
Dictatorship in Italy

Reflections on Mussolini’s dictatorship

The Italian Social Republic (RSI) (1943–5)

War and collapse (1940–5)

Mussolini’s dictatorship (1922–43)

Rise of Mussolini to 1922

Mussolini’s foreign policy (1922–40)
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2. Emergence of Fascist 
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Explanation
4. Role of Mussolini

3.Support for Fascism

1925–9: creation of Fascist regime
1930s: Great Depression prompted move towards ‘corporate state’

1936–40: intensification of repression and increased opposition 
1936–9: economic instability due to war pressures

1943–5: last effort to reignite dynamism of Fascism, but  
Mussolini isolated to northern Italy as Nazi puppet

Phase 3 (1935–40):
Italian invasion of Abyssinia, 

alignment with Germany against France and Britain

Phase 2 (1930–5):
move towards agreement with 

Britain and France

Phase 1 (1922–9): 
constrained aspirations in Europe,
brutal colonial rule in north Africa

Stages

Rapid succession 
of ministries

1912–14: Original radicalism on left, anti-war
1915: Turn towards favouring war
1921: Abandon revolutionary inclination, focuses
efforts against industrial strikes, set up PNF
1922: Installed as Prime Minister, March on Rome

Giolitti’s pre-war failure to 
launch Italian representative, 

mass democracy

First World War: 
turns instability into crisis,

political divisions regarding 
whether to join, economic 

crisis over cost

Post-war:
Militant demands from PSI and unions,

failure of consensus politics owing to wide
political divisions

Collective strength from 
various political groups

Shared antipathy towards
liberal and socialist alternatives

Wide appeal across the 
political spectrum (Left-Right)

Violent: young veterans participating 
out of patriotic fervour, sympathy from 

Italian army and carabinieri

Lower middle classes,
landowners including
peasant proprietors, 

industrialistsIndirect support: aristocracy
and the Church

Organization to bring 
local activists under one national party

Bluster and bluff, sense of power
Doctrine of action, opportunism, pragmatism

rather than ideological straitjacket

Italy in the Second World War

Indoctrination and culture

Fall of Mussolini: 
disillusionment with war, 

Mussolini deposed July 1943

Matteotti Crisis (June 1924):
Murder of PSU leader and critic of Fascists

leads to withdrawal of support for Mussolini, 
BUT Aventine Secession allows Mussolini 

to regain power

1922–4: Coexistence with non-
Fascists in cabinet, increasing 

strength across parliament, April 1924 
election gives 404/535 seats

Ideology of Fascism

Relations between Church and State:
Lateran Treaty and Concordat reconciliation (1929)

Return to beginning?

Propaganda Ministry (1935),
Ministry of Popular Culture (1937)

OND (1933):
co-ordination of work schemes

and clubs

New ‘Fascist Man’ for the
‘century of Fascism’

Political power 
and institutions

The Regime

Northern struggles:
internal resistance and Allied efforts
against Germans in the North (1945)

Neutrality of 1939 abandoned 
in declaration of war on Britain 

and France (June 1940)

Parallel war: attempt to
gain in Balkans and North Africa

Increasing to total 
dependence on Germany

Mussolini rescued (Sep 1943)

Ideology

The Duce

Return to anti-monarchist
ideology

Nationalized industries

However, weak forces
were limited to the northern territories

Fascism as adaptable force
exploited to advantage by Mussolini

(Smith, Gregor)

Fascism as fraud
(front for Mussolini’s quest for power)

(AJP Taylor, Fermi, Halperin)

Fascism as serious entity
independent from Mussolini

(Roberts)

Coercion: 
imprisonment, OVRA

Anti-Semitism and racism:
early freedoms for Jews overturned by 

Manifesto on Race (1938)

Economic policies:
shift from free enterprise to state control

From 1925: 
1. Eradicate democracy from 

constitutional system
2. Eradicate radicalism from 

Fascist movement

Political and Social Doctrine of Fascism (1932):
• State as absolute
• Anti-communist, anti-socialist
• Anti-democratic
• Pro territorial expansion

Mosaic of conflicting sub-ideologies:
national syndicalism, rural Fascism, 

technocratic Fascism, conservative Fascism,
nationalist Fascism

Theories of the ‘second wave’: 
1. Political ‘revolution’
2. Political ‘continuity’

3. Political vacuum filled by 
‘Cult of the Duce’

4. ‘Sacralization’ of Italian politics

Education: Ministry of National Education (1939),
textbooks became a state monopoly, 

Fascist School Charter (1939)

Speech and appearance of 
Mussolini, the Duce

Youth Organizations: 
ONB, Sons of the She-Wolf,

Avanguardisti, Fascist Levy, GIL

Insufficient war
resources

From buffoon, to statesman, 
to reconciler

Judged as more moderate 
than other dictatorships 

(Halperin, Ridley)…
…but brutality still evident,

especially in African colonies
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