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Chapter One

Mussolini’s Road to Power

On 12 September 1919, a feverish middle-aged man in a bright red Fiat filled with flowers led around 2,000 Italian war veterans and nationalists into the Adriatic port of Fiume. Fifty-six-year-old Gabriele D’Annunzio was perhaps Italy’s most compelling celebrity: a poet, playwright, journalist, womaniser, ultra-nationalist and master self-promoter who had been honoured for his courageous escapades during the First World War. He wanted to replace democracy with rule by an elite of exceptional individuals who happened to be just like himself.

Until recently part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Fiume had a large Italian population, but the post-war peacemakers had granted it instead to the new nation of Yugoslavia. D’Annunzio, outraged by Italy’s ‘mutilated victory’, had a very simple solution: he would march in and take it. Fearing that he would mount a coup against Rome if it moved against him, the Italian government was petrified into inaction. D’Annunzio declared himself the de facto dictator, or Duce, of the ‘Republic of Carnaro’ and ruled for a full 15 months before he was finally removed by force.

D’Annunzio has been called the John the Baptist of fascism. With his right-hand man, Alceste De Ambris, he drafted a proto-fascist constitution, persecuted Fiume’s Slav population and used combat-seasoned militias to suppress dissent. More importantly, he invented the aesthetic of fascism. A narcissist with a flair for drama, he pioneered the black-shirt uniforms, the rousing speeches from a balcony, the street parades, the rhythmic call-and-response chants, the soldiers’ anthem ‘Giovinezza’ (‘Youth’) and the stiff-armed Roman salute that is now synonymous with fascism. It was the politics of the piazza, not parliament. He was essentially remixing the images and rituals of ancient Rome for post-war Italian nationalists.

Back in Italy, another ambitious nationalist was monitoring the occupation with a mixture of admiration, embarrassment and envy. Six months before D’Annunzio’s march, 35-year-old newspaper editor Benito Mussolini had launched a new movement. It came to be called fascism.  Like D’Annunzio, Mussolini wanted to restore the glory of the Roman Empire, with himself as its Caesar. But unlike D’Annunzio, he knew how to play the game of politics. The Duce of Fiume was a colourful eccentric who burned himself out because he had no strategy. Mussolini saw in the rubble of his failure the components of future success.

Benito Amilcare Andrea Mussolini was born in humble circumstances on 29 July 1883 just outside Predappio, a small town near Ravenna. ‘The fact that I was born among the common people put the trump cards in my hand,’ he later said. His mother, Rosa, was a Catholic schoolteacher. His father, Alessandro, was a blacksmith and local politician who had been arrested for his socialist activism. Alessandro’s ideological muddle of socialism, anarchism, nationalism and authoritarianism was a powerful influence on his son, whom he named after three celebrated revolutionaries.

As a student, Mussolini was neither promising nor popular: a stubborn, misanthropic loner with a violent streak. During his first decade after graduating, he was often gloomy and aimless, drifting around Europe. He was a drinker, gambler and womaniser whose seductions by his own account included rape.

Mussolini earned a living as a reluctant schoolteacher, disliked by both pupils and parents. But he found his calling during a spell in Switzerland as a socialist journalist whose prose was punchy, direct and brutally entertaining. His beliefs, however, were erratic, to put it kindly. Sometimes he identified as an anarchist and sometimes as an ‘authoritarian communist’. He carried a medallion bearing the face of Karl Marx. According to biographer Denis Mack Smith, ‘he appeared to adopt opinions merely because they fitted some new attitude or would help his career’, and would justify his U-turns ‘as an example of an inner intuition that he came to consider as infallible’. Though he read widely, contemporaries thought of him as more of an actor than an intellectual: a shallow and unoriginal thinker with a weathervane personality.

Nonetheless, after settling in Italy for good in 1910, he steadily became one of the country’s most renowned socialist writers and editors. He also honed his oratory at political meetings, learning exactly which buttons to push to drive the crowd into a mounting frenzy.

Mussolini had a direct line to Italy’s anxieties. A relative latecomer to unification, industrialisation and urbanisation, the country at that time was desperate to become a great power. In 1910, the Italian Nationalist Association party brought together some of the future constituents of the fascist coalition, including big business and middle-class professionals, to pursue proto-fascist goals: the strengthening of national unity through authoritarianism and military expansionism. But Mussolini was not among them. Nor was he a revolutionary syndicalist like De Ambris – radical, anti-democratic trade unionists who believed that ‘one big union’ could bring down the capitalist system with a general strike. At this point he was still firmly a man of the left. In 1911, when the nationalists and many syndicalists supported Italy’s imperialist war in Libya, Mussolini was jailed for his part in an anti-war riot. The Italian flag, he wrote, was ‘a rag to be planted on a dunghill. There are only two fatherlands in the world: that of the exploited and that of the exploiters.’

After his release, Mussolini became the energetic editor of the Italian Socialist Party’s newspaper Avanti!, almost tripling its circulation. ‘My newspaper was a weapon, a banner, my very soul,’ he later said. ‘I once thought of it as my favourite child.’ He ran unsuccessfully as a Socialist candidate for the Chamber of Deputies, Italy’s parliament, and then successfully as a councillor in Milan. But Mussolini was no orthodox socialist. While he had read Marx, he was far more excited by writers with stranger and more visceral ideas.

Fascism was neither inevitable nor predictable, but it drew on ideas that had been circulating in the European mind for decades. The end of the nineteenth century was a period of immense upheaval in the fields of politics, sociology, psychology, technology and medical science. In each country, the middle classes in particular were convulsed by paranoia about the unruly urban masses, the fate of the nation and the destiny of the race.

One popular idea was degeneration: the notion that the moral and physical health of Europe was in terminal decline unless drastic measures were taken to control reproduction. The new pseudoscience of eugenics (‘race hygiene’ in Germany) encouraged ‘pure’ citizens to procreate while discouraging or prohibiting the ‘impure’. There were many candidates for this biological enemy within: Jews, immigrants, homosexuals, socialists, the working-class masses. Eugenics, like nationalism and socialism, prioritised the health of the group over the rights of the individual.

While eugenicists fetishised biology and statistics, other writers were delving into the murk of the human subconscious. The Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud was taking expeditions into the id. The French intellectual Gustave Le Bon was constructing an analysis of mob psychology. Whereas liberal democracy was founded on the Enlightenment values of liberty, reason and progress, these thinkers unearthed a vast resource of untapped power in the realm of emotion and myth. This pointed to a new kind of politics in which the essence of the nation could be found in the ancient ties of blood and soil rather than the ballot box. It was something you felt, not something you pondered.

Mussolini called Le Bon’s 1895 book The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind ‘a masterful work’ and read it many times. By describing the crowd as dangerously volatile but controllable by the right person, Le Bon foresaw the art of twentieth-century dictatorship: ‘The multitude is always ready to listen to the strong-willed man, who knows how to impose himself on it. Men gathered in a crowd lose all force of will, and turn instinctively to the person who possesses the quality they lack.’  As Mussolini revealingly rephrased it: ‘The crowd loves strong men. The crowd is like a woman.’

Mussolini was attracted to such fashionable thinking about the power of extraordinary individuals to seize the reins of history, in contrast to the contemptible compromises and half-measures of liberal democracy. He devoured Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy about the superman and the will to power. In Switzerland, he attended lectures by the Italian economist and sociologist Vilfredo Pareto, who argued that democracy was an illusion and all that really mattered was which elite was in charge.

The retired engineer and amateur theorist Georges Sorel had been sketching out a vision of what a new elite might look like. Sorel felt that the nations of Europe had become sleepy and decadent and needed some shocking, soul-stirring, violent upheaval, based on the power of myth rather than logic. Unlike Marx, he thought that a revolution could just as easily be based on nationalism (‘the people’) rather than class consciousness. When revolutionary syndicalism failed, he moved towards nationalism; when Lenin’s Bolshevik Russian Revolution succeeded in October 1917, he turned back to communism. What mattered was results. ‘I owe most to Georges Sorel,’ Mussolini said years later. ‘This master of syndicalism by his rough theories of revolutionary tactics has contributed most to form the discipline, energy and power of the fascist cohorts.’

To call all of these thinkers proto-fascists would be unfair, but they all helped to mould Mussolini’s belief in a vigorous revolutionary aristocracy, unconstrained by conventional ideology and justified in the use of physical force. The idea of fascism, then, was latent in European culture, but it needed an unprecedented crisis to activate it. That crisis came in the form of the First World War.

When the war broke out on 28 July 1914, Italy was bitterly divided over whether to join it. The pro-war movement was a disparate alliance of people with often mutually exclusive goals. Some hoped it would lead to a revolution; others believed a grand conflict would instead strengthen the young nation. The common factor was nationalism: Italy first.

For a few weeks Mussolini stuck to the Socialist Party’s anti-war line and called intervention an ‘unpardonable crime’, but he soon resigned from Avanti! and launched his own, pro-intervention newspaper in Milan, Il Popolo d’Italia (The Italian People), leading to his expulsion from the party. His shocked comrades assumed he had been bribed into changing his mind. As it happens, Mussolini’s newspaper did later accept secret funding from the British and French governments, but his U-turn was sincere. The war had accelerated his journey away from Marxism’s emphasis on class conflict towards revolutionary nationalism: ‘Class reveals itself as a collection of interests – but the nation is a history of sentiments, traditions, language, culture, and race.’ He insisted that he carried the true flame of socialism – national socialism. ‘You cannot get rid of me because I am, and always will be, a Socialist,’ he taunted his former allies. ‘You hate me because you still love me!’

Mussolini also co-founded with Alceste De Ambris a pressure group to promote intervention: the Fasci d’Azione Rivoluzionaria (Leagues of Revolutionary Action). The fasces is a tight bundle of rods, sometimes encasing an axe. It symbolised the power of magistrates in ancient Rome but came to represent unity during the French and American revolutions: one rod can be broken, a bundle cannot. To this day it appears uncontroversially in such contexts as the flag of Ecuador, the state seal of Colorado and the coat of arms of Vilnius, Lithuania. In Italy, fascio meant a league with revolutionary ambitions. At this stage, fascism was not yet an idea. It was still a half-cooked soup of instincts, symbols and personal calculations.

The bitter argument between pro- and anti-war forces in Italy overrode traditional politics. Some syndicalists aligned with Mussolini. So did the poet Filippo Marinetti, founder of the belligerent Futurist art movement, who described war as ‘the world’s only hygiene’. Anyone who opposed the war, socialist or otherwise, was branded a ‘defeatist’. The two camps clashed in the streets. And for the first time, Mussolini enjoyed the thrilling taste of political violence.

Italy finally declared war on Austria-Hungary in May 1915. In September, Mussolini was conscripted and sent to the Isonzo front, where he impressed his superiors and was promoted to sergeant. But in February 1917, he was injured by a mortar explosion during a training exercise and returned to Milan to resume editing Il Popolo d’Italia.

The more extreme and certain his editorials, the more readers he attracted, even if he contradicted his equally extreme and certain previous editorials. ‘It makes little difference to him what the flag is, whether that of Fascism or socialism,’ wrote one early biographer, ‘so long as he is its standard-bearer.’ For Mussolini, only those who had fought possessed the strength and integrity required to rule the country: an aristocracy of the trenches. What was needed, he wrote, was a man ‘ruthless and energetic enough to make a clean sweep’ and make Italy great again.

Fascism only succeeds when the status quo fails, and there was no greater failure than the previously unimaginable carnage of the First World War. Italy, despite being on the winning side, had been humiliated by the debacle of the Battle of Caporetto in autumn 1917 – a lasting symbol of the liberal government’s ineptitude. Overall, the country had lost more than 600,000 men. It was unclear exactly what it had gained.

The chaotic, traumatised post-war world didn’t just pose formidable short-term challenges for governments; it shattered the old order and the liberal belief in progress. The new symbols of the age were barbed wire, machine guns and the technology of slaughter. An orgy of national hatred and senseless killing had mutilated the minds of an entire generation, creating a widespread sense of resentment and loss.

The war had also introduced democratic nations to the experience of mass mobilisation, centralised economies, restricted liberties and modern propaganda, all of which fascism would later exploit. And it hastened the Russian Revolution, which became a model for ruthless insurrectionary violence. According to the historian Stanley G. Payne, it was the Bolshevik Lenin who ‘initiated most of the new practices and institutions of fascist-type regimes’.

On top of all that, the war created a vast reserve of aimless veterans, hungry for purpose. Poems and films might give the impression that all soldiers were reluctant conscripts, sickened and scared, but the truth was that some of them had never felt more alive. The trenches spawned a new collective identity, distinct from mainstream society: a cult of virility, violence, comradeship and self-sacrifice, forged in the heat of battle.

The war machine had ground them up and spat them out. They felt betrayed by the machinations of the peacemakers and the weakness of their political leaders. Plagued by inflation and unemployment, they were primed for extremism of one kind or another. Revolutionary socialism was the obvious destination, but Mussolini was about to provide a potent alternative. ‘When I came back from the war, like so many, I hated politics and politicians,’ wrote the army captain and fascist Italo Balbo. ‘Better to deny everything, to destroy everything, so as to rebuild everything from scratch. . . Without Mussolini, three-quarters of the Italian youth which had returned from the trenches would have become Bolsheviks.’ Members of the Arditi, a fearsome elite commando group in the Italian army, were especially attracted to leaders like Mussolini and D’Annunzio, who gave them an opportunity to transition to fighting domestic enemies. Some became Mussolini’s private goon squad, stewarding his public appearances in their distinctive black shirts.

The word fascismo came a little later, but fascism was born on 23 March 1919. It did not look like the future. On a rainy Sunday morning in Milan, a few dozen people gathered in a hall overlooking the Piazza San Sepolcro to witness Mussolini launch a group with the ‘hard, metallic name’ Fasci Italiani di Combattimento (Italian Combat League). They were an overwhelmingly young ragbag of war veterans, pro-war leftists and intellectuals, united on one point: the need to ‘declare war on socialism . . . because it has opposed nationalism’.

Occupying a previously unmapped political space – both revolutionary and traditionalist – fascism was confusing from the very start. Mussolini was a political entrepreneur who cobbled together a movement from disparate components and only gradually finessed it into a coherent programme. So when the fascists published their first platform in June 1919, co-written by Marinetti and De Ambris, it was merely Mussolini’s opening offer to the Italian people. To paraphrase the old joke: these were Mussolini’s principles, but if the Italian people did not like them, he had others.

Some of the fascists’ initial policy priorities were strikingly progressive: women’s suffrage, proportional representation, a national minimum wage, an eight-hour working day, a lower retirement age, and heavy taxes on capital. They vigorously opposed the cornerstones of conservatism: monarchy, church and empire. ‘We are libertarians above all,’ Mussolini wrote, as if he were talking about a completely different movement, ‘loving liberty for everyone, even for our enemies.’ It was all ultimately meaningless. As he later admitted: ‘Fascism was not the nursling of a doctrine previously drafted at a desk; it was born  of the need for action, and was action; it was not a party but, in the first two years, an anti-party and a movement . . . a series of pointers, forecasts, hints.’

At heart, what fascism became was both a substitute religion and a conspiracy theory, founded on an apocalyptic myth of a decisive battle between good and evil: the nation is tormented by a rolling crisis that democracy cannot resolve; the race is in decline, undermined by enemies within; the only solution is a dynamic strongman who can purify and unite the chosen people and eliminate their foes by any means necessary. Only then can the nation attain the greatness that it rightfully deserves and fulfil its destiny as one of the prime movers of history. Although fascism’s first wave included some feminists, the movement applied heavily gendered language to politics: liberalism, humanitarianism and democracy were weak, impotent and effeminate, while fascism was virile, active and strong.

At first, Mussolini’s aspirations to remake Italy seemed like a pipe dream. In the elections of November 1919, Nicola Bombacci’s Socialists became the largest party, followed by the Catholic Italian People’s Party. The fascists, running on a radical left-wing platform, won zero seats. Not one person voted for Mussolini in his birthplace of Predappio. With the movement’s membership crumbling, a depressed Mussolini considered quitting politics, leaving Italy and writing novels instead. As bad as those novels would have been, we should all be sorry he did not do so. Triumphant socialists paraded a coffin through Milan as a mocking symbol of his political career.

They couldn’t have been more wrong. Within three and a half years, Mussolini would go from total failure to a palace in Rome. And the key to that success would lie not in his policies, but in violence, and the fear of violence. Mussolini may have fancied himself as an intellectual, but fascists weren’t fighting a battle of ideas. As one put it: ‘The fist is the synthesis of our theory.’

The Italian novelist Ignazio Silone described fascism as ‘a counter-revolution against a revolution that never took place’. During the years following the Russian Revolution, the middle and upper classes in many European countries were terrified of something similar happening on their doorstep. In Italy, 1919 and 1920 were known as the ‘two red years’, as strikes and occupations swept the country. In parts of the countryside, trade unions and socialists were effectively in charge. In the cities, the factories of companies as important as Fiat and Pirelli were seized by the workers. Shops were smashed and looted in ‘cost-of-living riots’. The authorities were incapable of cracking down on arson, intimidation and street fighting. \The Socialist Party became dominated by its revolutionary maximalist wing, which declared: ‘Let us do as in Russia.’

The red years did not lead to revolution, but they did give the fascists a licence for violence. On 15 April 1919, a group of fascists clashed with socialists and anarchists in the centre of Milan, killing three of them. They then stormed the offices of Mussolini’s former newspaper, Avanti!, and set fire to the building. Dozens of police officers and carabinieri stood by and did nothing. This was the first sortie of the squadristi, armed thugs who claimed to be restoring order to Italy while in fact sowing chaos – a contradiction we will see throughout the fascist story. Think of the squadristi, or Blackshirts, as a paramilitary criminal gang whose goal was to smash the machinery of democracy even as they professed to be defending it from the communists.

More than Mussolini, regional leaders known as ras (after Ethiopian chieftains) called the shots. The young men of the squadristi enjoyed posing for team photographs, brandishing cudgels and guns, before embarking on an ‘action’. Clean-shaven or sporting neat moustaches, they appeared sleek and modern next to the bearded old guard. One of their signature tactics was to force victims to drink castor oil, a powerful laxative that one Blackshirt called ‘the golden nectar of nausea’. Young men who had never engaged in politics before were thrilled by this new, aggressive anti-politics. ‘Fascism has mobilized its forces from the twilight zone of political life,’ observed the fascist Agostino Lanzillo, ‘and from this derives the violence and juvenile exuberance of its conduct.’ Their motto was me ne frego: ‘I don’t give a damn.’

The Blackshirts ran riot across the country, wrecking hundreds of socialist offices, clubs, newspapers, cooperatives and labour exchanges. Northern towns with a long and proud history of left-wing organising – Bari, Ravenna, Milan – fell under fascist control akin to a military occupation. In some regions, the squadristi became a shadow government. The left couldn’t win. Any violence prosecuted by socialists or anarchists invited crushing reprisals, while socialists who renounced violence were nonetheless harassed, intimidated, assaulted and murdered. The Italian fascists were actually more lethal than the Nazis at an equivalently early stage: between 1919 and 1922, as many as 2,000 leftists and 600 fascists were killed in political violence.

Why didn’t the Italian government do anything to stop the violence? Partly because many members of the army, police and church hated the left too. From the struggling, resentful middle classes to wealthy landowners in the agricultural northern regions, fear of socialism was fascism’s most effective recruiting sergeant.

Much though Mussolini disdained ras-dominated provincial fascism as representing ‘the private interests of the most sinister and contemptible classes in Italy’, he could not ignore its success. He was forced to choose between his principles and his opportunities, which was no choice at all. So he quickly dropped the radical left-wing planks of the 1919 platform to appease his new allies. If landowners and businessmen were amenable to fascism, then tax rises had to go. If the church was a potential ally, then Mussolini – a lifelong atheist who had often described religion as a mental illness – would make peace with the Vatican. And if King Victor Emmanuel III might one day usher Mussolini into power, then why continue to denounce the monarchy? Mussolini began talking aggressively about seizing territory from the Slavs. Left-leaning fascists such as De Ambris protested, but they were soon forced out. To broaden popular support, Mussolini claimed that fascism could appeal to ‘aristocrats and democrats, revolutionaries and reactionaries, proletarians and anti-proletarians, pacifists and anti-pacifists’. It would be whatever it needed to be. It was everything and it was nothing.

Nevertheless, he feared he was losing control of his own movement to the squadristi. After he was elected to the chamber in May 1921, as one of 35 fascist deputies, he claimed that violence was ‘not a system, nor an aestheticism, far less a sport’ but a ‘brutal necessity’. He even signed a ‘Pact of Pacification’ with the socialists, promising to rein in the Blackshirts. This was his short-lived bid for political respectability. But the leading ras – Italo Balbo, Dino Grandi and Roberto Farinacci – denounced him as a traitor and plotted to replace him with D’Annunzio. Any repudiation of violence was a de facto restriction of their power. Flexible as ever, Mussolini dumped the Pact of Pacification to save himself, but made sure to limit the power of the ras by turning his loose movement into \the National Fascist Party. ‘It was necessary to transform a mob into a party,’ he later explained. He became known as Il Duce.

In spring 1922, squadristi violence accelerated to the point where Italy felt ungovernable. The opposition was fatally disunited. The socialists splintered on both flanks, producing the Italian Communist Party on the left, co-founded by Nicola Bombacci and Antonio Gramsci, and the ironically named Unitary Socialist Party on the reformist side. Neither was able to form a united anti-fascist front with the Catholics, which was the only thing that might have actually stopped Mussolini. By late 1922, the Fascist Party had some quarter of a million members – up from less than a thousand three years earlier.

What did the fascists want? Power, first and foremost. On 24 October 1922, Mussolini told the Fascist Congress in Naples: ‘Our program is simple: we want to rule Italy. They ask us for programs but there are already too many. It is not programs that are wanting for the salvation of Italy but men and will power.’ The Liberal prime minister, Luigi Facta, a weak and unpopular caretaker leader, ignored warnings that the fascists were planning to march on Rome to remove him. But that was precisely what they did.

For Mussolini, Rome
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