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Mussolini’s War in the Mediterranean
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When Benito Mussolini led Italy into the Second World War in June 1940, he imagined himself stepping onto the stage of history at the perfect moment. Nazi Germany had crushed Poland, overrun Denmark and Norway, shattered France, and driven the British Army from the European continent. To Mussolini, the old balance of power seemed broken beyond repair. Britain stood defiant but isolated, while France, Italy’s old rival in the western Mediterranean, appeared defeated and humiliated. In Rome, the Fascist dictator believed that the war was nearly decided and that Italy had to act quickly if it wished to claim a share of the spoils. He did not want to be remembered as a spectator to Adolf Hitler’s triumph. He wanted to be remembered as the founder of a new Roman empire.

Yet Mussolini’s war in the Mediterranean was born from ambition far greater than Italy’s actual strength. Fascist propaganda had spent years describing Italy as a revived imperial power, heir to the glory of ancient Rome, destined to dominate the sea that Romans had once called Mare Nostrum—‘Our Sea.’ Maps, speeches, parades, and schoolbooks all repeated the same message: Italy was not merely a European country but a civilizing empire with a historic mission. The regime pointed to its colonies in Libya, Eritrea, Somaliland, Ethiopia, and the Dodecanese Islands as proof that Fascism had restored national greatness. But beneath the grand language lay serious weaknesses. Italy’s industry was limited, its armed forces were poorly coordinated, its equipment was often outdated, and its economy was not prepared for a long modern war.

The Mediterranean was central to Mussolini’s dreams because it seemed to offer both glory and opportunity. From the Italian peninsula, the Fascist regime looked south toward North Africa, east toward the Balkans, and west toward France’s colonial possessions. Control of the central Mediterranean could threaten British sea routes to Egypt, Malta, Cyprus, and the Suez Canal, one of the most important strategic arteries in the world. The canal connected the Mediterranean to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, linking Britain to its empire in India, the Middle East, East Africa, and Asia. If Italy could dominate this region, Mussolini believed, Britain’s imperial system might be weakened or even broken.

However, geography alone could not win a war. Italy possessed a powerful navy on paper, known as the Regia Marina, with modern battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and submarines. It also held bases in Sicily, Sardinia, Libya, and the Dodecanese, which gave it a commanding position across the central Mediterranean. But the Italian navy faced serious problems. It lacked aircraft carriers, had limited radar, suffered from fuel shortages, and was often constrained by cautious command decisions. The Regia Aeronautica, Italy’s air force, had many brave pilots but relied heavily on aircraft that were already becoming obsolete. Meanwhile, the Italian army was large but uneven, with units that varied widely in training, mobility, leadership, and equipment.

These weaknesses mattered because Mussolini’s Mediterranean war demanded speed, coordination, and logistical mastery. Unlike a campaign fought on a single front, the Mediterranean struggle stretched across sea lanes, desert roads, islands, ports, mountain passes, and colonial territories. Troops in Libya needed food, ammunition, vehicles, and fuel transported across waters vulnerable to British submarines and aircraft. Garrisons in East Africa were isolated once the war began because Britain controlled the surrounding seas. Campaigns in the Balkans required supply lines through rough terrain and severe weather. The war Mussolini wanted was imperial, theatrical, and expansive; the war Italy could actually sustain was much narrower.

At first, the collapse of France seemed to offer Mussolini an easy victory. On June 10, 1940, he declared war on Britain and France, announcing that ‘the hour of destiny’ had struck. Crowds gathered in Italian squares to hear him speak from the balcony of the Palazzo Venezia in Rome. Fascist newspapers celebrated the decision as the beginning of Italy’s great imperial moment. Yet the timing revealed the opportunism behind the declaration. France was already near defeat. German armies had broken through in the west, Paris had fallen, and the French government was preparing for surrender. Mussolini hoped to gain territory at little cost, but even this limited ambition exposed the weakness of his forces.

Italy’s attack on southern France in June 1940 was unimpressive. Italian troops advanced through the Alps against French defenses in difficult terrain, but they gained little ground before the armistice. The campaign showed that Italy’s military machine was not the sharp instrument Fascist propaganda claimed it to be. Mussolini obtained small concessions after France’s defeat, but not the sweeping territorial gains he had imagined. Hitler, who had done the real work of defeating France, had little reason to reward Italy generously. From the beginning, therefore, Mussolini’s war revealed a painful contradiction: he wanted the status of a great conqueror, but his battlefield achievements did not justify it.

Still, the Mediterranean remained open to Fascist ambition. The most important Italian possession in the region was Libya, which had been under Italian control since the early twentieth century. Libya bordered British-controlled Egypt, where the Suez Canal gave Britain a lifeline to its empire. In theory, Italy’s position seemed strong. Italian forces in Libya outnumbered the British troops defending Egypt. Marshal Rodolfo Graziani, one of Italy’s senior commanders, had a large army at his disposal. Mussolini pressed him to attack eastward, seize Egypt, and threaten Suez. Such a victory would transform the war, giving Italy prestige and putting Britain under severe imperial pressure.

But Graziani understood the risks better than Mussolini. The desert was not empty space waiting to be crossed; it was a vast logistical battlefield. Armies could not survive there without water, fuel, spare parts, transport vehicles, and reliable supply lines. Italian forces had many infantry divisions, but they lacked enough trucks to move rapidly. Their tanks were generally light and vulnerable. Communications were poor, and air support was inconsistent. The British, though fewer in number, were more mobile and better adapted to desert warfare. They understood that in North Africa, mobility could matter more than raw manpower.

Under pressure from Mussolini, Graziani finally launched the Italian invasion of Egypt in September 1940. The advance moved cautiously across the border from Libya into western Egypt. Italian troops captured Sidi Barrani, but instead of pressing forward toward Mersa Matruh and beyond, they halted and established a chain of fortified camps. Mussolini expected momentum; Graziani chose caution. The result was a dangerous pause. Italian positions were spread out, not mutually supporting, and vulnerable to a mobile enemy. British commanders watched carefully and prepared to strike.

The British response came in December 1940 with Operation Compass, one of the most dramatic early Allied victories of the war. General Richard O’Connor, commanding the Western Desert Force, launched what was initially planned as a limited raid against the Italian camps near Sidi Barrani. Instead, the attack became a devastating offensive. British and Commonwealth troops, including forces from India, Australia, and Britain itself, moved with speed and precision. They bypassed strongpoints, attacked from unexpected directions, and shattered Italian formations that were poorly placed and poorly coordinated.

The results were catastrophic for Italy. Tens of thousands of Italian soldiers were captured. The British pushed westward from Egypt into Libya, taking Bardia, Tobruk, Derna, and eventually Beda Fomm. By February 1941, the Italian Tenth Army had been effectively destroyed. What Mussolini had hoped would be a march toward Suez turned into a humiliating retreat across Cyrenaica. The defeat exposed the hollowness of Fascist military confidence. Italian soldiers often fought bravely, but courage could not compensate for weak leadership, poor logistics, inadequate armor, and strategic confusion.

Meanwhile, another critical front developed in the central Mediterranean: the struggle for Malta. This small British-held island sat between Sicily and North Africa, directly astride the sea routes carrying Italian supplies to Libya. For Britain, Malta was a forward base from which aircraft, submarines, and surface vessels could strike Axis shipping. For Italy, Malta was a dangerous obstacle that threatened the lifeline to its African armies. Mussolini’s failure to neutralize Malta early in the war would become one of the great strategic mistakes of the Mediterranean campaign.

Italian air attacks on Malta began soon after Italy entered the war. The island was bombed repeatedly, and its defenders endured great hardship. Yet Malta did not fall. Its harbors, airfields, and repair facilities remained valuable to the British war effort. Over time, the island became a symbol of resistance, much like Britain itself during the Battle of Britain and the Blitz. For the Axis, Malta was a persistent wound. Every convoy to North Africa had to reckon with the possibility of attack from the island. Supplies lost at sea could mean tanks without fuel, guns without ammunition, and soldiers without food.

The naval war in the Mediterranean was therefore not a secondary matter; it was the bloodstream of the entire conflict. Britain needed to keep open routes between Gibraltar, Malta, Alexandria, and the eastern Mediterranean. Italy needed to protect its convoys between Italian ports and Libya. Both sides understood that control of the sea depended not only on battleships but also on aircraft, submarines, intelligence, codebreaking, radar, and the ability to replace losses. The Mediterranean became a theater where traditional naval power met modern combined warfare.

One of the early shocks to Italian naval confidence came at Taranto in November 1940. The British Royal Navy launched a daring nighttime air attack against the Italian fleet anchored in Taranto harbor. Using carrier-based torpedo aircraft from HMS Illustrious, the British struck Italian battleships in shallow water, damaging several major vessels. The attack was small in scale compared with later battles in the Pacific, but its significance was enormous. It demonstrated the vulnerability of battleships to air power and showed that aircraft carriers could project force into heavily defended harbors. For Italy, Taranto was a severe blow to naval prestige and operational confidence.

Although the Italian navy continued to fight and sometimes performed effectively, Taranto reinforced a pattern that haunted Mussolini’s war. Italy had impressive assets, but it often struggled to use them decisively. The Regia Marina could threaten British movements, but it rarely achieved the kind of sweeping victory Mussolini desired. British commanders, for their part, could not simply dominate the Mediterranean without risk. They faced dangerous waters, Axis airfields, submarines, mines, and fuel constraints. Yet Britain’s naval tradition, operational experience, and strategic discipline gave it advantages that Fascist Italy found difficult to overcome.

At the same time, Mussolini expanded the war in another direction: the Balkans. His decision to invade Greece in October 1940 was one of the most consequential errors of his dictatorship. Mussolini wanted a victory independent of Hitler. He resented Germany’s dominance and wished to prove that Italy could act as a great power in its own right. Greece seemed, to him, a manageable target. Italian forces based in Albania, which Italy had occupied in 1939, would strike southward and quickly defeat the Greek army. Fascist leaders expected a short campaign, another demonstration of imperial strength.

Instead, the invasion of Greece became a fiasco. Italian troops advanced into difficult mountainous terrain as autumn weather deteriorated. Greek forces resisted fiercely, then counterattacked. The Italians were pushed back into Albania, and the campaign became a humiliating struggle in snow, mud, and mountains. Greek morale soared, while Italian prestige collapsed further. The invasion failed not because Italian soldiers lacked bravery but because the campaign had been badly planned, poorly supplied, and launched for political vanity rather than military necessity. Mussolini had opened a new front without securing the old ones.

The Greek campaign also had broader consequences. Britain sent aid to Greece, and the eastern Mediterranean grew more complicated. Hitler, preparing for his invasion of the Soviet Union, did not want instability in the Balkans or British air bases threatening Romanian oil fields. Mussolini’s failure forced Germany to intervene. In April 1941, German forces invaded Yugoslavia and Greece, rapidly defeating both. The Germans rescued Mussolini from embarrassment, but at the cost of making Italy appear dependent on German power. The Fascist dictator had wanted to demonstrate equality with Hitler; instead, he revealed his dependence on him.

The pattern repeated in North Africa. After the disaster of Operation Compass, Hitler sent German forces to stabilize the situation. In early 1941, the Afrika Korps, commanded by Erwin Rommel, arrived in Libya. Rommel was energetic, aggressive, and skilled at mobile warfare. His presence transformed the North African campaign. Although the theater remained officially an Axis partnership, German leadership increasingly overshadowed Italian command. Italian troops continued to make up a large part of Axis forces in North Africa, and many fought with determination, but the strategic initiative shifted toward Germany.

Rommel’s arrival gave Mussolini a temporary reprieve. In March and April 1941, Axis forces pushed the British back across Cyrenaica. The port of Tobruk, defended by Australian and other Allied troops, held out under siege, becoming another symbol of endurance in the desert war. The front moved back and forth across Libya and Egypt in a pattern that would define the North African theater for much of the next two years. Victories were often temporary because supply lines lengthened as armies advanced. In the desert, success carried its own danger: the farther an army moved, the harder it became to feed, fuel, and reinforce.

This reality exposed the central flaw in Mussolini’s Mediterranean strategy. He pursued expansion without securing the logistical foundation necessary to sustain it. The Italian empire was spread across vulnerable spaces. Libya depended on sea supply. East Africa was isolated. The Balkans consumed manpower and attention. Malta threatened communications. British naval bases at Alexandria and Gibraltar remained active. The Mediterranean was not a Roman lake; it was a contested arena where Britain’s imperial network, naval power, and resilience continued to operate.

Italy’s position in East Africa further illustrated the problem. Before the war, Mussolini had celebrated the conquest of Ethiopia in 1935–1936 as one of Fascism’s greatest achievements. The campaign had been brutal, involving modern weapons, air power, and chemical warfare against Ethiopian resistance. The creation of Italian East Africa seemed to confirm Mussolini’s imperial destiny. But once Italy entered the war against Britain, the colony was cut off from reinforcement. Surrounded by British-controlled territories and dependent on limited local resources, Italian East Africa was strategically vulnerable from the start.

In 1940, Italian forces in East Africa achieved some early successes, including an advance into British Somaliland. These victories allowed Fascist propaganda to claim momentum, but the larger situation was grim. British and Commonwealth forces, including troops from India, South Africa, and African colonial units, mounted counteroffensives from Sudan, Kenya, and other directions. Ethiopian patriots also contributed to the struggle against Italian rule. By 1941, the Italian position collapsed. Addis Ababa fell, Emperor Haile Selassie returned, and Italian resistance was reduced to isolated pockets. The loss of East Africa was another severe blow to Mussolini’s imperial image.

The human dimension of Mussolini’s Mediterranean war is essential to understanding its meaning. Fascist propaganda reduced war to slogans, maps, and theatrical gestures, but soldiers and civilians experienced it as fear, hunger, exhaustion, and uncertainty. Italian conscripts were often sent into harsh environments with inadequate equipment and unclear objectives. Many came from rural backgrounds and had little personal investment in Mussolini’s imperial fantasies. British, Commonwealth, Greek, Egyptian, Maltese, Libyan, Ethiopian, and other civilians found themselves caught in bombing campaigns, occupation policies, shortages, and military movements. The Mediterranean war was not simply a duel between dictators and generals; it was a vast human crisis spread across continents and seas.

In Libya, the war unfolded across landscapes already marked by colonial violence. Italian rule had been harsh, especially during the Fascist period, when resistance was crushed through repression, forced displacement, camps, and executions. The desert campaign of 1940–1943 is often remembered through the movements of armies, tanks, and commanders, but beneath those operations lay the deeper reality of empire. North Africa was not an empty chessboard. It was home to people whose lives were disrupted by both colonial rule and global war. The same was true in Egypt, where Britain maintained a dominant military presence despite Egypt’s formal independence. The war for the Mediterranean was therefore also a war over imperial systems and colonial spaces.

Mussolini’s vision of empire drew heavily on symbols from ancient Rome, but Fascist Italy’s actual conduct belonged to the violent politics of the twentieth century. The regime combined nationalism, militarism, racism, dictatorship, and spectacle. It promised Italians renewal through conquest, but it delivered insecurity and dependence. Mussolini claimed that war would harden the nation and prove its greatness. Instead, war revealed the gap between Fascist performance and institutional capacity. The regime could organize parades more easily than supply convoys, issue proclamations more easily than coordinate armies, and invoke Roman glory more easily than win modern campaigns.

The relationship between Mussolini and Hitler was central to this failure. Mussolini had once seen himself as the senior dictator, the original Fascist whose movement inspired others. By 1940, that illusion had vanished. Germany was the dominant Axis power, and Italy increasingly became the junior partner. Mussolini’s decisions in the Mediterranean were shaped by envy, insecurity, and the desire to keep pace with Hitler. He did not want Italy to be overshadowed, yet his reckless initiatives made German intervention necessary. In France, Greece, North Africa, and the broader Mediterranean, Italy’s war repeatedly demonstrated that Mussolini’s ambitions depended on German strength.

Still, it would be misleading to portray Italy as irrelevant. The Italian war effort forced Britain to fight across a vast theater at a moment when British survival was already under threat. Italian bases, fleets, and armies shaped Allied strategy. The need to defend Egypt, Malta, and the Suez Canal tied down British resources. The Mediterranean connected Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, and its importance grew as the war expanded. Even when Italian operations failed, they affected the timing and direction of the wider conflict. Mussolini’s war was strategically flawed, but it was not insignificant.

For Britain, the Mediterranean became both a burden and an opportunity. After the fall of France, Britain could not easily strike Germany on the European continent, but it could fight Italy in North Africa, defend Malta, support Greece, and maintain naval pressure. Victories against Italy helped sustain morale during a dark period. The destruction of the Italian Tenth Army during Operation Compass showed that Axis forces were not invincible. The defense of Malta showed that small positions could have enormous strategic value. The Greek resistance to Italy demonstrated that aggression could be checked. These events mattered psychologically as well as militarily.

Yet Britain also faced difficult choices. Sending forces to Greece weakened the British position in North Africa at a critical moment, making it easier for Rommel to counterattack. Defending Malta required dangerous convoys through heavily contested waters. Holding Egypt demanded constant attention to supply, reinforcement, and coordination among imperial forces. The Mediterranean war was not a simple story of British success and Italian failure. It was a grinding contest in which each side faced constraints, made mistakes, and adapted under pressure.

The air war over the Mediterranean added another layer of complexity. Aircraft attacked ships, ports, airfields, supply dumps, and cities. Control of the air could determine whether convoys survived, whether armies received supplies, and whether island bases remained usable. Italian pilots fought in difficult conditions, and German air units later increased Axis striking power. British and Commonwealth air forces gradually improved their position through better aircraft, radar, intelligence, and coordination. The Mediterranean became a laboratory of combined operations, where land, sea, and air power were inseparable.

Intelligence also played an increasingly important role. British codebreaking, reconnaissance, and signals intelligence helped identify Axis convoy movements and operational intentions. While intelligence alone did not win battles, it allowed commanders to make better decisions. In a theater defined by supply, knowing when and where enemy convoys sailed could be decisive. The Axis also gathered intelligence and adapted, but British advantages in this field contributed significantly to the long-term struggle for control of the Mediterranean.

Mussolini did not fully understand this kind of war. He thought in terms of prestige, territory, and dramatic gestures. He wanted visible victories that could be announced from balconies and printed in bold headlines. But modern war rewarded planning, production, training, transport, maintenance, and interservice cooperation. Italy’s war machine suffered because Fascist politics distorted military judgment. Officers often had to consider Mussolini’s expectations as much as battlefield reality. Strategic decisions were made to serve the dictator’s image. The invasion of Greece was the clearest example, but the same logic influenced the broader Mediterranean campaign.

The Italian people paid the price for these illusions. As the war continued, shortages increased, casualties mounted, and confidence in the regime eroded. Many Italians had not entered the war with the fanatic enthusiasm described by Fascist propaganda. Some supported the regime, some accepted it passively, and others feared its power. But the disasters of 1940 and 1941 weakened the aura of competence that Mussolini had tried to build. A dictatorship that promises greatness cannot easily survive repeated humiliation. The Mediterranean war began to expose the fragility of Fascist rule itself.

For Italian soldiers, the experience was often bitter. They fought in deserts, mountains, and seas under conditions that revealed the regime’s failures. Many Allied accounts mocked Italian military performance, creating stereotypes that persisted long after the war. Such stereotypes obscure the reality that Italian troops often fought hard when properly led, supplied, and positioned. The deeper problem was not national character but political and military structure. Mussolini’s dictatorship sent men into campaigns for which the state had not adequately prepared them. The bravery of individual soldiers could not redeem the incompetence of the system that commanded them.

The Mediterranean also showed how quickly a regional war could become a global war. Forces from across the British Empire fought in North Africa and East Africa. Indian troops served in desert campaigns and East African operations. Australians defended Tobruk. New Zealanders fought in Greece and North Africa. South Africans advanced through East Africa. Free French forces, colonial troops, local resistance movements, and exiled governments all became part of the struggle. Mussolini had entered the war seeking Italian greatness, but he helped widen a conflict that drew in peoples and territories far beyond Europe.

By the middle of 1941, the basic shape of Mussolini’s Mediterranean war was clear. Italy had failed to knock Britain out of the region. It had lost East Africa, suffered disaster in Egypt and Libya, failed in Greece, and required German assistance to stabilize its position. Malta remained in British hands. The Royal Navy remained active. The Suez Canal remained open. Mussolini still held power, and Axis forces were not defeated, but the dream of a swift Fascist triumph had collapsed. The war in the Mediterranean would continue, but it would no longer be the war Mussolini imagined in June 1940.

Nevertheless, the Mediterranean remained one of the decisive theaters of the Second World War. It connected the fate of Europe to Africa and the Middle East. It influenced British imperial survival, German strategy, Italian collapse, and Allied planning. The campaigns that began with Mussolini’s ambitions would eventually lead to the battles of El Alamein, the Allied landings in North Africa, the invasion of Sicily, and the fall of Mussolini himself. In this sense, the Mediterranean was not a sideshow. It was one of the great corridors through which the global war expanded.

Mussolini’s tragedy, if the word can be used for a dictator responsible for so much suffering, was that he mistook aspiration for power. He believed that will, spectacle, and violence could overcome material weakness. He imagined that history would reward boldness simply because it was bold. But war is not theater, and empires cannot be built from slogans alone. The Mediterranean exposed the hard limits of Fascist Italy: limited industry, divided command, fragile logistics, strategic overreach, and dependence on a stronger ally. It also exposed the moral emptiness of an imperial dream built on domination.

As the conflict widened, the Mediterranean became a mirror of the larger war. It showed democracies under pressure, empires fighting to survive, dictatorships competing for prestige, colonized peoples caught between rival powers, and modern technology transforming ancient routes of trade and conquest into battlefields. The sea that had linked civilizations for thousands of years became a theater of bombers, submarines, convoys, tanks, and desert armies. Mussolini had hoped to make it Mare Nostrum once again. Instead, his war turned the Mediterranean into a proving ground for the failure of Fascist ambition and the expanding reach of global conflict.

The first phase of Mussolini’s war in the Mediterranean therefore stands as a crucial opening chapter in the wider expansion of the Second World War. It began with a dictator’s calculation that the moment was ripe for easy victory. It unfolded through invasion, naval struggle, colonial collapse, desert warfare, and humiliation in the Balkans. It forced Britain to defend imperial lifelines and gave the Allies early victories when much of Europe lay under Axis domination. Above all, it revealed that the war would not be decided by declarations or dreams of empire, but by endurance, coordination, production, intelligence, and the ability to sustain power across immense distances. Mussolini entered the conflict hoping to claim the inheritance of Rome. Instead, he opened a campaign that would expose the weakness of his regime and help carry the war from Europe into the wider world.
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The War in North Africa Begins
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The war in North Africa began not with a single dramatic clash of armies, but with a vast strategic question: who would control the southern gateway of the Mediterranean and the road to the Suez Canal? In the summer of 1940, after Benito Mussolini brought Italy into the Second World War, the desert frontier between Italian-ruled Libya and British-defended Egypt became one of the most important front lines in the world. On a map, the region appeared wide, empty, and simple. In reality, it was a severe military environment where distance could be as dangerous as the enemy, where water was as precious as ammunition, and where the survival of armies depended on convoys, ports, roads, trucks, fuel, and discipline. The North African campaign would become a war of movement, endurance, and logistics, fought across landscapes that punished every mistake.

For Britain, Egypt was not merely another imperial possession or friendly territory. It was the shield protecting the Suez Canal, the narrow waterway that connected the Mediterranean Sea to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Through Suez passed one of the essential arteries of the British Empire, linking Britain to India, the Middle East, East Africa, Australia, and Asia. If Axis forces captured Egypt and reached the canal, Britain’s imperial communications would be gravely threatened. Even if the canal were not permanently lost, its closure or disruption could force British shipping around the long route of the Cape of Good Hope, adding time, danger, and strain to an empire already fighting for survival.

For Italy, the Libyan-Egyptian frontier offered Mussolini a chance to turn Fascist ambition into visible conquest. Italy had held Libya since the early twentieth century, but Fascist propaganda presented it as something more than a colony. Libya was described as Italy’s ‘Fourth Shore,’ an extension of the Italian homeland across the Mediterranean. Settlers, roads, military posts, and imperial architecture were used to project the image of a permanent Fascist presence in Africa. From this base, Mussolini dreamed of pushing eastward into Egypt, breaking British influence, and possibly opening the way toward the Middle East. Such a victory would allow him to claim that Fascist Italy had restored the grandeur of ancient Rome.

Yet the beginning of the North African war revealed the central contradiction of Mussolini’s empire. Italy possessed large numbers of soldiers in Libya, but numbers alone were not enough. The Italian army in North Africa was divided between western Libya, facing French territories, and eastern Libya, facing Egypt. Its commanders had to defend long coastlines, desert outposts, and vulnerable supply routes. Many Italian formations were infantry-heavy and poorly motorized. Their tanks were often light, underarmed, and mechanically unreliable. Their artillery could be effective, but it depended on proper positioning and supply. Their soldiers were frequently brave, disciplined, and resilient, but they were asked to fight a modern war with inadequate tools.

The British position in Egypt looked weaker in numerical terms, but it had important advantages
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