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Guglielmina Ronconi was a  pioneer social worker in Italy at the beginning of the 20th  century.  The philanthropic institution she established in 1907, l'Opera di Vita Morale (OVM), was centered on women (actually a "network of women") in two ways: on the one hand, the institution was exclusively run by women, on the other, it mainly helped women of the lower classes. Ronconi worked primarily through words which she used with extraordinary skill to create an intense communication channel with the less educated and often hostile public (people who lived in juvenile or adult prisons, for example). Her talks were always related to their daily life and the language used was purposely simple. The range of subjects  developed in her talks was wide and went from the teaching of the great Italian poets in an effort to arouse  patriotic fervor and elevate the "spiritual life" of the citizens to practical advice on how to run one's home or solve family problems; from hygienic practices to the education of  children. 





OVM's purpose was not only educational, its workers set up a sort of "emergency help" assisting the most urgent and desperate cases of the poor.  OVM opened a number of chapters in  workers' neighborhoods in Rome and in other Italian cities. During the First World War the number of chapters in Rome reached 18.  OVM was also very active in juvenile and women's prisons.





It is not surprising that this network, already operative in workers' neighborhoods, was very attractive to the Americans who had arrived in Italy during the difficult months following the Caporetto retreat.  For the men working for the CPI (Committee on Public Information), the US official War Propaganda organization, Ronconi and her institution became a choice channel through which they could attain one of their main goals, namely,  reaching the Italian public at large by bypassing the appointed leaders whom they mistrusted if not wholly opposed. Ronconi was the only woman permanently employed by the CPI along with her network of followers and proletarian women.





Very unusual indeed was the meeting between two bodies so profoundly different: the former, embodying the American progressive tradition, had been set up to spread throughout the world Wilson's war policy; the latter, though new in the context of social work in Italy, had flourished in the cultural humus of Giolitti's elitist Italy as well as in the socially active environment of the Catholic Church.     





For Ronconi to work with the Americans meant that she finally had access to means she so desperately needed: financial means to begin with. The sums obtained both from the Italian government and private donations had been minimal up to that point.  Also, the arrival of the Americans gave Ronconi the opportunity of introducing new challenging topics in her speeches: the abundance, technology and generosity the new allies had brought along would affect everyone. Moreover, priceless was the access to the information media, especially the motion pictures Italians would see for the first time capturing the imagination of people of all classes. 





From then on all  Ronconi's talks were followed by a movie with Italian subtitles provided by CPI. The movies she chose were very specific; usually they were not war movies. They dealt with the abundance of food and the marvelous accomplishments of American society with its modern and grandiose skyscrapers, its factories, dams, automobiles, etc. The result was a glorification of the United States not so much as a military power, but rather as a rich and democratic country.





Ronconi's talks followed by these types of movies were very effective in conveying to the Italian working people the American myth describing a modern, wealthy society capable of fulfilling poor people's dreams. Images showing easy access to productivity, democracy and abundance flowed before their eyes.   Thus, an image of the United States, similar to the one that in previous years had nourished the American myth in the Italian emigration regions, was spread in poor neighborhoods and small towns around the center and South of Italy. The myth, previously marginally perceived, now became an important motor in the cultural development of Italy due to the exceptional popularity that Wilson and America had acquired by their decision to enter the European war during the last year  of the conflict.
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