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FO HELL AND BACK

patliamentary democracy, Ofeen, therefore, what materialized was
uneasy survival where neither the counter-revolutionary Right sar the
tevolutionary Lefr was powerful enough to upturn 2 newly created
democracy,

The major exception to the pattern of demacratic survival, other
than Primo’s takeover of powes through a coup in Spain, was lraly,
the firar country — and the oaly one during the post-war <risis — in
which liberal democracy collapsed to be réplaced by Fascism,

FASCISM VICTORIOUS

A pluralist parliamentary system of governmenr had exisced in lealy
since Unification in 1861. Tocall ir democratic, however, would be o
strezch the meaning of the term, Resting on an extremely limited elect-
Orare, Italian politics were factional and corrupt, dominated by g
small oligarchy of Liberal notables. Reform of the wt’fragc' in
1912 almost tripled the size of the electorate, from under 3 million to
ncarly 8.5 million vorers (most of them sril] illiterare), Bur imlc signifi-
cant change 10 the government system followed, Then came the
divisive and traumartic war, which Iraly, after much wWavering and
SCTEC negotiarions, eventually entered in 1955 on the Allied sids.
lmmcdiutcly atter the war, in December 1918, all adulr Tralian males
were given the vote - a reward o the soldiers - and the tollowing year
4 new electoral law introdyced Proportional repeesentation. The hope
was to Bolster support for the government. But the reform backfired
massively,

Amid the post-war twrmoil, the newly enfranchized population
turned their backs on the old liberal palitics and voted in large num-
bers for the newly founded fralian People’s Pacty (Partito Popolare
Italiano), representing Cacholie inteeests, and the Socialist Party,
which declared its aim o be ‘the violent canguest of political power
on behalf of the workers' and the establishment of a ‘dictatorship of
the proletariat’, The Socialists professed theie allegiance to the Com-
munist Incernational (Comintern) that Lenin had founded in March
1919 in Moscow. At the election n November of that year they tre-
bled their sears in the Cha mber of Deputies, while the Populists almast
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quadrupled theirs. Suppore for the Liberal establishment was strong-
est in pocrer, largely agricultusal southern Iraly, where clienrelist
politics still prevailed, Bur the Liberals and their supporters were now
in & minonty in parfiament. Party politics fragmented, Government
became destabilized - there were six changes of government between
1919 and 1922 — and increasingly paralysed. Italy seemed on the
verge of a red revolution,

Throughout 1919 and 1910, which came to be dubbed the Bigmrio
rasso (‘the two Red years'), Italy experienced huge social and palitical
conflict. In industrial cities there were large numbers of steikes {over
150010 cach year), factory occupations, worker demonstrations, and
looting of shops by crowds angry at prce rises. In parts of rural Italy
recently demobifized peasants seized land from large estates and more
than a milkon agricultural labourers joined strikes, As disordet grew
alarmingly, as the governmene was plainly unable to rescore order, as
fear of revolution and anxieties of the propertied classes about Social-
ism mosnted, and as che tragmentation of party politics offered no
way through the morass, political space opened up for a new political
torce. It was to be filled by the Fascises.

A number of small paramilitary movements prosaically calling
themselves Fasei — ‘graups’ (or, literally, “bundles’, the name deriving
from the Litin term for the set of rods that hud been the symbaol of
order in ancient Rome) - sprang up in the cities and towns of north-
ern and cenrral Traly amid the political disorder, artracting mainly
lower-middle-class cx-servicemen (especially demobilized officers)
and many students. There was no central organization, Bur what the
various movements had in common was the relative youth of their
members, their militant ultra-nationalism, their glorification of W,
their violence, and their visceral dislike of what they saw as the dis-
credited, divisive, weak and corrupt parhamentary politics of the
Liberal establishmens. [taly's heroic war effore, in their eyes, had been
undermined by the political class. ltaly could never be great under the
leadership of the ald norables. They should be swepe away, Whar the
Fascist milimas offered was radical action 1o renew Iraly. This was
implicitly revolutionary in thar it wasg direcred rowards violently and
fundamentally changing the existing stare, Whar exactly would
replace it was left open
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Among the mynad Fasci was one founded in March 1519 by Ben-
ito Mussolini, 2 former editor of the official socialist newspaper, who
had broken with the socialist Lefs when he fervently advocated inter
vention in the warin 1915. He viewed the war, in which he had fought
and been wounded, as a heroic period in his own and [taly's past, The
progealume preseared ar the foundation of his Rasci di Combatyi-
Mento in 1919 was lintle different to that of the other Fascs, and
distinctly revolutionary in tone. Many of i proposais could have
been advanced by the Left: universal suffrage; suppression of all noble
titles; freedom of opinion; an educational system open 1o all; meas-
ures ta improve public healch; suppression of financial speculation;
introduction of an eight-hous working day; workers o be organized
in cooperatives and to share profits; the abolition of the polincal
polee, the Senate and the monarchy; and the foundation of a new
ltalian republic based upon autonomous regional administeation and
decentralized executive power, The aim was ‘a radical transtormanon
of the political and economic foundations of collective life".

Mussolini was fater, however. 10 disavow what seemed concrete
secial and polirical aims, declaring that these had been nor an exXpres-
ston of any docrrine but merely aspirations to be refined over fme.
Fascism, he seated, was ‘nor the nursling of a docerine worked out
befarchand with decailed tlaboration; it was born of the need for
action and it was itself from che beginning practical rather than the-
oretical” This was cattonalization, almose twenty years after irs
beginnings, of the fundamental change that his own movement had
undecgane within no more than two years. For Mussolini, the supreme
opportunist, the programme announced tn Milan was there ro he
ignored, bypassed or adjusted as politics| needs determined, The
‘soctalism’ of his movement was always subordinated to the aim of
natsonal rebirth, a vague but powerful notion thar was capable of
uniting, at lease superhcially, quite disparare interests. Principles
meant nathing to him, power everything. So his movement turned
from revolution 1o countee-revolution. Early backing for workers’
sirikes gave way by autumn 1920 10 the deployment of Fascist para-
military squads 1o break strikes in the interests of landowners and
industrialists. The violence of the squads escalated sharply over the
following monchs. Mussolini had recognized thar he could noe defear
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socialism and communism by trying to compete for the same base of
suppart. To gain power, he needed the backing of those with money
and influence. He had o win over the conservative establishment and
the middle class, nor just disaffected ex-servicemen and viofent thugs.

Why Mussolini, at first only one of numerous Fascise leaders and
tegional chicfeains, came to dominare rhe earcly Fascist movement
owed less to his forceful and dynamic personality - all Fascist bosses
had in some way 1o be forceful personalities — than to his use of the
press and to the connections he forged with industrizfises to maintain
his newspaper, Popolo d'ltalia. His brand of radicalism - the emphasis
on national unity, authority and order, the readiness to impose order
through violence sgainst those who stood in its way (che socialist Left,
revolutionaries, striking workers) - was not only compatible with the
intecests of the conservative ruling class, but directly served them,
With order breaking down and the liberal stace incapable of restoring
it, the Fascists became an increasingly useful vehicle for Iraly's political
and economic elites,

By mid-1921 the government was assisting the Fascists with money
and arms to combat growing disorder, The police were told not 1o
intervene, In the May election, the Liberal Prime Minister, Giovanni
Giolitsi, incorporated Fascists alongside nationalists, liberals and
agrarians in a ‘national bloc' in the hope of taming them and weaken-
ing the opposition of the Socialist Party and Iralian People's Parey. The
narional bloc gained the most votes overall (though the Fiscigss therm-
selves won only 35 seats our of 5350 But the Socialists and People's
Party were not sufficiently weakened, The chronic government
instability continued, And the existing stare system had only minority
support in parliament, The Fascists, though eleceorally seill small,
were a growing force, From a mere 870 members at the end of 1919,
they now numbered 200,000,

The breakthrough came nor in the cconomically backward, over-
whelmngly agriculrural south, noe in the northern cities such as
Milan, where Mussolini’s movement had begun. It was in the more
commeccially developed countryside of central lwly, in Emilia-
Romagna, Tuscany, the Po Valley and Umbeta, that Fascsm gained
strength. Landlords and leaseholders, facing socalist pnions, agrarian
cooperatives, and domination of local councils by the Sodalists or
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People’s Party, would pay for lorry-loads of Fascist thugs, often rrans-
ported in from local towns, to beat up their opponents, force them to
drink castor oil, drive them from office, destroy their property and
otherwise tercorize them — with the police standing by. Former ‘red’
provinces were rurned within weeks into Fascist strongholds. Newly
erected Fascist *syndicates’, the worker or peasant members 'enconr
uged’ by the threat of terror 1o join, replaced the former socialist
unions. By June rgzs the syndicates had half a million members,
mainly peasants. Unruly agiration was transformed, to the liking of
landowners and industrialsts, inta docile compliance

The squadristi — paramilitary bands of thugs, usually a dozen or so
steong = wese controlled by powerful regional Fascist bosses. Musso-
lini, if the maost importanr of the Fascist leaders, was far from
dominating the movement. In fact, when he tried in 1911 to tone down
the anti-socialist violence, to show his credentials to the governing clite
as a pacriotic ‘moderare’ seeking constructive national unity and even
proposing to come 10 terms with the socialist unions, the regional Fas-
cist bosses rebelled, Mussolini was forced to resign as deader and only
reinstated alter he had given in to the radicals and renounced any
noton of pacification of the socialists. His national standing, control
of the Fascist press, and links wich industrialists and other powerful
higures made the regional bosses, divided among themselves and muru-
ally discrustful, willing to renstate him. He recurned the favous by
demonstrative support for the squads, which took control in numer-
ous norther towns over the following months, And in Ocrober
1921 he formaily established Fascism as the Narional Fascist Party.

The organizatonal framework was widened to .30 local sections
teach providing regular party subscriptions) over subsequent months,
gving Mussolini an extended political base. The middle classes,
mcreasingly disenchanted with weak liberal government, flocked into
the party. By May 1922 the membership stood ar over 300,000 - 3
5© per cent merease in under six months, A disproportionate nutmber
of lindowners, shopkeepers, clerical workers and, especially, students
swelled the socially disparate movement, which generally had the
sympathies of local elites, the police and judges.

By autumn 1922 Fascism had penctrated the social and political
cstablishment and had acquired a strong basis of popular supporr, A
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general steike called by rhe socialist unions in August had been an
abjece failure, but had increased the fear among che middle classes, [n
contrast ro the evident weakness of the Left, a big rally of 40,0¢0 Fas-
cists in Naples on 24 October appeared a manifestation of strengahs.
Mussolini was ready to swallow anocher of the initial demands of his
movement, that Iraly should become a republic, and now declared thar
he did nor wane to abolish the monarchy. He proclaimed the readiness
of his movement to seize power, and demanded a new government
with ar feast six Fascist minigters,

In fact, the "Masch on Rome' on 28 Ocraber was nothing of the
sort. The King, faced wath the resignation of the government, was
misinformed that 10,000 Fascist militia were marching unscoppably
on Rome. Actually there were no more than 10,000 poorly armed
‘blackshirts’ who could easily have been repulsed by the army - had
the army wanted to turn them back. When a last acempr 10 form a
liberal government faited, the King invited Mussolini to become Prime
Minister. Far from leading a march of triumphant Fascists into Rome,
Mussclint arrived by train, deessed in a black shirt, black tousers and
a bowler hat, Me was conssitutionally appointed, and the government
he led was a broad coalition, including ministers from the Liberals,
the Nationalists, the Demacrats and the People’s Party as well as
Mussolini and three other Fascists. In mid-November the new govern-
ment received a resounding vote of confidence from pastiament. But
gaven the chronic governmental instability of rocent years, few
expected it to last long.

That soon changed. Careerists now rushed 1o join the Fascist Party,
which swelled to 783,000 members by the end of 1923 — well over
double its membership at the nme of the “March on Rome’. Faseism
was becoming institutionalized. Its nitial squadristi core of brutal
fighters and fanatical believers was being diluted by the intake of
opporwnists looking for jobs and advancement - including former
nationalist rivals, many of them monarchists and conservatives, Mus-
solini still had no clear plans for a one-party dictatorship, But he was
gaining in confidence and, compared with the traditional gerontoc-
racy of party notables, he already cur a more dynamic figure. In
November 1923 he engimeered a vital change to the electoral system
to give the leading party in an elecrion two-thivds of the sears if it

L9




TO HELL AND BACK

polled more than 2 quarter of the vates. Ostensibly, the change was 1o
ensure governmental stability. In peactice, it guaranteed chat, to stay
in powez, liberals and conservacives would have o support his goy-
ernment. In the election of April 1924 under the new allocarion
system, the national bloc, most of them Fascists, won two-thirds of
the votes anyway, giving them 375 seats out of 53¢, thanks in no
small part to a campaign of violence against their opponents, Oppos-
fion parties remained in existence. But the Socialists and People's
Party had lost much of their former strength. Ourside the working
class, most Italians were, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, ready to
accept Mussolind's leadership,

A dangerous flashpoine occurred in June 1924 when the Socialist
leader Giiacomo Matreotsi, who had denounced the election result as
fraudulent, disappeared and was later found dead — murdered, as all
rightly presumed, by Fascists, almost certainly on the orders of Mus-
soling or leading members of his entourage. A first-rate political crisis
nsued. The Sceialists withdrew from pacliament in protest — a move
whose only effece was to strengthen the position of the government.
Opposition  remained divided and impotent, Mussolini, mean-
while, played the moderate. He made concessions to bring some
nationalists, monarchists and rightist Liberals into government posts,
and icorporated the Fascist militia into the armed forces. Fearful of
any revival of socklism, the *big battalions’ — the King, the Church,
the army and major industrialises — backed Mussolini, But the Fascise
provincial bosses made their own support conditional upon their
leader moving o a fully fledged Fascist regime. A new wave of violence
emphasized the point,

As throughour lis nse to power, Mussolini faced both Ways, man-
oeuvring between conservarives who were needed to establish political
conerol, and his Fascist radicals, unhappy at any steps owards mod-
eraton. Forced 1o accommodate his parry bosses, while adamantly
refusing during a speech in parliament in January 1524 to acknow-
ledge his complicity in Maneott’s murder, Mussolini publicly accepred
full responsibility for what had happened, Placating the radicals, he
stated: 'If two irreconcilable elements are serugeling with each orher,
the solution lies in force.” The principle was put into practice. Policical
Opponents were arrested, opposition parties suppressed, the freedom
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of the press was abolished and government left almost completely in
the hands of the Fascists. The *‘foundations of the toralitarian state
were laid,” Mussolini later weore. The Matreort crisis might have
broken Mussolini. It ended by strengthening him. Fascist power was
seCure,

Why did Fascism break through in Italy but nowhere clse during the
post-war crisis? Crucial to Mussolini’s success were the existing, and
rapidly worsening, crisis of legiimacy of the liberal state, the impact of
the war, and the perceived revolutionary chrear. Nowhere clse apart
from Spain was the ¢risis of legitimacy so profound in the immediate
post-war years. And Spatn had not participaced in the war. The impact
of the war in Italy, by contrast, can scarcely be exaggerated.

The ltalian state, recently unified, but stll for the most part eco-
nomically backward and socially divided, rested upon 2 narrow base
of oligarchic politics before the war, This could no longee be sustained
after the wac Intense social and ideological divisions had been glar-
ingly exposed by intervention and magnified by the calamitous losses
during the conflice. Millioas of Italians had been mobilized to fight.
Many were now open to political mobilization. The belief that, in the
eyes of countless thousands of ex-servicemen and many others, vic-
tory had been ‘mutilated’, that Iealy had been cheated out of the
promises of national gloey and imperialist expansion, thar the sacri-
fice had not been worth ix, fed a vitriolic rejection of the existing stace
and 1ts represenianives.

The sense thar the ruling oligarchy had betrayed ltaly's heroic war
veterans provided an inirial base for Fascism's core support. The emo-
tional eppeal to nationalist commirment, to national rebirth, and to
the destruction of the weak and decadent liberal state held strung
attzactions o many in this atmosphere of resentment, disunicy, dis-
order und socialist revolutionary threar. Big clectoral gains for a
Socialisr Party preaching the need for a violent scizure of power by
the workers, and the early growth of a Communist Party after its
foundation in tg21, made the threac of revolution, 0 suon after the
Bolshevile takeover in Russia, seem very real.

The post-war changes to the franchise bad completely destabilized
government. The fragmenrartion of paolitcs in the centre and conserva-
tive Right, and the patent inability of the government 10 combat the
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threat thar the new strength of the Socialists, in the eyes of property
holders, posed, provided the political space in which Fascism could
mobilize support. Extreme violence against perceived internal enemies
extended this support, especially in the commercially developed areas
of the countryside of northern and central Traly. :

But for all its radicalism, Fascism could not have artained domina-
tion withour the support of the ruling elices, who threw in their lot
with Mussolini’s movement, Mussaling did not seize power; he was
invited to rake i, Thereafter, the conservarive. monarchist, milirary
and Church elises, fearful of Socialism, were happy to back the mcth'-
ods of intimidation and manipulation thar, by 1925, gave lascism
close to monopoly control of the state.

The European country where conditions seemed closest to those
that encouraged the rise of Fascism in lraly was Germany. So why,
when democracy collapsed i ‘victorious’ Iraly; did s;m'ive the
post-war crisis in defeated Germany?

DEMOCRACY SURVIVES IN GERMANY

Nqnh of the Alps, Mussolini's ‘March on Rome* had an immediare
ettece on the exereme radical Righe in an inceeasingly troubled polit-
ical scene in Geemany. Since 1920 2 racist-nationalise hothead with
rematkable demagogic talents, Adolf Hitler, had been making a stir in
Munich’s beer halls, though scarcely beyond, In rga1 he hm} became
keader of the National Socialist German Workers® Parcy (NSDAP),
which in some ways, including the build-up of a violent pacamilicary
arm, resembled Mussolini's early Fascise Party. The Nazi Party (a5 the
NS.DAI" became dubbed) differed lirtle from thae of similar ;fxtrcn1c
racist nationalist movements in Germany. But Hitler could draw the
crowds like no other speaker. Although still small, his party had rap-
idly bule a following, mainly in Bavaria - a state with co;\SIdcrahlc
regional avtonomy within the German federal system and since
1920 che bastion of nationalist oppusition e whar was porzeayed as
‘socialist’ democeacy in Prussia, by far the largest German sratc:.
Hitler's movement had grown from 2,000 or so members in early
1921 to 20,000 by the autumn of 1922, And when one of his Icadin;’.;
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acolytes announced to the roars of a big beer-hall sudience a few days
after the “March on Rome' that ‘Germany’s Mussolini is called Adolf
Hitler’, it gave the nascent personality cult developing around the
Nazi leader a substantial boost. As Germany descended into oco-
aomic and political crisis in 1923, foliowing the French accupation of
the Ruhg Hirlers power to mobilize the violently anri-government
nationalist extremists was sufficient to propel him e a leading pos-
ition in the maclstrom of Bavarian paramilitary politics thar was
developing into a force ready and prepared to move against the elected
Reich government in Berlin, Democracy was gravely endangered.
The anti-democratic pationalise Right — conservative as well as
radical — had, in fact, begun to recover remarkably quickly from the
shock of defeat and revolution in November 1918. [n the fear (exag-
gerared, as it turned out) of the revolutnion becoming radicalized along
Bolshevik lines, the new Socalist inferim government in Berlin had
even before the Armistice struck a fateful deal with the leadership of
the defeated army that allowed the officer corps to get a second wind.
In essence, the revolutionary government had agreed to support the
officer corps in retuen for backing for the government in combaring
Bolshevism. The split on the Left between those favouring parliamen
tary democracy and the minoricy that, looking to Moscow, il
formed the German Communist Party and sought a roor-and-branch
Sover-style revolution, would prove a lasting hindrance 1o the now
democracy that emesged in 1919, The serious threat to demouracy
came, however, from the Right -« temporacily undermined by the
defear and revolution, but subdued, not destroyed. By the spring of
1919, the revival of the ant-socalist, anti-democratic Right was
already under way. Strong support came from the middle class and
landholding peasantry, whose visceral detestacion of Soctalism aml
tear of Bolshevism was accentuated by the month-long artempe
impose a Soviet-style government in Bavaria in April 1919,

By March 1920 an exrremist group within right-wing military cir-
cles, headed by Wolfgang Kapp, 2 founding member of the
annexationist pro-war lobby organization, che Fathedand Pacey, and
General Walther von Livtrwitz, the inspiration behind the paramilitary
Fretkorps, felr strong enough 1o try o overthrow the government.
Within a week their pursch aneempt proved a fiasco. Kapp, Lurtwirs,
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