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Historians have granted a good deal of attention to the theme of state intervention in industry in the inter-war period. This theme has however been analysed mainly from a national perspective. What were the factors encouraging different national governments to intervene in industry? What were the forms of this intervention? This paper seeks to address these questions by looking at the experience of Britain and Italy in the inter-war era.

There are at least two motives behind this particular choice. Firstly, in Britain and Italy central banks and governments became massively involved with industry in the period under consideration. Secondly, a wealth of information is available on this theme in both countries. 

The Italian historiography tends to emphasise the efficacy of state intervention in industry. The British literature - especially the historiography on the Bank of England’s industrial intervention - by contrast, places emphasis on the inconsistency of this intervention in Britain. 

One conclusion here is that the severity and length of depression - much milder in Britain than in Italy - in the 1930s greatly accounted for the forms of government intervention. State intervention in Italy, despite the declarations of the Fascist regime, was highly experimental, lacked coherence and was originally planned to be temporary. It was the severity of depression and domestic deflation (monetary policy) which, while threatening the collapse of the banking system, called for more radical solutions (that is for the direct control by the state of certain industrial sectors). 

The paper is divided into four parts. Part I reviews the Italian and British literature on this subject matter; part II analyses the economic legacy of the war in Britain and Italy, and compares the financial systems of both countries; part III attempts a comparison of the forms and direction of state intervention in Britain and Italy, with an emphasis on the role of central banks (in both countries these became large industrial owners).  

The paper connects primarily with the works of J. Tomlinson, Ross and Ziegler, Forsyth, Greaves, Tolliday, Collins and Bowden, Heim and Bamberg. It aims to add new dimensions to this theme by bridging two differing national historiographies. The originality of this paper largely lies in the comparative emphasis and in the sources (primary material held by the P.R.O. and the archives of the Bank of England).

