla luce della popolazione attiva,

Universita di Roma, Istituto di Demografia, Roma 1970, Tav. I11.

Maternity insurance was improved and extended through the Labor Charter of April
1927, and two years later, the laws for the protection and assistance of motherhood and
childhood were supplemented with female labor laws with the Royal Legislative Decree
(RDL) n. 850 of 13 May 1929. At this point, insurance was extended to all female blue-
collar workers and to all female office workers employed in industry and trade who
earned less than 800 liras monthly. State and public employees also received the benefit
unless they were already entitled through special regulations to an indemnity that
exceeded the value of the one guaranteed through the RDL n. 850. Every insured

woman was granted a lump sum of 150 liras on the birth of her child or in case of



miscarriage. Factory workers were allowed to stop work during the last month of
pregnancy, and could extend their leave for a month after the birth on the understanding
that their job would be kept for them until they came back. In addition, the decree
provided for the extension of maternity insurance to some categories of agricultural
workers. While still not applying all the principles laid down in the 1919 Washington
Convention for the protection of women before and after childbirth, Italian legislation
was considered fairly advanced for the time®*.

Law n.653 of 26 April 1934 prohibited night-work for women of all ages and for
children under sixteen years of age. It also limited the working day to eleven hours for
women and ten hours for children. Finally, it stipulated that workers be certified as
capable for work by either the health office or (with the permission of the Ministry of
Corporations) by physicians from the ONMI or other welfare organizations.

In the early 1930s, the debate on the protection of working mothers centered around
increases in the level of the maternity leave grant, and on its extension to other
categories of workers such as rice pickers and female seasonal workers®®, whose
discontinuous employment patterns made it impossible for them to accumulate the
working time and contributions required to qualify for maternity insurance.

Law n.654 of 22 March 1934, encompassed all of these concerns, addressing above all
the physical and moral protection of women working in sectors that posed increased
risks to future and new mothers, or that offered fewer guarantees regarding the women’s
right to return to their same job after a maternity absence. The law also extended the
length of the compulsory maternity leave from the last month of pregnancy until six
weeks after the birth. Factories employing more than fifty women had to provide special
“nursing rooms” where mothers could feed their babies, and the mothers were
guaranteed two daily rest periods for this purpose. Finally, the decree ratified the
maternity allowance, which increased to 300 liras upon the birth of a child, or 100 liras
in case of miscarriage. There were still no norms protecting against firing or

guaranteeing the right of female workers to receive wages equal to men’s for the same

34 League of Nation, International Labour Conference. Fifth Session. Geneva, International Labour
Office, 1930.
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kinds of work. At that time, women’s wages were typically fixed at fifty percent of
men’s wages for the same work, a disparity accepted by Fascist trade unions™®.

Despite its limits, this legislation was a notable improvement on that produced

by the pre-Fascist liberal governments. However, the significance of this type of
legislation was radically transformed by the Fascist objective of discouraging extra-
domestic employment. Indeed, domestic helpers, home workers, and many categories of
workers in the agricultural sector were excluded from protection. It was only in 1936,
with the RDL no. 1502 of 7 August that maternity insurance would be extended to some
categories of agricultural workers. Fascist legislation was thus considered rather
advanced in comparison to other nations’ provisions, which were almost always cited in
disparaging terms and the United States was strongly criticized for its fragmented
system of provision, mainly due to the great autonomy of the individual states®’, and for
the absence of a federal law on maternity leave.
The increased protection for working mothers offered by the Fascist government
seemed to be somewhat in contradiction with the growing tendency to expel women
from the labor market, also through legislative means. One example of this, the RDL 5
September 1938, no. 1514, went even further than the repeated (and for the most part
ineffectual) efforts to invite women to leave the labor market. This decree limited the
presence of women in public and private enterprises to ten percent of the company’s
personnel®®,

It would seem that the ONMI made no efforts to keep women engaged in the
labor market, and little is known about its above-mentioned functions as a job
placement agency. In addition, the mandate to create créches in or nearby to factories
amounted to very little. These should have been created as a service to blue-collar
women, as a replacement for the unhygienic “nursing” rooms (“camere di
allattamento”) provided for but rarely enforced by the law of 10 November 1907. There
is also little documentation detailing the degree to which the ONMI was effective in

protecting working women from dismissal in the weeks prior to their delivery dates, or
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in the succeeding months. The two most important measures for working-class women
were probably the establishment of mothers” kitchens in the nation’s cities and towns
(84,502 in 1935) and the creation by the ONMI, the Fasci Femminili and other Fascist
institutions, of women’s workshops in depressed urban areas to facilitate women’s
employment. Concern for the health of pregnant female workers was certainly high,
especially because of the risk of miscarriage. Indeed, references to the “plague” of
miscarriage are frequent®.

In the writings of Fascist theorists of social policy there was constant reference
to the United States and to the trend towards rationalizing systems of social assistance.
“Before the 1925 law, in most European countries and American states, and even in
some countries of South America and Oceania there had already been intense legislative
activity designed to protect children and the necessary services for prevention and
assistance had been organized”, wrote Sileno Fabbri, an official of the ONMI, in 1933%.
Despite this, legislation enacted elsewhere was almost described in negative terms and
even the frequent references to the United States did not prevent the American
legislation from being considered “over-ambitious and **. It was criticized for being
too decentralized, and however disorganized and ineffective it might have been, the
entire American experience prior to the approval of the New Deal Social Security Act
and Aid to Dependent Children Act of 1935 was dismissed in a few sentences:

Basically, rather than real laws which establish the obligation of the state authorities to
provide measures protecting maternity and infancy, in the United States there are
numerous public and private bodies, moved by a humanitarian and philanthropic spirit,
which exist to alleviate the suffering of whoever is in need for one reason or another,
irrespective of their sex or their age. According to the American way of looking at
things, the question of assistance is a general one, and includes anyone who happens to
be in need. In other words, the North American mentality does not yet seem to have

% 0. Vitali, Aspetti dello sviluppo economico italiano alla luce della ricostruzione della popolazione
attiva, Rome, 1970.
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conceived of the ethical concept of the protection of motherhood and infancy as a means
of moral regeneration and social improvement*.

In fact, it was Sileno Fabbri, who was a firm believer in rationalising social assistance
along the lines of the American model, who insisted on the importance of women being
appointed leaders of the ONMI Committees (after careful training), and it was he who
remembered that in the United States, the training schools for the social work had been
set up on the initiative of women such as Anna Dawes, Mary Richmond, and Julia
Lathrop (responsible for the creation of Chicago University’s School of Social Work).
For Fabbri, social work in general could be identified with that American-born approach
to the scientific organization of work, given its finishing touch by Italian “genius”:
“Perhaps no other Nation more than our own will be able to take such inestimable
advantage of the scientific organization of work, or of rationally organized work,
because no other Nation has more inventiveness and more genius than Italy”**.

The limits of the ONMI were clear to those concerned with it: the distribution of
services was concentrated in urban areas and the inexpert health personnel made the
maternal and pediatric clinics highly ineffective; the infant mortality rate fell by just
one-fifth between 1925 and 1940. Furthermore, the measures supporting motherhood
and infancy were not designed to provide a permanent level of minimum assistance, but
rather to be employed as emergency interventions. The circumscribed nature of their
application left room for the introduction of family allowances in 1936, and the later
establishment of fertility prizes in 1939, both of which obfuscated the centrality of
women’s role in the assistance programs. The war further hampered the activity of the
organization, for which “civil mobilization’ was declared. In the end, the ONMI was
subject to ever greater burdens, not least an increase in the risk factors for infant
mortality, which rose from ninety-seven deaths per 1000 live births in the first year of
life in 1939, to a horrifying 202.6 deaths per 1000 live births in 1940%.
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While in the United States, the protection of single mothers was not a priority
during this period, unmarried mothers in Italy were prime targets for Fascist assistance
policies and the citizenship rights they acquired through this aid cost them much more
dearly than married women in terms of the loss of privacy they suffered. Along with the
benefits came the State’s invasion of their private lives, and their morals were placed
under vigilant observation. Of course, this enthusiasm for social control was not the
exclusive preserve of Fascist assistance policies. The morality of mothers in general and
of single mothers in particular was supervised even in the context of a “maternalist”
welfare state as in the United States, where widows received the most assistance from
the state and national governments through the Mothers” Pensions program in the 1910s
and 1920s, and the Aid to Dependent Children program from the mid 1930s*.

In the Fascist social policy system, it was only through biological reproduction that
women became legitimate producers of social value, and it was this function above
every other that had to be protected. As a consequence, working mothers were for the
most part deprived of legitimation. As Anna Rossi Doria* has mentioned, it was
precisely in the context of employment that the maternalist policies of the regime failed
to untangle the difficult relationship between citizenship and maternity. The very fact
that working women received better protection from the Fascist visitors from the ONMI
than from their own trade unions is revealing of the regime’s ambiguous stance on
female employment, and also of the fact that the protective legislation was primarily
designed with pro-natalist objectives in mind*’. When the ONMI became engaged in the
supervision and control of female workers through its social policies, the organization’s
attention was above all directed towards workers in the industrial plants. The ONMI
generally limited its activity to the urban sphere and, despite the entreaties of the
regime’s propaganda, only occasionally occupied itself with the needs of female

agricultural and seasonal workers, such as the rice pickers. The same applied in the U.S.
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where domestic workers and agricultural workers (and thus Afro-American women

workers in particular) were excluded from the provisions of the Social Security Act.
While it is true, as De Grazia writes, that there was an enormous difference in

Fascist Italy “between the propaganda’s emphasis on the importance of promoting

modern motherhood, and the low quality of the services and administration*®

, there
were undeniable attempts to rationalize the system of assistance. Furthermore, the
innovative training programs for nurses, obstetricians, social workers and health
assistants introduced during that period and based on the American experience, though
marred by constraints and ambiguities, set in motion a process of professionalization for
women working in many sectors of maternal and child welfare that would see further
development immediately after WWII. Thus there were signs, however weak they might
have been, of a future that went well beyond the regime’s original intentions.

In the US, it was the Second World war, with the massive entrance of
women in the workforce, that imposed an increasingly urgent need for a redefinition of
social policies concerning them. In July 1942 the Women’s Bureau, in collaboration
with the Children’s Bureau, published the Standards for Maternity Care and
Employment of Mothers in Industry, whose recommendations did not include a proposal
of paid maternity leave®. Although a study of the Children’s Bureau of 1942-1943 had
highlighted the widespread practice of firing pregnant women or of asking them to take
unpaid leave (employers were eager to point out that is was “not nice” for pregnant
women to work in a factory), the first Federal law was approved only in 1946, as an
amendment to the Federal Railroad Unemployment Insurance Act. In 1963 the
Commission on the Status of Women, appointed by President Kennedy, made an
extensive study on the situation of working women in order to identify their protection
requirements. Its final recommendations included the implementation of paid maternity
leave with the guarantee of job protection. For the first time, a national government

report gave expression to this need, but its recommendation went unheeded.
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Conclusions

In the United States, the tradition of “maternalist feminism”, with its primacy of
the male breadwinner model, made possible a lack of universal maternity leave and
childcare protection, and increasing differences among women, especially between
wealthier and less privileged mothers.>
In Italy the imperfect modernization of the system of social protection for mothers and
children implemented during the Fascist period, and the role women played in it as
either beneficiaries or professional service providers, opened up post-war opportunities
and scenarios for a new kind of female citizenship. Thus, whereas Italy saw the
enactment of very advanced maternity leave legislation in 1950, with law n. 860 on
“The physical and economic protection of working mothers”, the U. S. Women’s
Bureau complained in 1952 that, although more than one-half of women in the
American labor force were married, maternity protection for employed women had been
promoted through general national legislation by most of the industrial countries with
the exception of the United States, where almost one-half of the states disqualified
pregnant women from receiving unemployment insurance.
In the absence of a national health insurance system, the modest and limited “Family
and Medical Leave Act” signed by President Clinton in 1993 did not represent a
solution to the problems of American working mothers, and this makes Lee Frankel’s

words in 1915 (with which this paper opened) even more urgently topical:

If we assume that, under ideal condition, mothers shall not work, the great need of a
scheme for maternity insurance immediately disappears. If, however, it is nevertheless
deemed essential to develop a scheme of insurance under which maternity benefits may
be paid to working mothers, attention should be called at this time to the desirability of
extending the benefits of such scheme to other women as well. To do this most
effectively it would be advisable, as has been suggested, not to attempt to organize a
special maternity insurance, but to incorporate this into a general sickness insurance
plan. The need for sickness insurance can no longer be denied®%.
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