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Abstract: 
The Economic Miracle in Italy was a period of unprecedented economic growth from 1958-
1962. This essay looks explore the origins of this economic post-war boom and in a larger 
context discuss how it affected Italian society. In discussing how it altered Italian society it will 
show the correlation between the increasing advancement of consumer goods in Italy with the 
rise in urbanization in Italian cities. Then the essay will analyze how the Economic Miracle 
altered the religious and political spheres in Italy.  
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The Economic Miracle 
After World War II Italy faced a war shattered economy, massive infrastructure damage, 

and a disastrous period of inflation. Despite these circumstances by 1970 Italy was transformed 

into one of the most advanced industrial nations in the world. The reason for the transformation 

was the dramatic expansion of the Italian economy. The transition that ensued became to be 

known as the 'Economic Miracle' and its apex was during 1958-1963. The Economic Miracle 

ushered in a period of vast economic, social, and political transformation that altered the course 

of Italian history. This paper looks to explore the major causes and effects of the Economic 

Miracle and transformation it had on Italian Society. This paper will argue that the origins of 

Economic Miracle started with massive labor surplus in Southern Italy because of the failure to 

industrialize Southern Italy. Then with a huge labor surplus and then European economic 

integration the Italian economy became a main producer for European goods which allowed Italy 

to explosively develop into one of the most industrial nations in the world. Furthermore this 

paper will briefly examine economic transformation on Italian society in the 20th century by 

showing it economic miracle created an increase in individualism in Italian society.  

Although Nazi occupation and large amounts of resistance fighting was concentrated in 

Northern and Central Italy, Southern Italy coming out of World War II was arguably in worse 

condition. Faced with overpopulation, high birth rate, poor educational facilities, outdated 

farming techniques, lack of stable employment, and a quasi-feudal system of land tenure; 

Southern Italy was more backwards than ever compared to Northern Italy.1 The first Post-war 

Italian government headed by Aleci De Gasperi realized the dire situation of the south. Realizing 

this in 1950, De Gasperi implemented the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno which was an attempt to 

                                                           
1 Smith Mack, Dennis. "Post War Recovery." In Modern Italy: A Political History, 411. 
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solve the ‘southern question’.2 The Cassa peril Mezzogiorno was a program that invested in the 

building of rail-roads, dams, aqueducts, and irrigation works. Another element of the program 

was major land re-distribution in the latifundisti or large plantations of Southern Italy. De 

Gasperi directed the Cassa peril Mezzogiorno to break up the large latifundisti into numerous 

small plots of land that were given to peasants. The peasants would take loans from the Italian 

government which they would pay back to the bank of Cassa peril Mezzogiorno.3 In 1954 there 

was another plan designed to the ‘southern problem’. This plan was designed by the Italian 

Minister of Finance, Enzio Vanoni. The Vanoni Plan directed public and private capital into 

investments in building factories in Southern Italy. The goal of the program was to grow the 

industrial sector to such an extent it would double the average income in Southern Italy.4 

As vast sums of money were spent in Southern Italy to solve the southern question, the 

villages that were built nobody came, the dams that were built were never diverted for irrigation, 

and the small plots of land divided up for thousands of peasants barely provided subsistence 

farming.5 Likewise, the economic investments from the Vanoni Plan were counterproductive too. 

This is because the factories that were built focused solely on heavy machinery products. Italian 

businesses that needed the heavy machinery found it was more economical to outsource the labor 

than to domestically buy from the southern factories.6 The results from these initiatives were the 

division of lands and creation of factories having little impact on solving the numerous problems 

of southern society.7 Therefore, with empty factories and ineffective economic production lead 

to financial mismanagement, the government attempted to keep money flowing to these 

                                                           
2 Ginsborg, Paul. "The 'Economic Miracle' Rural Exodus and Social Transformation." 212.  
3 Ibid, 214.  
4 Harris Elinor. Board of Govenors of the Federal Reserve System Division of International Finance”. Italy’s 
External Balance and Vanoni Plan 
5 Ginsborg, Paul. "The 'Economic Miracle' Rural Exodus and Social Transformation." 215.  
6 Smith Mack, Dennis. "Post War Recovery." In Modern Italy: A Political History, 411.  
7 Ibid, 413.  
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initiatives, but there was massive corruption stalling the process. Over a third of the money was 

lost due to financial mismanagement by the governing agencies while another large percentage 

was lost because money was diverted into the hands of the Mafiosi and camorristi.8  

Even though this was the first major attempt by the Italian government to solve the 

southern question, it failed because of two reasons. One, it was vast underestimation by the 

Italian government given the economic realities and financial market of Southern Italy. With the 

investment in capital labor firms the finished goods were largely stockpiled in Southern Italy 

because there was a lack of necessity for large industrial machinery. This heavily depreciated the 

value of the factory and products which lead to an overall counter-productive investment. 

Secondly, due to the clientelistic relationship between the administering agencies and the local 

officials, the building of public works, of the villages, and the flow money was diverted to 

specific individuals. 9  Although the push to catch up the south failed, the brief taste of 

industrialization felt by Southern Italians was captured. This included the benefits it brought to 

society including steady or even higher paying jobs along with an increase in standard of living. 

Even though the push modernization failed, the taste for modernity was felt by Southern Italians 

which made an entire generation willing to immigrant into Northern Europe and emigrate from 

southern Italy to Central and Northern Italy.  

The second reason which contributed in the massive labor surplus in Italy during the 

1950’s was the modernization of farming practices. In 1951 agriculture still occupied over 57% 

of the working population's job in Southern Italy.10 This system of farming was largely based on 

traditional style cultivation, in which, labor was intensive while yield was comparably low.11 The 

                                                           
8 Ibid, 417. 
9 Ibid, 414. 
10Grindrod, Muriel. "Developing Southern Italy: A Fifteen Years' Survey." The World Today, 439.  
11 Ibid, 419.  
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agricultural system only allowed for temporary employment during harvest season while the rest 

of the year, the peasant was out of employment. This strictly inhibited the growth of the farming 

industry and overall economic well-being of the Southern Italian economy. This was because 

there was less cash to be invested in modern farming techniques and less cash to buy goods. 

With investments from the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno and from the Vanoni Plan, southern 

farmers were able to invest into modern farming practices. This lead to the rise of capitalistic 

farming which allowed produce to be planted and cultivated through the use of tractors, 

pesticides, insecticides, and fertilizers; all of which increased production and decreased the need 

for labor.12 The modern farming techniques created a rise in unemployment in a society that was 

already without or already under employed. This created a massive surplus of workers in 

Southern Italy who were without jobs, but tasted the effects of industrialization. It is in this 

context that Italy’s entrance into the wider European market was essential in capitalizing on the 

massive labor surplus that fueled the Economic Miracle.  

Since the first wave of industrialization in the 1890's, Italy has always lacked the natural 

resources to complete the industrializing process. This changed in 1951 with the signing of the 

European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).13 The ECSC was signed by Belgium, France, 

West Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg. In 1951, the treaty had a dramatic 

improvement on the Italian economy. The idea of the ECSC was to provide free trade within all 

the signatory countries. For Italy, this was beneficial because all the countries had large coal 

deposits which Italy lacked. Italy was then able to import coal at a fraction of the cost rather than 

spending large sums of money on coal. This allowed for industries to have efficient energy at a 

fraction of the cost which allowed businesses to have more capital to invest into their businesses 

                                                           
12 Carte-Fonds Europèeen D’orientation et de Garantie Agricole. Un Outil pour le Développement de l’agriculture 
Réunionnaise, Bruxelles 
13 Ginsborg, Paul. "The 'Economic Miracle' Rural Exodus and Social Transformation." 221.  
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and hire more workers. This explains the constant growth of internal investment in Northern 

Italian businesses between the years of 1951 -1956 which rose on average 14% more per year.14 

Although the ECSC contributed to the constant growth in the early I950's, it was not the 

fundamental reason for the explosive growth between the years of 1958- 1963. The reason which 

lay behind the explosion of growth between the years of 1958-1963 was Italy’s entrance into the 

European Economic Community (EEC) which was orchestrated in 1957. It is in this treaty that 

allowed for a surplus of poor Southern Italian peasants to emigrate in the search for a better life; 

which was used by Northern Italian businesses in the evolution of the Italian economy.  

In 1957 the creation of the EEC allowed European market to be opened without trade 

restrictions. This had a profound effect on the Italian economy because it allowed for the 

exportation of goods into a wider European market. With the Northern Italian businesses in need 

of workers to keep up with high demand, they were able to hire the Southern Italian workers at 

low cost. As it has been shown; there was an extraordinary surplus of workers from southern 

Italy because of the failure to industrialize the South and the rise of capitalistic farming. Thus, it 

is this context that the roots of the Economic miracle are established. This is because with the 

surplus of workers and eagerness of Southern Italians for better lives it pushed Italians north. 

Then with the formation of the EEC, it spurred economic growth in Italy. This allowed Northern 

Italian businesses to use the cheap labor to manufacture products leading to the explosive growth 

in the Italian economy. With the formation of the EEC and the use of cheap labor, the exports 

from Northern Italian businesses increased average 14.5% per year.15 This was because of shared 

resources as a member of EEC and the expansion into a greater European market. This allowed 

Northern Italian industries to grow at an unprecedented rate, in which, to keep up with demand, 

                                                           
14 Ibid, 231.  
15 Smith Mack, Dennis. "Post War Recovery." In Modern Italy: A Political History, 416.  
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there was a need for cheap labor. Therefore, the Northern Italian firms were able to hire Southern 

Italians to keep up production, while still keeping production costs low allowing the products to 

be competitive on the international market.16 As the international market continued to expand, so 

did the domestic market. This was because as more emigrates from Southern Italy were arriving 

at the factories; they started to earn stable wages which allowed them to buy products that were 

being produced, such as Fiat 500s, a washing machine from Candy, or even a fridge from 

Zanussi.17  

During the Economic Miracle between the years of 1958-1963 the GDP increased by an 

average of 6.3% per year and this growth rate was an unprecedented figure in Italian history.18 

Private investments on the Milan Stock Market increased on average by 9% per year with both 

international and domestic investments in Italian companies skyrocketed.19 This was further 

aided by joining the EEC which allowed Italian exports, the largest profit source in the Italian 

economy, to grow by 14.5% per year. 20  With cheap production cost because labor was 

inexpensive, it allowed for the continued rise of Italian exports to rise within the EEC countries 

which reached its peak in 1965 with over 40% of all goods coming from Italy. The composition 

of what Italy produced during this period dramatically shifted as well. Textile and food products 

were replaced by consumer goods such as; fridges, washing machines, televisions, cars, precision 

tools, typewriters, and plastic goods. 21  In terms of economic production this shows Italy’s 

strength in becoming an industrialized nation and the change in materials produced shows Italy's 

transition from a back water economy into an industrial society. Moreover, as this process of 

                                                           
16 Schott, Warner. "Italy: The Economy and the Stock Market .", 67.  
17 Ibid, 68. 
18 Ibid, 68.  
19 Mini, Peter V. "Foreign Direct Investment in Italy, 1956-1963: Some Developmental Aspects." 78 
20 Ibid, 79.  
21 Ginsborg, Paul. "The 'Economic Miracle' Rural Exodus and Social Transformation." 244.  
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industrialization continued, Italians found themselves with the ability in partaking on this radical 

transition into modernity. This directly created a supply economy based on massive 

consumerism which had a tremendous effect on the societal and political composition of Italy.  

The effect of the Economic Miracle was the transformation of everyday life for the Italian 

individual. From the years of 1950-1970, Italy's per capita income grew more rapidly than both 

Britain and France.22 The result of the unprecedented growth was the use of money to buy 

consumer goods. In 1958, only 12% of Italians owned a television, but by 1965 over 50% of 

Italians owned a television.23 Likewise, other goods followed a similar pattern in the same years: 

fridges 13% to 55%, washing machines 3 to 23%, private cars 347,000 to 4.67 million, and 

motorcycles from 700,000 to 4.67 million.24 This rise in standard of living was welcomed by all 

Italians, but it did produce several important changes that altered the 'traditional' society of 

Italian culture.  

To examine the effect of the Economic Miracle on Italian society it is important to 

examine the role of the television and the car in Italy. Initially, the television was a collective 

form of entertainment.25 People would gather at houses to watch events and it was a focal point 

for socialization. In the magazine L 'Espresso, Massimo Calamandrei from Mugello, a town 

north of Florence, recounts his experiencing of watching television as a "collective action". 

When Calamandrei is interviewed for the article he tells the interviewer "that there were eleven 

televisions in the entire town and we would gather to watch events and the game show of Lascia 

o Raddoppia". 26 As more and more families' bought TV sets, the collective action of what 

                                                           
22 Mini, Peter V. "Foreign Direct Investment in Italy, 1956-1963: Some Developmental Aspects." 78.  
23 Ginsborg, Paul. "The 'Economic Miracle' Rural Exodus and Social Transformation." 247.  
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid, 248.  
26 M. Calamandrei, “La Città in Compagna”, L’espresso, vol. V 
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Massimo Calamandrei experienced started fading away. This was because the act of going to the 

bar or neighbors was replaced by the individual action watching the television in their own flat.  

With the rise of the individual emerging from the Economic Miracle, mobility, like the 

television became an important aspect in aiding that transition. The Fiat 500 became a symbol of 

the Economic Miracle because it was the Ford Model T of Italy. The Fiat 500 was small, 

affordable, and provided middle class families the ability of escaping city life to go on vacations 

during the weekend or paid holidays.27This provided the family with a more individualized way 

to spend and create family time. Rather than spending it with the community, or with a large 

extended family, the extra mobility allowed families to go the mountains or even the sea with 

ease. Moreover, the Fiat 500 also provided an individualized way to commute to work rather 

than taking the public transportation. This took to the individual out collective group as opposed 

to taking the trams of Turin or Milan. 

  The transition from a communal social structure into individual experience, shows the 

tremendous social shift that resulted from the Economic Miracle. This is because with the rise of 

mass production and goods being relatively affordable; more individuals were able to buy goods 

as opposed to relying on neighbors, public transportation, or the local bar to watch a football 

match. Thus, the rapid economic development and mass production, gave the majority the ability 

to 'own' the good they wanted. This is how consumerism removed the individual from the 

collective group. By removing the individual from the group; this affected both the religious and 

political spheres of Italy as well.  

The decline of religion in Italian society was one of the most significant consequences of 

the Economic Miracle and is a direct result in the rise of individualism. In a survey taken in 

                                                           
27 Smith Mack, Dennis. "Post War Recovery." In Modern Italy: A Political History, 430.  
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1956, 69% of Italians went to Sunday mass regularly.28 In 1962 the figure had dropped to 53% 

and by 1968 that number was only at 40%.29 The decline in religion was the result of massive 

movement of the rural population into urban centers. This combined with the growing 

consumerism of every-day life lead to a growing individualistic society. The traditional regions 

in Italy where the Church possessed the most influence were often times in Southern or Northern 

rural areas such as; Trentino-Alto Adige, Veneto, Basilicata, Puglia, and many other regions in 

Southern Italy.30 As Southern Italians emigrated north, the process of urbanization in cities such 

as Turin and Milan, lead to dramatic decline in Church attendance. In a survey taken on the 

outskirts of Milan in 1968, it was found that out of 300,000 inhabitants only 26% regularly 

attended mass.31 This was massive transition that was a crisis for the Catholic Church because 

their traditional influence over the Italians population was drastically decreasing.  

Urbanization contributed to the decline of religion because it was the process of breaking 

social norms. In traditional rural society the Italian male or female would have been obligated to 

attend mass every Sunday; being in an urbanized center allowed the individual to exercise 

greater freedom without the expectations of 'traditional society'. Therefore, with urbanization it 

allowed the individual break societal norms that would have been impossible to do in rural 

society because of the social expectation. Furthermore, with the emphasis on the American 

model of consumer society, materialism started replacing the values of religion in Italian society. 

This happened because as the individual laborer worked, the money earned by the worker went 

directly to goods to benefit their individual nuclear family. For example, when buying the Fiat 

500, the Candy washing machine, or even the Zanussi fridge; the good is bought with the direct 

                                                           
28 Ibid, 433.  
29 Ginsborg, Paul. "The 'Economic Miracle' Rural Exodus and Social Transformation." 248. 
30 Ibid, 249. 
31 Ibid.  
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intention to benefit the family as opposed to the community. It is in this context that religion was 

replaced by the values of materialism. This is because consumer items became a status symbol 

and a way to improve one's life, in which, the individual became focused on his nuclear family as 

opposed to the collective community of the church. This frightened to the Roman Catholic 

Church because there was a dramatic shift in societal norms with the introduction of consumer 

values, but it also effected the political environment of Italy; most dramatically the Christian 

Democrats and the Communist Party.  

The Christian Democrats (DC) was the main political party of Italy after the World War 

II. Although it was the centrist catch all party of Italy, comprising both right and left leaning 

political factions, the party was centered on traditional and Roman Catholic beliefs.32 The DC 

had a traditional view of Italian society, which was a rural, traditional, and highly religious 

society centered on the family. With both emigration leading into urbanization and the emphasis 

placed upon the individual from a consumer society; the Economic Miracle dramatically altered 

the DC's version of Italy.33 Mariano Rumor, the secretary of the DC party in 1964 said in a party 

meeting "the family finds itself at the centre of the decomposition of the traditional structures of 

Italian society".34 It is in this context that the DC viewed this economic transformation as a 

negative effect on Italian society because the economy was expanding so fast the family could 

not adapt.35 This is because as both urbanization and consumer values replaced religious values, 

which were fundamental to the Italian family; the product in their eyes was a change into a 

debased and immoral society.  

                                                           
32 Smith Mack, Dennis. "Post War Recovery." In Modern Italy: A Political History, 437.  
33 Damilano, ed., Atti e documenti della DC, vol. 2, p. 1819.  
34 Smith Mack, Dennis. "Post War Recovery." In Modern Italy: A Political History, 439.  
35 Ibid, 440.  



  

12 
 

Likewise, the Communists were hardly more than content with the transition of Italian 

society into consumerism. This is because as a society becomes more affluent and reaches a 

higher level of prosperity, there is a general lack of want or change for the political structure. In 

the Communist case, that was the antithesis of the goal of the party. With the rise of white-collar 

workers, as opposed to the traditional blue-collar workers, the Communist Party lost a significant 

amount of support of the Italian populace.36 The cause of the decline of the Communist party 

was blamed because of the transition of blue collar into white-collar workers. This changed 

emphasized the individual because white-collar workers were able to earn enough for televisions, 

home based appliances, and even vehicles. With the rise of wealth and each family focusing on 

their immediate members it took the worker out of the mindset of the collective community. This 

is directly opposed to communist ideology which is built on the idea that the collective group is 

more important than the individual and this is the antithesis of communist ideology  

With the effects of Economic Miracle, the major societal effect on Italian society was the 

emphasis of the individual as opposed to the whole. With massive urbanization and the use of 

consumer goods, Italy entered into a period built on materialistic values. This in the context of 

religious values was a negative influence because the Catholic Church lost major influence over 

the Italian population. In the political landscape, Italian society became more individualized 

because it emphasized the individual family which altered the DC's view of traditional Italian 

family structure. In the Communists case, the transition shows the growing affluence of Italian 

society based upon the individual family. With the growing affluence it meant that Italians 

tended to focus less of groups of community and more on the individual. As each large political 

and social force opposed the Economic Miracle, it shows that the political and social institutions 

were reactionary and opposed to change which ultimately led to the political instability and 
                                                           
36 Ibid.  
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terrorism that ensued in Italy during the 1970's as the political structure was not able to adapt to 

the modernity of the Italian economy. 

The origins of the Italian Economic Miracle involved the massive labor surplus in 

Southern Italy, integration into the European Coal and Steel Community, and the formation of 

the European Economic Community. With integration into ECSC and importation of cheaper 

energy Italian factories were able to drastically cut their expenses allowing the business to invest 

in more workers and new machinery. Then with the formation of the EEC opening up trade 

boundaries, it allowed Northern Italian business to exploit the massive surplus of Southern 

Italian workers. Many Southern Italians left to go to Northern Italy and it created a massive 

urban expansion in cities such as Milan, Turin, and Genoa. With the rapidly growing economy 

the Italian industry changed turning into a consumer economy which produced cars, televisions, 

and fridges at an affordable price. As economic expansion was occurring the Italian middle class 

became larger, in which, they were able to buy the goods being produced. Furthermore, the 

Economic Miracle affected Italian society by replacing the traditional communitarian values of 

Italian society with a more individualistic approach as the populace was able to earn enough to 

be dependent without community help. This change lead to a decline in the religious following as 

many rural areas became less populated with emigration and the two dominant political parties at 

the time, the Christian Democrats and the Communists. Therefore, it can be argued that the 

Economic Miracle in Italy after World War II was a completely transformative event that altered 

all aspects of Italian society reaching from economic, political, and even religiously. However, to 

understand modern Italy today it is imperative to understand the effects of the Economic Miracle 

and that it encompassed which would require a much more extensive study than the introduction 

provided here.  
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