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The beauty of the struggle. Economic associationism  
in Luigi Einaudi’s thought
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ABSTRACT 
The article examines Luigi Einaudi’s conception of economic associ
ationism and its role in modern industrial societies. First, it explores 
Einaudi’s methodological integration of economic theory and his
tory to analyse economic associations as voluntary, pluralistic forms 
of collective action. Second, by linking Einaudi’s views on economic 
associations to his broader theoretical framework of equilibrium, 
freedom, and progress, the study highlights his contributions to 
both economic analysis and social philosophy. Finally, the article 
contributes to clarifying Einaudi’s place in the history of economic 
thought, emphasising how economic associationism offers key 
insights into his divergence from neoclassical orthodoxy.
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«Beauty, perfection, cannot be equated with uniformity, nor with unity: the essence 
resides in variety and contrast» (Einaudi 1920, 32–33)

1. Introduction

Luigi Einaudi (1874–1961) was one of the most important Italian intellectuals of the 
20th century. A leading liberal economist and thinker, he was also a journalist and a 
prominent political figure after 1945, having served as a member of the Constituent 
Assembly, governor of the Bank of Italy, minister for the Budget and first elected presi
dent of the Republic.1 Einaudi’s scholarly production is, famously, extensive2: a 
“boundless, impervious, sometimes impenetrable, and partly unknown territory,” as it 
was recently described (Silvestri 2023, 765). Equally extensive is the body of scholarly 
reflection on Einaudi’s thought, which intersects various layers and disciplinary fields.3
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3 It is not possible to give a comprehensive account of this literature. See, at least, the following works: Solari 
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Especially for his works on public finance and public economy,4 historiography has 
placed Einaudi in the silver age of Italian marginalism, after a golden age dominated 
by Vilfredo Pareto and Maffeo Pantaleoni (Forte and Marchionatti 2012). Nevertheless, 
Einaudi’s works extended beyond economics. More precisely, his approach to studying 
economics as a social and historical science frequently led his analyses to transcend the 
confines of the discipline. In this context, a recent line of inquiry has commenced to 
explore Einaudi’s extensive investigation into the foundations of a buongoverno (good 
government), conceptualised as those political and economic mechanisms and institu
tions leading to a well-functioning society (Heritier and Silvestri 2012: vii).

The present study addresses a topic that has remained relatively unexplored: the 
role and function of economic associationism in modern industrial societies in 
Einaudi’s thought.5 Overall, this article aims to examine the significance and implica
tions of Einaudi’s ideas regarding economic associationism significantly defined as 
“the initiatives and struggles undertaken by the workers themselves for their 
advancement” (Einaudi 1949, 87). The central argument is to demonstrate how 
Einaudi’s ideas on economic associationism constitute an integral part of his frame
work of thought. In this sense, the paper argues that economic associationism repre
sents one of the pillars of the institutional architecture of Einaudi’s good government, 
contributing to building a society politically, economically, and socially founded on 
both individual freedom and collective welfare. Concurrently, examining Einaudi’s 
perspectives on economic associationism will provide additional evidence that, despite 
his full engagement with the economic orthodoxy of his era, Einaudi cannot be cate
gorised as a neoclassical economist tout court. In light of Forte and Marchionatti’s 
assertion that Einaudi’s work has yet to secure a definitive position in the history of 
economic thought, I aim to provide new insights into what characterised Einaudi’s 
neoclassicism (Forte and Marchionatti 2010, 4). In this sense, I argue that to under
stand how Einaudi diverges from neoclassical orthodoxy, it is essential to analyse not 
only his economic theories but also his social philosophy. His intellectual framework 
and methodological approach, in fact, retained profound and significant influences 
from diverse scholarly traditions that put him on a different level in relation to the 
predominant marginalist school of the first half of the 20th century.6

In terms of primary sources, within the extensive Einaudian corpus—whose inter
national impact remains limited even at present, particularly due to relatively recent 
and incomplete English translations (Einaudi 2000, 2006, 2014a, 2014b), as noted by 
Silvestri (2023, 766)—this article has made a selection, drawing from both Einaudi’s 
more mature analysis (1943–1961) and his early writings on labour conflicts (1896– 
1925), as well as some works from the late 1920s and 1930s on the interrelations 
between economic freedom and liberalism.7 Although necessarily selective, this 

4 See Buchanan (1960), Forte (1962, 2009), Meacci (1998), Fausto (2003, 2008) and Medema (2005).
5 The only exception is Dandolo (2019) and partially Faucci (1986). See also the extensive note on Dandolo’s 

volume by Pecorari and Cafarelli (2023).
6 Reflections on the influences on Einaudi’s thought are to be found in Kaldor (1955), Del Vecchio (1964), Caff�e 

(1975), Meacci (1998), Forte and Marchionatti (2012) and Marchionatti et al. (2014).
7 In analysing Einaudi’s thought, and perhaps especially an issue such as economic associationism, it is always 

important to consider both his academic works and his journalistic writings. See Pavanelli (2023).
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compilation has enabled the identification of a common thread that conceptually con
nects Einaudi’s initial reflections on economic associations to his later works.

This article is structured into three sections. Section 2 delineates the methodology 
employed by Einaudi to analyse and comprehend economic associationism as it 
emerged between the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In this regard, the focus will 
be on the two methodological pillars underpinning Einaudi’s analysis: first, empirical 
observation, referring to the empirical understanding of facts; second, historical 
research, that is, the understanding of the development of those same facts over time. 
These two approaches are inextricably intertwined, continuously informing one 
another in shaping Einaudi’s reflections. Section 3 is dedicated to elucidating the 
positive functions Einaudi identified in workers’ and employers’ economic associa
tions, and to connect his reflections on labour organisations to his broader system of 
thought and social philosophy. Section 4 concludes by summarising and providing 
some insights into Luigi Einaudi’s thought on economic associationism and the role 
of workers’ and employers’ organisations in a liberal society.

2. The method of inquiry: empirical observation and historical analysis

From a methodological perspective, Einaudi adopted a combination of the inductive 
and deductive methods. The approach can be defined as the experimental method 
or, in Mill’s terminology, the concrete-deductive method. This approach emphasises 
that any deductive line of reasoning must be supported by adequate observation, 
which serves as a measure of the validity of a theoretical argument. Furthermore, 
Einaudi also relies on a classical-Smithian understanding of the economic process as 
a dynamic and continuously evolving mechanism.8 Therefore, Einaudi considered 
deductive reasoning as a necessary but insufficient step in scientific inquiry, as it 
invariably required support—and, when necessary, correction—by adequate empirical 
observation. However, empirical observation alone was also insufficient and necessi
tated complementation by historical investigation to situate contemporary societies 
within a broader historical-evolutionary context.9

As many scholars have noticed, the integration between empirical observation and 
historical analysis represents one of the key aspects of Einaudi’s approach.10 Although 
a dialectical opposition between history and science emerges in Einaudi’s thought 
(Einaudi 1938, 1943), he ultimately considers history as a major ally of economic the
ory, adopting what he himself defined an “historical eye” in approaching social and 
economic reality (Einaudi 1936, 1937). In this sense, history consistently serves as a 
crucial component in the exploration of contemporary reality, functioning as both a 
source of knowledge and a means of validating one’s positions on the subject under 
investigation. Overall, both field investigation and historical examination serve, in 

08 For a thorough discussion of Einaudi’s method see Forte and Marchionatti (2012).
09 This element was a common characteristic of the so-called Turin School of Economics, led by Cognetti de 

Martiis. See Marchionatti et al. (2013).
10 Einaudi’s historical perspective is essential for understanding his thought, not only because he authored 

numerous works on economic history but also because he approached economics with a profound historical 
awareness. See, among others, Schumpeter (1954), Romano (1973) Romeo (1975), Forte and Marchionatti 
(2010).
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Einaudi’s perspective, as measures not only to test the validity of theoretical reason
ing, but also to evaluate economic policy decisions. For Einaudi, the more the ana
lysis shifts from “the instant snapshot to the more prolonged cinematographic take, 
from static to dynamic depiction” (Einaudi [1973] 2017, 70), the more the economist 
can aspire to understand the interconnections between various strata of social reality 
and their evolution.11

As noted by Dandolo (2019, 29–30), Einaudi’s initial encounter with economic 
associationism occurred relatively early, dating back to the mid-1890s. Right at the 
inception of his scholarly reflections—he graduated from the University of Turin in 
1895, obtaining his university teaching qualification in political economy in 1898— 
the theme of economic associationism already occupied a central position. That does 
not come as a surprise, as Einaudi’s research trajectory has always centred on the 
analysis of capitalist developments that necessitate new economic and social policies 
(Forte 2009, 15). As a matter of fact, in the years in which Einaudi began to engage 
with questions of economic associationism, Italian capitalist development was enter
ing a new and distinct phase. This period was marked by the rise of the Italian 
Socialist Party, founded in 1892 and which would go on to secure 32% of the vote in 
the 1919 elections, as well as by a new phase of labour conflict. During the Giolittian 
era, this conflict was precisely structured around the confrontation between newly 
formed and increasingly powerful trade unions and employers’ organisations.12

In an article published in September 1896, Einaudi emphasised both the novelty 
and the socioeconomic significance of associationism in the labour sphere:

In the last two decades [ … ] we have observed the emergence and rapid, productive 
proliferation of novel forms of economic organisation: industrial unions, consumer and 
production cooperatives, workers’ industrial associations, agreements between employers 
and workers to establish labour prices [ … ]. We cannot yet predict with certainty what 
transformation these new forces might engender in economic life; we merely recognise 
that they operate imperceptibly and continuously in the direction of combination and 
association (Einaudi 1896, translation mine).

Einaudi’s persistent focus on the evolution of social reality led him to diverge from 
an economic approach entirely predicated on the concept of the homo economicus. 
Neoclassical economists, Einaudi wrote to Croce in December 1930, not perceiving 
anything between the individual and the State, were inclined, “through oversight, to 
consider the group of collective forces [ … ] as something disruptive” (Croce and 
Einaudi, 1988: 56, translation mine). Diverging from this perspective, Einaudi was 
compelled to focus his attention on the collective forces emerging within industrial 
societies in the space existing between the individual and the State. As a matter of 
fact, until World War I, collective labour representation was a significant focus in 

11 Einaudi was significantly influenced by the philosophical school of pragmatism, particularly through the work 
of Giovanni Vailati, who emphasised the interdependent relationship between scientific concepts and concrete 
objectives, as well as the critical role of general-purpose goals in scientific inquiry. See Einaudi (1958), Baffigi 
(2009) and Faucci (1986).

12 For example, in 1901 the National Federation of Agricultural Workers (Federazione nazionale dei lavoratori 
della terra, Federterra) and the Federation of Metalworking Employees and Workers (Federazione impiegati e 
operai metalmeccanici, FIOM) were founded; in 1906, the General Confederation of Labour (Confederazione 
Generale del Lavoro, CGL) and the Industrial League of Turin; and finally, in 1910, the Italian Confederation 
of Industry (Confederazione Italiana dell’Industria). See Torreggiani (2024).
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Einaudi’s scientific and journalistic work, constituting one of the primary areas of 
investigation for the Italian economist. Until 1914, Einaudi wrote more than thirty 
articles on labour issues and collective representation,13 discussing different themes 
such as the history of English trade unionism,14 Italian strikes,15 agrarian and indus
trial organisations,16 labour experiments in New Zealand,17 American labour prob
lems,18 French labour legislation,19 strike-breaking practices,20 industrial law and 
labour institutions.21

After the publication of his 1896 article, Einaudi’s first direct encounter with eco
nomic associationism occurred in 1897, when Luigi Roux, the director of the news
paper La Stampa, dispatched him to the Biella region, specifically to the Val Sessera, 
where a textile workers’ strike was in progress. The Biella case was not the sole 
instance of labour conflict that Einaudi observed firsthand. Nevertheless, the initial 
case of social conflict and workers’ organisation that Einaudi addressed provides a 
paradigmatic example of the methodology he employed and the general conclusions 
he formulated regarding the associative phenomenon—conclusions to which he 
largely adhered throughout his life.

To comprehend the underlying causes of the conflict between workers and entre
preneurs, as well as the associated organisational tools created, Einaudi posited that it 
was necessary to investigate “what the conditions of the industry and the working 
classes are” (Einaudi [1897b] 1924, 26–27). The historical context was crucial. A mod
ern wool industry, it is noted in the article, was introduced in Biella circa 1840 with 
the advent of the mechanical loom, leading to the establishment of a modern factory 
system (ivi, 24). The resultant changes compelled “the weavers to abandon their indi
vidual independence and come [ … ] to work in the factory, side by side, under the 
guidance and discipline of the manufacturer” (ivi, 24–25). Therefore, the emergence 
of the modern factory production system led to a society that, by congregating 
increasingly large masses of workers in a single location, would be progressively based 
on collective organisations.

Subsequently, Einaudi introduces the more political and ideological aspect, which 
has assumed a significant role in the development of the conflict between workers 
and employers: “among a working class disposed to solidarity for factory work”, 
Einaudi wrote, “the socialist propaganda fell like an excitable spark that set off a great 
fire.” This propaganda resulted in a mass conversion to socialism. In this regard, 
while Einaudi opposed socialism politically, he acknowledged the role it played in the 

13 After 1918, other topics became more prominent in Einaudi’s reflections. However, labour issues remained a 
subject of analysis, as evidenced by the 1924 collection Le Lotte del lavoro and the discussions in Lezioni di 
politica sociale, published in 1949. The volume Le lotte del lavoro was published at the initiative of Piero 
Gobetti, a militant left-wing liberal, anti-fascist publisher and intellectual organizer, who died in 1926 as a 
result of an assault by fascist Blackshirts.

14 Einaudi (1897a), Einaudi (1899) and Einaudi (1901e).
15 Einaudi (1897b), Einaudi (1901a), Einaudi (1901b), Einaudi (1901c), Einaudi (1901f), Einaudi (1901g). 

Einaudi (1901h) Einaudi (1902a), Einaudi (1902b), Einaudi (1902c) and Einaudi (1904).
16 Einaudi (1906a) and Einaudi (1906b) and Einaudi (1914).
17 Einaudi (1908).
18 Einaudi (1897c) and Einaudi (1903a).
19 Einaudi (1901d).
20 Einaudi (1904).
21 Einaudi (1910).
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moral and civic elevation of the working masses. That was the result of what Einaudi 
called the “minimum program” of socialism—specifically, “the organisation in resist
ance leagues for the reduction of working hours, the increase of wages, the modifica
tion of factory regulations, etc.” (ivi, 53). The initial outcome of this minimum 
program was, in the Biellese, the establishment of the Lega di resistenza fra tessitori e 
tessitrici del Biellese in the spring of 1897, with specific objectives to “defend the 
members in all labour disputes; support and improve working conditions; subsidise 
members in case of forced strikes” (ivi, 53). The organisation of workers was, there
fore, a direct consequence of the new social and economic context, based, on the one 
hand, on factory production, which standardised the living conditions of workers, 
and, on the other, on a growing collective solidarity that emerged precisely from the 
sharing of the same living and working conditions among the new factory workers.

Although Einaudi examined a significant number of cases related to labour issues 
and collective representation, he recognised the need to incorporate a more in-depth 
historical analysis of the topic to enhance his extensive direct observations. In this 
context, the history of economic associations serves for Einaudi as both evidence and 
a manifestation of the concepts of freedom and balance as they relate to struggle. The 
most effective way to understand Einaudi’s interpretation of the history of economic 
associations is through Chapter 3 of Lezioni di politica sociale, which he wrote in 
Switzerland in 1944 and published in 1949 (Baffigi 2009).

In discussing the historical development of labour organisations—“a kaleidoscope 
of rises and falls, of transformations” (Einaudi [1924] 2006, 71)—Einaudi identified 
five distinct phases. The first phase corresponds to the emergence of medieval guilds 
in Italian cities between the 13th and 15th centuries. The second phase is character
ised by the decline of these guilds, occurring alongside the rise of national monar
chical states during the 17th and 18th centuries. The third phase refers to a brief, yet 
significant transitional period marked by the abolition of guilds and all craft associa
tions following the French Revolution. The fourth phase is associated with the re- 
establishment, albeit in a different form, of labour association freedoms during the 
19th century, leading to the development of modern trade unions and employer 
organisations. Finally, focusing specifically on Italy, Einaudi identifies a last phase 
that relates to the establishment of the Italian corporatist system under the fascist 
regime between 1922 and 1943.

In the five periods that Einaudi identifies, he specifically explores the factors trig
gering the transition from one period to another, allowing him to validate his initial 
hypothesis. Einaudi’s general hypothesis rests on a dynamic relationship between eco
nomic associationism and political freedom, highlighting the contrast between the 
social benefits produced by labour organisations through voluntary individual action 
in a free political environment, and the drawbacks that arise when associationism is 
used as an instrument of political power and social control. Under conditions of 
extensive freedom, the advantages of associative economic organisation outweigh their 
potential disadvantages; as political freedom contracts, however, these disadvantages 
increasingly prevail. Einaudi thus identifies a “critical point” at which the erosion of 
political freedom brings advantages and disadvantages into balance, beyond which 
further restrictions generate a net social loss.
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Einaudi’s assessment of the guilds in Italian cities during the 13th and 14th centu
ries is notably positive because these guilds represented a “free act of will by the 
craftsmen.” He argued that “the State—whether it was a commune, lordship, or 
bishop—did not create the guild; rather, it emerged from the genuine need of individ
uals practicing the same trade or craft to unite and protect their common interests.” 
As a result, “the essential characteristic of the medieval guild” was that it was “a 
spontaneous, voluntary, and adaptable creation by those involved.” Due to these char
acteristics, the medieval guild “was not designed to maintain privileges,” and ultim
ately reflected a broader context where “the political struggles and social conflicts that 
were typical of the medieval communes also influenced the associations of craftsmen” 
(Einaudi 1949, 87–88, translation mine).

Einaudi identified a strong correlation between the level of general political free
dom experienced by a society and the nature of labour organisations that develop 
within it. In fact, the transformation of medieval guilds was due to changes in the 
overarching framework. Einaudi observed that “the framework changes” when “the 
free life of the medieval commune transitions to the regulated and crystallised life of 
the great monarchies of the 17th and 18th centuries.” This transformation altered 
how political power interacted with the economic organisations that, after emerging 
voluntarily, were now regulated by the sovereign “for purposes of police and domi
nation.” At the same time, the reduced degree of freedom affected not only govern
ments but also the leaders of these guilds. In order to secure a range of privileges and 
favourable commercial positions, in fact, guild leaders often accepted a compromise 
with those in power.

As a result, Einaudi observed a reciprocal exchange that benefitted the political 
and economic elites but was detrimental to society as a whole. The logical outcome 
of this system was the crystallisation of the labour sector. This diminished its spon
taneous associative nature and, in turn, undermined crucial elements of economic 
progress. Therefore, Einaudi concluded that “the guild becomes a conservative body, 
reliant on old methods and antiquated goods and services. Spontaneous initiatives, 
industrial inventions, and new paths are denied, and must seek alternative outlets” 
(ivi, 89–91, translation mine).

A new phase emerged at the end of the 18th century, spurred by the French and 
English revolutions. Although these revolutions employed different methods, they 
shared a common goal: to challenge the power of guild privileges and monarchical 
absolutism. In revolutionary France, this rupture was more abrupt, exemplified by the 
Le Chapelier Law of 1791, which declared any economic association that aimed to 
alter working conditions, whether labour or employer, as illegal. In contrast, England 
experienced a more gradual process that led to a similar outcome, with the 1799 Act 
banning any coalition of workers or employers. While these measures aimed to elim
inate various rigidities, constraints, and privileges, Einaudi argued that they resulted 
in “the opposite extreme,” denying both workers and employers the right to associate 
for common interests and categorising strikes and lockouts as punishable offences. 
However, during the 19th century, as industrial society developed, a rising movement 
focused on political and associative freedom started challenging the idea that 
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safeguarding liberty could justify restricting the essential rights of the freedom to 
associate.

In both countries analysed by Einaudi, a series of legislative measures gradually 
restored the freedom of association for both workers and employers. In England, this 
process began with a law promoted by Francis Place in 1824. In France, it continued 
with an imperial decree in May 1864 and culminated in the Waldeck-Rousseau Law 
of 1884, which repealed the Le Chapelier Law enacted nearly a century earlier. 
Einaudi also highlighted the key characteristics of 19th-century economic association
ism, noting its connections to the earlier period of medieval guilds. He emphasised 
that the workers’ leagues of the 19th century were free associations, “not created by 
law nor regulated by it,” but rather formed out of “the will of individuals to 
associate,” eventually resulting in “a great variety of forms.” (ivi, 100, translation 
mine).

In this general European context, the situation also began to change rapidly in 
Italy, where full associative freedom for the labour world was formally acknowl
edged in the new Penal Code of 1889 and subsequently under the 1901 Zanardelli- 
Giolitti government, which decriminalised strikes. According to Einaudi, by the end 
of World War I Italy had achieved a level of development in workers’ and employ
ers’ organisations potentially comparable to that of the most advanced countries in 
Europe.

This development, however, was interrupted by the emergence of the fascist regime 
in 1922. In Einaudi’s view, Mussolini’s regime, akin to the absolute monarchies of the 
17th and 18th centuries, represented a new regressive phase in the history of eco
nomic associationism. The dissolution of free labour organisations was the first step 
into the establishment of the corporatist state, which used economic associations, 
directed and organised by the fascist State, as instruments of control and domination 
over society. In this context, Einaudi stated that under fascism “the unions were not 
unions but mere branches of the central government administration” as they were 
“direct organs of the totalitarian State, recording and seeking to implement the lead
er’s will.” Therefore, fascist authoritarianism and its corporatist system had turned a 
free and dynamic society into a stagnant and subservient one:

This is the essence of the so-called corporatist system: the transformation of a varied 
and independent society of industrialists, farmers owning their land, merchants free to 
take risks, workers free to move from one enterprise to another, individuals each 
endowed with a greater or lesser capacity to resist the demands of others, capable of 
forming diverse associations to defend their interests, capable of negotiating or not 
negotiating, free to express their thoughts, into a society of bureaucrats. (ivi, 105–106, 
translation mine).

Therefore, between 1922 and 1943, the final phase of the history of economic asso
ciations unfolded, characterised by a reversion to political and social conditions that 
closely resembled those during the absolute monarchies of the modern age. Similar to 
the latter, fascism also regulated economic organisations that had previously emerged 
spontaneously and autonomously. The fascist primary objective was to transform eco
nomic associations into an instrument of power for the central State.

8 V. TORREGGIANI



Overall, in reconstructing the history of economic associationism, Einaudi observed 
an alternation between historical phases in which a general context of political free
dom gives rise to spontaneous worker organisations, and periods in which political 
power becomes less liberal and uses economic associations for its purposes of domi
nating society. In conjunction with Einaudi’s direct experience with workers’ associa
tions and labour conflicts, this historical analysis profoundly informs the Italian 
economist’s evaluation and the role he assigns to economic organisations within his 
ideal liberal society.

3. The function of economic associationism

Einaudi viewed the formation of workers’ and employers’ unions as a necessary and 
inevitable consequence of the modern factory system.22 The rise of economic associa
tions was an indicator of a nation’s modernity, suggesting that the country had 
reached, or was nearing, a more advanced stage of economic and social organisation. 
In a 1907 article, Einaudi argued that “in countries where industrial life undergoes 
progressive development, workers’ unions grow steadily and sometimes rapidly” 
(Einaudi 1907, translation mine). Six years earlier, while discussing a strike by foun
dry workers in Turin, he had already commented that it was an “established and rec
ognised fact that where industries are thriving [ … ] labour disputes are poorly 
discussed and resolved between individual workers and entrepreneurs, and that the 
best way to address them is to entrust their resolution to collective representatives of 
both parties” (Einaudi 1901g [1959a], translation mine). Thus, Einaudi basically iden
tified a positive correlation among three elements: industrial prosperity, a low fre
quency of strikes, and the collective organisation of workers and employers.

Einaudi believed that beyond being an unavoidable manifestation of modernity, 
economic associations were also crucial for minimising social conflict. For this reason, 
he consistently advocated for the collective organisation of employers. As early as 
1902, the Italian economist urged industrialists to adopt “the same tools workers use 
in their struggle against employers,” countering “the united strength of workers with 
the power of union and harmony in defence.” In this sense, he concluded by assert
ing that “for dispersed entrepreneurs, only one path to salvation remains: to unite 
and fight against the adversary” (Einaudi 1902a [1959a], translation mine). Einaudi’s 
call was ultimately heeded by industrialists in 1906 with the establishment of the Lega 
Industriale in Turin. Reflecting on this significant moment in the development of 
Italian economic associations, Einaudi noted how the evolution of workers’ unions in 
the preceding decade had disrupted the balance in industrial disputes between work
ers and industrialists, concretely becoming a mean of social progress: “previously, the 
struggle was unequal”, Einaudi observed, “because the entrepreneur could comfort
ably fight individually against each of his workers [ … ]. Now, however, against the 
divided entrepreneurs stand the trade unions and workers’ chambers” (Einaudi 1906b 
[1959b], translation mine). It was precisely to restore equilibrium in industrial rela
tions that Einaudi welcomed the formation of the Turin League. He saw it as a way 

22 As Dandolo notes, Einaudi was not the only one in Italy to support this view; among those who shared it 
were Colajanni and Loria. See Dandolo (2019, 44–45).
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to extend to industrialists the organisational strength that had been, until then, the 
exclusive domain of workers. More broadly, as he had written in 1902, using one of 
his frequent military metaphors, Einaudi emphasised the benefits that the develop
ment of economic organisations for both workers and employers would bring to the 
balance of labour disputes, and by extension, to social stability and peace:

[ … ] battles between large armies are always less deadly than a multitude of small 
skirmishes between weak factions, inflamed by personal hatred. Just as the existence of 
two large armies in neighbouring nations—and the terror of the incalculable damage 
that a colossal struggle would bring—deters the risk of war and encourages people to 
negotiate, reach agreements, and pursue arbitration, the same applies to industrial 
conflicts. The perfect organisation of armies reduces the risks of war. Similarly, the 
perfect organisation of employers’ and workers’ unions diminishes the likelihood of 
strikes and violent conflicts. (Einaudi 1902a [1959a], translation mine)

In addition to initiating the organisation process within the industrial sector, the 
development and national expansion of workers’ unions provided significant benefits 
to the working class. First, the growth of the unions and their transformation into 
associations with broader geographic reach and greater functional complexity 
required the establishment of appropriate governing bodies and a skilled professional 
bureaucracy. In contemporary economic disputes, technical expertise became essential 
for understanding situations and developing effective solutions. As Einaudi stated, 
“among experts, one must become even more expert and be more educated and com
petent than one’s adversaries” (Einaudi 1949, 68). Second, another important trans
formation involved necessary changes in the leadership structures and qualities of 
union leaders. Einaudi noted that as associations evolved from local to national enti
ties, increasing their scale and functionality in interactions with the government and 
opposition, leadership needed to shift towards moderation and a willingness to com
promise. He emphasised that union leaders must transition “from agitators to strate
gists; from Garibaldi-like figures to generals hunched over maps, planning 
movements; artillerymen capable of calculating trajectories to ensure their shots hit 
the intended targets from a distance” (Einaudi 1949, 98, translation mine).

More broadly, Einaudi envisioned workers’ unions—and economic associations in 
general—as potentially becoming the primary instrument for elevating the working 
class. It is well-established that the refinement and elevation of individuals—a process 
requiring simultaneous civil, moral, political, social, and economic advancement— 
formed the core of Einaudi’s humanistic liberalism aimed at improving human indi
vidual and collective experience. By identifying economic associations as one of the 
means to achieve this refinement, we can better understand the significant role these 
modern institutions played in Einaudi’s thinking. This perspective was evident from 
the very beginning of his reflections on the subject. As early as 1897, while observing 
the strikes in the Biella region and the unions founded during that time, Einaudi 
wrote:

The elevation of the working class must be its work; the direction of cooperatives, of 
social improvement efforts, must be in the hands of the workers [ … ]. The resistance 
leagues are perhaps the first nucleus of the institutions that, in the future, will morally, 
materially, and intellectually elevate the conditions of the working classes. (Einaudi 
[1897b] 1924, 67, translation mine)
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Einaudi emphasised the important role that workers’ organisations played in 
improving the lives of the working class. This perspective was specifically developed 
during his exile in Switzerland and is articulated in his work Lezioni di politica 
sociale.23 Einaudi argued that the leagues served as a catalyst for growth and trans
formation among workers during the Giolitti period. It is worth examining the fol
lowing passage in detail, as it effectively illustrates Einaudi’s reasoning and showcases 
the eloquence of his writing:

Those peasants and workers, who had previously not even known they were human 
[ … ] for the first time felt themselves to be men among men, and understood that they 
were worth something if united with their companions. This new awareness of their 
value transformed them [ … ]. They became better peasants and better workers. Not by 
their intrinsic virtue, but by the virtue of the myth of elevation contained in the 
association, in the union with their companions, in the common action, in the new 
belief that they were worth something, the league made the new man worthy of and 
able to obtain a higher wage. (Einaudi 1949, 126, translation mine)

Therefore, the association serves as a tool that can bring forth individual and social 
virtues through collective, free, and spontaneous actions among its members. This 
analysis of economic associationism provides further evidence of Einaudi’s divergence 
from both the neoclassical and Marxist school, highlighting elements that help define 
his intellectual identity beyond conventional labels. Neoclassical economists tended to 
focus on the behaviours of rational individuals and the resulting levels of equilibrium. 
In contrast Einaudi, having his intellectual roots in classical economics, was more 
inclined to observe concrete realities, distrusting neoclassical theorems because, based 
in abstract assumptions, they were fundamentally incapable of explaining reality 
(Einaudi 1938 and 1943; Fossati 2016). This inclination led him to examine the role 
of intermediate bodies, which were becoming increasingly significant in early 20th- 
century industrial societies. At the same time, although his initial writings on the sub
ject were received favourably—perhaps mistakenly—by the socialist press,24 Einaudi’s 
view of workers’ organisations stemmed from a theoretical framework that examined 
the relationship between the State and the economy within capitalist development 
from a fundamentally anti-Marxist perspective. He did not see trade unions as the 
initial cells of a revolutionary movement aimed at overthrowing capitalism.25 From a 
theoretical standpoint, Einaudi rejected the Marxist theory of the inevitable tendency 
of the rate of profit to fall. Conversely, he maintained that increasing surplus profit 
through enhanced production could create a scenario in which both wages and prof
its could rise simultaneously without leading to a capitalist crisis. In this context, 

23 Einaudi was in Switzerland in 1943–1944 to escape capture by the fascists. During this period, he taught at 
some refugee camps for Italians, where some political refugees attended his lessons. The book Lezioni di 
politica sociale is the result of these lessons.

24 Consider, for instance, the congratulations sent to Einaudi by the socialist newspaper «L’Avanti» in November 
1898 to commemorate his attainment of the teaching qualification, motivated by the economist’s defense of 
the strikes by textile workers in Biella. See Forte (2009, 19).

25 More generally, Einaudi’s interpretation of economic associationism stands in sharp contrast also to that of 
the liberal-conservative jurist Santi Romano, who argued that economic associations were themselves the 
source of the crisis of the modern State (Romano, 1909). In this respect, the divergent interpretations offered 
by Einaudi and Santi Romano give rise to two fundamentally different – and opposing – attitudes toward 
Fascist corporatism.
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trade unions became essential instruments not for the destruction of capitalism, but 
for the advancement of a sustainable capitalist order, where an imbalance in the dis
tribution of surplus profits between workers and entrepreneurs would not occur. 
Thus, the improvement of workers’ conditions through trade unions, which would 
engage in ongoing dialogue with employers’ organisations, would serve as a stabilising 
factor for capitalism.26

In this context, individuals who choose to come together for the common good, 
play a crucial role in countering the trends of the 19th century, which were domi
nated by modern industry. At this regard, while modern industry provided “asylum 
and bread” to those uprooted from their land, it failed to create true citizens, reduc
ing them instead to mere proletarians. This reduction stripped individuals of their 
family ties, stable residences, professional pride, and land ownership, leaving them 
unable to lead independent lives or establish autonomous institutions for communal 
living (Einaudi 1942a). It was precisely in response to this degeneration that workers’ 
associations were formed during the 19th century.

Einaudi’s historical analysis sheds light on this topic. He viewed the succession 
of different stages as evidence of progress—not just economic, but also social, civil, 
and moral—brought about by a specific type of economic associationism. This form 
arose spontaneously from the workers’ own initiative, allowing them to define its 
aims and structure independently of political interference. In contrast, association
ism imposed from above served as a tool for political powers to manage, divert, and 
resolve conflicts within the labour sphere. Einaudi distinguished between these two 
types of economic associationism based on the level of material and moral elevation 
they provide to workers. When an association is free and spontaneous, it addresses 
the needs of individuals and becomes a means for their improvement. Conversely, 
when an association is regulated and imposed, it transforms into an instrument of 
domination, restriction, privilege, and monopoly. As Einaudi noted in 1949, “the 
first type of league, by creating new wealth and increasing the material and spiritual 
productivity of man, elevates all workers; the second type, by creating famine, 
favours narrow groups to the detriment of the excluded and creates a pariah class. 
The first type is characteristic of a healthy, progressive, stable society; the second is 
a seed of discontent, envy, and revolutionary instability” (Einaudi 1949, 126–127; 
translation mine).

Apart from these positive evaluations of economic associationism, Einaudi’s 
thoughts on the issue are also embedded in a broader intellectual framework that 
should be analysed and understood considering all his contributions. In this sense, 
one important interpretative key lies in Einaudi’s identification of three fundamental 
elements of modern capitalist society: market, institutions, and individuals. Again, his 
book Lezioni di politica sociale offers a roadmap for understanding the ideas of the 

26 See Einaudi (1898b) and (1899). From this perspective emerged the critique of Carlo Rosselli who, in his 
review of the book Le lotte del lavoro, saw in Einaudi “the drama of Italian liberalism: generating the creature 
and clipping its wings”, thereby denying “the potential for transcending the reality from which they originate: 
specifically, the capitalist, bourgeois reality”. See Faucci (1986, 222). This line of liberal thought was also 
shared by other experiences at the European level, forming the basis, for example, of the founding of the 
International Labour Organization in 1919, to which the English contribution was crucial, both in practical 
and theoretical terms.
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Italian economist.27 Notably, the book begins with a thorough discussion of the mar
ket’s role within human societies. Einaudi argued that the market serves as the vital 
centre of a society—not only for its economic activities but also, and perhaps more 
importantly, for the interactions that arise from it. In the opening pages of the vol
ume, Einaudi vividly described the “clamour of children” and the “elbowing of the 
peasants” approaching counters piled with goods such as cloths and shoes, eager to 
observe, compare, and touch the items, all drawn in by the “cries of vendors” 
attempting to persuade that their goods are the best, representing a true bargain for 
the money spent (Einaudi [1949] 2006, 39). This interaction between buyers and sel
lers—where individuals strive to sell at a high price while others seek bargains—con
stitutes the raw material of the social fabric. It is here that human relationships are 
formed, serving as the mediation space for opposing desires and needs. From this 
continual process of engagement and reconciliation, the market also provides essential 
guidance regarding various individual and collective needs, expressed in the form of 
prices. As Einaudi emphasised, prices are never merely “fair” or “unfair”; in fact, he 
found the adjective “fair” to be a “foreign body” when used before the noun “price.” 
(ivi, 42)

However, Einaudi warned that “the market cannot be left to itself.” He asserted 
that this “astonishing mechanism” can yield even more extraordinary results if we 
can refine and reform the institutions, customs, and laws within which it operates to 
aspire towards higher ideals of life (ivi, 65). For Einaudi, the market is not an end in 
itself but rather a tool that, though excellent in its own right, is not perfect. If left 
unregulated, the market can reach a “critical point” where any resource or good used 
by humans may become socially destructive (Gigliobianco 2010, 5).28 At this regard, 
Einaudi identified two significant risks: first, the potential for monopolies, which can 
arise from unregulated market dynamics and ultimately distort its fundamental prin
ciples; and second, the unequal distribution of wealth that must remain within limits 
deemed “fair” according to societal ideals, avoiding absolute equality, which Einaudi 
described as compatible only with the conditions of anthills and beehives—what he 
associated with tyranny, dictatorship, and totalitarian regimes (Einaudi [1949] 2006, 
65). To mitigate these risks, which Einaudi had witnessed during the fascist regime, a 
robust system of formal and informal institutions is necessary. For the market to 
operate for the benefit of society as a whole, it is essential—using Einaudi’s words— 
to “give ourselves good laws and institutions, create a good educational system that is 
accessible and suited to the various human capacities, and instil sound customs.” 
Ultimately, good laws and institutions stem from good individuals—“conscious 
human beings, desirous of enlightenment and education” within a “noble competition 
[to] set our sights high” (ivi, 65). In other words, although Einaudi’s liberal thought 
is indeed grounded in the market, the central role is assigned to individuals striving 
for moral elevation, even when acting within institutions. Laws and institutions 

27 Chapter 1 of the Lezioni di politica sociale was first published as Che cos’�e un mercato (Locarno, 1944) and 
then became the initial chapter of the Lezioni di politica sociale under the title Lezioni sul mercato. It was the 
only chapter of the book translated in English in 2006.

28 The concept of the critical point was originally formulated by the economist Emanuele Sella, to whom 
Einaudi dedicated an article upon his passing in October 1946. See Einaudi (1946).
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remain necessary because, while Einaudi assumed that individuals behave ethically 
also within organisations such as economic associations, they are not perfect but 
rather capable of self-improvement.

The significance of the three elements—market, institutions, and individuals— 
becomes particularly evident when considered in relation to the specific type of insti
tution represented by economic associations. In this context, when examined through 
the lens of Einaudi’s conceptual triad of equilibrium, liberty, and progress, the exist
ence of a political environment in which individuals can freely make their associative 
choices is crucial. Indeed this is intrinsically linked to what Einaudi referred to in 
1924 as one of his core ideas, namely

[ … ] an irreducible scepticism, almost a physical aversion, with regard to benefits 
provided from the outside, to the wellbeing that it is intended to procure for workers 
through laws, regulations, collectivism, paternalism, the intermediation of ill-employed 
politicians ready to settle disputes and arbitration [ … ]; and a heartfelt approval of the 
efforts of those who desire to elevate themselves on their own and in this struggle, fight, 
falter, and rise again, learning at their own expense how to win and to better 
themselves. (Einaudi [1924] 2006, 66)

All things considered, this scepticism and aversion directly result from his specific 
conception of equilibrium. By his own admission, Einaudi’s equilibrium was not the 
equilibrium of neoclassical economics (ivi, 72), but it rather was an essentially 
dynamic equilibrium, in line with the Anglo-Saxon tradition from Mill to Marshall. 
In this regard, his critique of neoclassical economists was related not only with the 
significant influence that 19th-century theories had on Einaudi, but also with the 
harsh criticism Einaudi directed at marginalist economists, in whose work individuals 
are subsumed by abstract hypotheses.29

Overall, for Einaudi, genuine equilibrium necessitated achievement through discus
sion and conflict, rather than imposition from above. His idea of equilibrium was 
thus characterised by its constant vulnerability—“for equilibrium to last, it must be 
under constant threat of not lasting,” he wrote in 1924 (Einaudi [1924] 2006, 70)— 
and its perpetual contestability by emerging and diverse social forces. On closer 
inspection, the concept of social equilibrium as struggle, and of struggle as a pre
requisite for social equilibrium, emerges as the foundation for understanding both 
Einaudi’s appreciation for workers’ and employers’ economic organisations and the 
critical role he assigned to economic associationism within his ideal liberal society. In 
this process, the absence of formal regulation enacted by the State is fundamental, as 
economic associationism could manifest its beneficial social effects only when it is 
spontaneous and unrestricted. As Einaudi emphasises, “no legal authority must inter
vene to crystallise the forces in play, or to prevent new forces from emerging against 
the old ones, against the blessed incumbents” (ivi, 71). At the same time, and pre
cisely in order to allow freedom of association to be fully expressed, the struggle 
must, on the one hand, be framed by sound laws and effective institutions and, on 
the other hand, be conducted by economic agents whose behaviour is fundamentally 
ethical.

29 Einaudi (1935).
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Upon closer examination, therefore, Einaudi’s assessment of economic association
ism implies, and simultaneously extends and concretises, more general principles and 
values, which pertain to his interpretation of liberalism. It suffices here to briefly 
recall Einaudi’s preface to the Italian translation of the volume On Liberty by Stuart 
Mill, published in 1925, in which the Italian economist identified “the logical justifi
cation of the right to dissent and the demonstration of the social utility of struggle.” 
In this context, for Einaudi, “syllabus, conformism, concord, regressive laws on press 
abuses are synonyms and indicators of civil decay. Partisan struggles, criticism, non- 
conformism, freedom of the press herald the eras of the ascension of peoples and 
states” (Einaudi 1925: IV, translation mine). The associative freedom of workers and 
employers was, therefore, a crucial element of these eras of ascension, constituting a 
collective form, specific to the industrial era, through which dissent, confrontation, 
and struggle could manifest in modern societies. Thus, Einaudi read economic organ
isations as concrete and historically determined instruments, that arise spontaneously 
in a liberal society, useful for composing and ultimately stabilising a society in which 
dynamic balance, economic freedom, and social progress coexisted.

The concrete realisation of the concept of freedom, in fact necessitated, for its 
achievement, instruments suited to it; instruments that each era would shape accord
ing to its specific characteristics. Einaudi perceived liberalism as an essentially polit
ical and thus moral issue.30 Nonetheless, for Einaudi, freedom of thought was 
necessarily connected to a certain degree of economic liberalism (Einaudi 1931 
[1988]). In this regard, both Einaudi’s empirical observation and historical research 
had demonstrated that freedom cannot persist in an economic society where there is 
not a diverse and rich proliferation of free and independent social life. In this context, 
“it seems difficult—Einaudi observed in 1937—to completely separate the liberal idea 
from the instrument with which it is converted into operative action” (Einaudi 1937 
[1988], translation mine). From this statement derives the notion that to be concrete, 
freedom requires instruments suitable for its implementation, operating in an equally 
suitable context. Therefore, Einaudi detected a bidirectional correspondence between 
the political context and its concrete instruments, in the sense that one is indissolubly 
linked to the other. It is precisely in this sense that Einaudi uses the history of associ
ationism in the economic field: to demonstrate how some instruments, or rather the 
use of certain instruments—Einaudi indeed acknowledges “that any means, even if 
created for this purpose [ensuring freedom], can be perverted to achieve the opposite 
goal” (ivi, translation mine)—can guarantee better than others, in a given era, the 
freedom of the greatest number of individuals. Einaudi thus asserted that, in the rela
tionship between liberalism—understood as political and moral freedom—and eco
nomic freedom, it is “the free spirit [that creates] an economy suited to itself.” This 
spirit “cannot, therefore, create an economy [ … ] subjugated to any idea imposed by 
a will that, by definition and by its very nature, is intolerant of any differing will.” In 
other words, “the spirit, if it is free, creates a diverse economy [ … ] without having 
to solicit the means of existence from a single force, whether that force be called the 

30 On Einaudi’s liberalism see Giordano (2006), Silvestri (2008, 2012), Forte (2009), Galasso (2010) and Farese 
(2019).
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State, a tyrant, a dominant class, or a priesthood intolerant of faiths different from its 
orthodoxy” (ivi, translation mine).

4. Conclusions

This paper has aimed to examine Luigi Einaudi’s perspective on economic associ
ationism and the role he attributed to this phenomenon in modern industrial soci
eties. Furthermore, the investigation has sought to establish connections between 
Einaudi’s thoughts on the functions of workers’ and employers’ associations and his 
overall system of thought, particularly regarding the concepts of equilibrium, free
dom, and progress—viewed as outcomes of free and spontaneous social struggle. The 
analysis has illuminated various aspects of Einaudi’s ideas, addressing both the spe
cific issue at hand and his positions on key concepts in economic analysis, such as 
equilibrium, progress, institutions, freedom, analytical methodology, and the role of 
the economist. To this end, the article has assumed the importance of analysing not 
only Einaudi’s economic theories but also his social philosophy.

To explore the key role that Einaudi attributed to the economic associations of 
both workers and employers, it was essential to reassess his concepts of equilibrium 
as struggle. Einaudi believed that conflicts, debates, discussions, and struggles were 
the only means to achieve a genuine and true social equilibrium. In this sense, in the 
context of modern industrial and mass society, economic organisations served as 
natural, spontaneous, and necessary instruments of social life, and they were integral 
to the struggles that, in Einaudi’s view, foster a creative, progressive, and fair society. 
This perspective must be also understood within the broader mission that Einaudi 
believed should always guide the work of an economist. According to him, the pri
mary objective of an economist is to identify social goals and strategies to achieve a 
good government—or buongoverno—which lies at the heart of his liberal philosophy. 
At this regard, in 1942, while writing the preface for a volume by Bresciani Turroni, 
Einaudi emphasised the economist’s role in making choices among potential goals 
before considering the means to achieve them. Thus, taking a stance decidedly 
opposed to that of Mises and Robbins (Einaudi 1943),31 Einaudi argued that a good 
economist is not merely one who identifies suitable means for a particular goal but 
one who discerns the appropriate means for pursuing good goals (Einaudi 1942b, 15– 
16). This illustrates the clear political foundation of Einaudi’s economic analysis.32

Moreover, the article further clarifies how Einaudi used history as both a source of 
knowledge and a means to test theoretical positions. History, he argued, allows for 
the observation of various forms that social phenomena, such as economic associ
ationism, take over time. At this regard, Einaudi positively assessed the free and 
spontaneous economic associationism of the Italian medieval communes in the 13th 
century and the European democracies of the late 19th century, viewing both as con
ducive to progress and human advancement. Conversely, he criticised any top-down 
impositions, deeming them socially, culturally, and politically detrimental. His critique 

31 On this, see specifically Forte and Marchionatti (2010, 13–16).
32 In any case, it is necessary to agree with Forte (2009, 56–58) that Einaudi’s position on this issue is evolution

ary and changes over time.
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of economic associationism particularly applies to periods, such as during absolute 
monarchies and Italian fascism, when labour organisations were exploited by political 
powers as instruments of social control.

Another consideration regarding Einaudi’s approach to the institutional problem 
can be put forward. At the core of Einaudi’s liberalism lies a latent and unresolved 
tension between the institutional and individual spheres. Institutions play a crucial 
role in Einaudi’s vision of society, guiding individuals towards self-improvement and 
preventing the potential pitfalls of a free-market society. Simultaneously, institutions 
are products of the efforts and ethics of individuals, who, in their singularity, con
struct the institutions best suited to their needs, driven by their freedom, sense of 
responsibility, and dignity (Heritier and Silvestri 2021: X).33

This approach is also reflected in Einaudi’s views on politics and institutions. As 
previously noted, while he considered the free market to be the central element of a 
society based on liberty, he also argued that effective institutions are essential for the 
proper functioning of such a society. Following R€opke’s approach—who, according to 
Einaudi, “did not claim to solve problems from a purely economic perspective pre
cisely because he had a deep understanding of economics” (Einaudi and Rossi 1988, 
133, translation mine)—institutions help safeguard the political and economic free
doms necessary for social progress. In this context, Einaudi believed that good institu
tions, such as economic associations, would facilitate the achievement of distinct 
levels of equilibrium, interpreting these levels in a dynamic rather than a static 
manner.

In sum, Einaudi underscored the need for an institutional framework in which 
good laws and practices—essentially good government—foster the conditions required 
for human flourishing and the realisation of a liberal society. In this sense, he 
emphasised the importance of economic associations formed by workers and employ
ers, as long as these associations were both free and spontaneous. In this framework, 
conflicts between economic organisations should be resolved by the organisations 
themselves, without any external interference. On this subject, as early as 1901 
Einaudi wrote:

“Economic justice is achieved only by guaranteeing the freedom of labour [ … ]. Let the 
workers unite and negotiate, strengthened by their organised resistance, with the 
entrepreneurs; and let them significantly raise their standard of living. This elevation 
will be the result of free organisation, and a deserved reward granted to those who 
proved themselves strong and skilled in the economic struggle” (Einaudi 1901c, 384– 
385, translation mine).

Free and spontaneous economic associations were among the means identified by 
Einaudi to build a society based on fair competition, creativity, and the joy of work. 
These elements were crucial for the significant advancements of human societies in 
the two centuries preceding his work (Einaudi 1942b, 49–72). At this regard, eco
nomic associations were a fundamental pillar of Einaudi’s concept of good 

33 Einaudi’s ideas on the relevance of institutions and State intervention is perhaps better understood in his 
debate with Keynes, where the Italian economist defends the idea of the economic role of the State as devel
oped by Adam Smith, thus against the simplistic laissez-faire motto as propagandized by Bentham and the 
Manchester School. At this regard, for instance, Einaudi was a great admirer of Cavour and his program of 
public work. See Einaudi (1898a), Einaudi (1926), Einaudi (1933a) and Einaudi (1933b).
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governance. In conclusion, one could argue that, for Einaudi, economic associations 
represent, to paraphrase a crucial author for Einaudi such as R€opke, institutions con
formable with the market, that is, institutions that profoundly align with the structure 
of the market economy system because, while leaving its mechanism intact, they 
achieve their objectives not by contravening its rules but rather by making use of 
them.34 Einaudi characterised his approach in 1941 not as a laissez-faire liberal phil
osophy but as a “neo-liberal” perspective aiming for the realisation of complete com
petition while recognising the necessity of various inherent constraints (Einaudi 
1941).35
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