
The March on Rome

The aim of this book is to reconstruct the violent nature of the March on
Rome and to emphasise its significance in demarcating a real break in the
country’s history and the beginning of the Fascist dictatorship. This aspect of
the March has long been obscured: first by the Fascists’ celebratory project,
and then by the ironic and reductive interpretation of the event put forward
by anti-Fascists.

This volume focuses on the role and purpose of Fascist political violence
from its origins. In doing so, it highlights the conflictual nature of the March
by illustrating the violent impact it had on Italian institutions as well as the
importance of a debate on this political turning point in Italy and beyond.
The volume also examines how the event crucially contributed to the con-
struction of a dictatorial political regime in Italy in the weeks following
Mussolini’s appointment as head of the government.

Originally published in Italian, this book fills a notable gap in current cri-
tical discussion surrounding the March in the English language.
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Preface

Rain, rain, and more rain. Little food, not enough tents and few weapons.
The Fascist squads assembled north of Rome to attack the capital are weary,
soaked and hungry when, on the afternoon of 29 October, the news of Mus-
solini’s appointment as head of the government breaks.

Over the previous days, men, most of them from Tuscany, have been
pouring into the five small towns in central Italy (Tivoli, Monterotondo,
Santa Marinella, Foligno, Valmontone and Civitavecchia), chosen as rallying
points for the squads heading to Rome. Men have also been assembling in
Perugia, the headquarters of the anticipated revolution. However, on 28
October all preparatory actions are suddenly brought to a halt by orders of
the Fascist leadership of the coup, the quadrumvirate. Only the assaults on
army barracks to stock up the inadequate Fascist arsenal continue. Thus the
squadristi assembled in the small city of Foligno, near Perugia, are sent to
the nearby city of Spoleto, 28 km to the south, with the order to ransack the
city’s military depot. Their mission proves successful in no small measure
owing to the complete lack of defence put up by the commander and guards.
Meanwhile, tension is rising at the rallying points: having heeded the call to
participate in a heroic act, the squadristi now find themselves held back at the
gates of Rome, caught in a fruitless and – in their eyes – unjustified wait.
Some men disobey orders. On the morning of 29 October, a group attempts to
occupy a fort in the Monte Mario district in Rome; unlike their colleagues in
Spoleto, they are stopped by the army and forced to withdraw.

The news of Mussolini’s appointment reaches the squadristi as they are
expecting the order to enter the capital to be given at any moment. Instead,
they now wait for Mussolini, who has boarded a train in Milan and is en
route to Rome to assume his post as Prime Minister. Some squads, however,
start heading towards the capital. Among them are the columns organised by
generals Fara, Ceccherini and De Bono, comprising around 16,000 squadristi.

At 1.30 pm on 30 October, these men finally arrive in Rome. The army
troops restraining them at various checkpoints are ordered to let them
through. The squadristi thus do not conquer their way into the city, but their
entry follows an invitation of sorts. Nor do they march. Instead, part of them
reach the capital by train and they are housed and fed in barracks and schools



by express order of the King of Italy and the new Prime Minister. The ‘takeover’
of the capital, thus, does not look as the Fascist command and its men had
imagined it. The Fascists have won – they are now in Rome; but they have not
conquered the city and their deed is devoid of even a veneer of heroism. Though
inside the capital, the squadristi have by no means seized power or taken control
of the city. No longer having to fight the State, the squadristi must fight the anti-
Fascists, who will not acquiesce to the Fascist occupation of their neighbour-
hoods. The working-class district of San Lorenzo does not surrender to them,
nor do the other working-class neighbourhoods such as Prenestina, Nomentana
and Borgo Pio, or of the Via Trionfale area. The Fascists struggle to occupy
hostile places, as their opponents fight back.

Nonetheless, the Fascist attack on Rome takes a heavy toll as episodes of
violence shake working-class neighbourhoods. Fascists pour castor oil down
the throats of political enemies, destroy the houses of anti-Fascist deputies,
torch party headquarters, newspaper offices and People’s Houses and beat
their occupants. The police give the Fascists complete freedom of action: the
forces of law and order reach the riot sites when the clashes are over and
simply show up to count the dead, carry away the wounded and try to arrest
the people responsible, who for the most part are identified as anti-Fascists.

Despite the severe fighting during these days, Mussolini’s first measure after
coming into power is to withdraw the army and announce that all is quiet in
the capital. The city is far from peaceful, but the important thing is to give
people across Italy the impression that it is. Such is the conclusion to the
events that make up the March on Rome.

If we now consider the actions carried out by the Fascists in other parts of
Italy at the same time, and link them to the Fascist strategy of the months
before, what happened in Rome turns out to be far more complex and far less
reckless and fortuitous than has often been suggested.

As tens of thousands of men are heading to Rome, in many cities across
Italy the squadristi who are not ordered to reach Rome occupy (often only as
a formal gesture) the main seats of power and transport hubs linking urban
centres to their periphery and to the capital of the country. They impede
Prefects from maintaining public order, even holding them hostage for a few
hours; they block post and telegraph offices and attempt – successfully, at
times – to stop trains and close down stations, to prevent the circulation of
news and police mobilisation.

When it becomes clear that Mussolini has been appointed as head of gov-
ernment, the Fascists escalate the violence they have unleashed over the last
few months. The squadristi occupy the headquarters of local public adminis-
trations that have opposed Fascism, threatening, beating or banishing from
their towns and cities notable anti-Fascists – not just Socialists and Commu-
nists, but also members of the Partito Popolare Italiano, the Catholic party,
and even a few liberals. They occupy and in some cases destroy the head-
quarters not just of anti-Fascist newspapers, but even of independent ones. In
this context, twenty-two people die as a consequences of the Fascist action.
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The Fascist strategy proves successful, chiefly because it goes unchallenged.
And it has a massive impact: it once again proves the reluctance or incapacity
of the liberal State to react to threats and to defend some of its fundamental
principles, such as freedom of the press, freedom of expression and of asso-
ciation, as well as the State’s monopoly of force. In fact, what is taking place
is the destruction of the liberal State – even at an institutional level, a process
that is gradually completed over the following months.

At the time, however, with some exceptions, most Italians viewed the
March on Rome as one of those sudden events that create a huge stir without
really affecting the institutions or power relations. Even those who realised
the subversive potential of the event believed that it was nothing new, that the
March on Rome and its outcome were ultimately in keeping with liberal
institutions and politics, or at any rate that it was best to downplay its sig-
nificance, hoping that trying to normalise what was happening would be
enough to maintain a balance in the country.

In many respects, the March on Rome is a surprising event, which has
often been recounted, yet for a long time was seldom investigated: until
recently few historians have attempted to analyse its significance, the reasons
behind it, and its role in the history of Italy. The actions of the squadristi and
the extent of the violence perpetrated in those days have mostly been under-
estimated and overlooked, except by historians working for the Fascist
regime. They – for evident reasons of propaganda – examined the whole epi-
sode in a highly selected manner, ignoring the clashes between Fascists and
the police and highlighting the heroism and anti-Socialist efforts of the squa-
dristi.1 In their accounts, the March was presented either as the revolution or
as the beginning of the Fascist revolution, and in any case as the beginning of
a new era, the Fascist one. While creating the myth of the March, Mussolini
tried to conceal the subversive aspect of this event, in order to remove any
idea that it was possible to subvert his government from within or from
below. The images of the March on Rome, those which were intended to
reach a national and international public, were carefully checked in order to
develop a message that was acceptable to and controlled by the dictator.

While the March was still taking place, the leaders of the Socialist Party
and the Popolari – not to mention the liberal ruling class – were not con-
vinced that the March represented a watershed in the political and institu-
tional situation of the country. On the contrary, they thought that Fascist rule
would not last, and hence failed to react to the events. This was confirmed by
their broad participation in the coalition government organised by Mussolini
and by the absence of any reaction to the violent speech with which he asked
for a vote of confidence for his government.

For many of those who were, or were to become, active anti-Fascists – and
in opposition to the claims made by the Fascists, who labelled the March a
‘revolution’ – the real turning point in Italian history came with the assassi-
nation of Socialist MP Giacomo Matteotti and the speech delivered by
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Mussolini on 3 January 1925, in which he claimed responsibility for the vio-
lence committed by the Fascists.

Even in anti-Fascist publications during the Fascist regime, most of which
were published abroad and in languages other than Italian, the focus was
more on the conflicts and violence in the period before the March on Rome,
on the limitations and falsehood of the Fascist propaganda about the gov-
ernment, or at any rate on the limits of the late October events.

This was even the case for those anti-Fascists, like Salvemini, who sought to
analyse the events in greater detail after they happened. Salvemini refused to
describe them as a revolution and was convinced, at least at first, that what had
occurred was a coup d’état carried out with the support of the military estab-
lishment.2 Few anti-Fascists saw the March while it was happening as an epoch-
making event; among those who did was Luigi Salvatorelli, who described it in
such terms in the pages of the newspaper ‘La Stampa’ as early as 1923.3

Subsequently, as late as 1931, the anti-Fascist Emilio Lussu emphasised
Mussolini’s choice to remain in Milan during the March as a sign of his
readiness to escape to Switzerland in the event of a failure. Moreover, aiming
to propose an anti-heroic view of the event, he underlined that Mussolini was
not with the squads but that he travelled comfortably to Rome by train.4 This
interpretation of the March in a way agreed with the conclusions of those
who believed that the event was not a real watershed in the history of Italy.

In the post-WWII period, the history of the Fascist takeover was largely
reduced to the parliamentary negotiations that led to the resignation of the Facta
government in the days of the Congress of Naples and to the King’s appoint-
ment of Mussolini as the head of the new government.5 Even after WWII, the
March on Rome was thus largely overlooked, as other events – including the
resistance – were perceived to be the key moments in which defeat or victory had
been more heroic or meaningful, and thus more worth recounting.

Many historians have emphasised the institutional continuity rather than
the divergences between the Facta and Mussolini governments. They have
thus tended to regard the March on Rome as a bluff rather than an event
which had a strong political impact and which deserves to be studied as such.
Moreover, many works have stressed the complicity and the many backroom
agreements between the Fascist leaders and the liberal ones, the connivance of
a substantial sector of the army, and the support of the King to the Fascist
cause at the outset of the March.

While all these elements have always held true, as early as the 1980s Adrian
Lyttelton noted that what makes it so difficult to interpret the March on Rome
is precisely the originality of the strategy deployed by the Fascists to seize
power. Given the ambiguity of the event, it was easy to forget that – more than
any other event – the March marked the beginning of the Fascist dictatorship.6

What made the March on Rome possible? What was the objective? What role
did violence play in the March on Rome? How did the March change the poli-
tical context? Why did only some sections of the police force react, while others
did not? Why did the political ruling class believe that nothing particularly
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relevant was taking place in Italy in those days? These are the questions that the
present book seeks to answer.

Two elements clearly emerged over the course of this enquiry. The first –
revealed by a further engagement with Salvemini’s thesis of the March on
Rome as a coup d’état – is the existence of widespread authoritarian and
dictatorial tendencies in post-WWI Italy. The second element is the fact that
the formula ‘March on Rome’ has overshadowed the events which were not
part of the actual March and entrance of the squadristi into Rome. Yet the
most noteworthy events related to the March are the many occupations of
towns and cities, and particularly of Prefectures, post offices and stations in
every corner of Italy. These shows of strength reveal that the March itself had
a very different geography and impact from what is generally assumed.

The central thesis of this book is that Mussolini’s government marked the
beginning of dictatorship in Italy and the end of its liberal institutions.7 In the
days and months immediately following the March, the Fascists were free to
threaten one of the chief State institutions, Parliament, without meeting any
opposition from the liberal ruling class. Immediately afterwards, a broad
parliamentary majority passed an unconstitutional law, approving the
establishment of a private militia, the Milizia volontaria per la sicurezza
nazionale, under the Prime Minister’s control. Parliament also ratified a law
curtailing freedom of expression and print, as well as an electoral law
entailing a reform of the Italian representative system and the ‘granting of
constituent power’ to Fascism.8 These laws were even voted for by some of
those MPs who opposed Fascism in the belief that this was the best way to
play the political game with the Fascists.

The aim of this book is to reconsider the March on Rome with an aware-
ness of the different interpretative perspectives according to which it has been
analysed, and most importantly by freshly re-examining the sources. This
event reveals how far an institutional transformation can take place without
such a change being clearly understood by those witnessing it.

In this study, much attention has been paid to the ways in which violence
shaped political positions and choices not just in the period leading up to the
March but also during the event itself and in its aftermath. This book
demonstrates the extent to which violence constituted the cornerstone of
Fascist action, even within Parliament, and how it affected or even deter-
mined the choices of the liberal ruling class, as well as of anti-Fascists.

The attention to the role played by violence during this event is consistent
with the broader reconsideration of the role of violence in the history of Fas-
cism which has been taking place since the 1990s. The publication in 1990 of
George Mosse’s Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars,
marked in fact a turning point in the interpretation of the role of violence in
the inter-war period.9 The brutalisation thesis has since been called into
question, yet at the time it offered a refreshing starting point since it devel-
oped new hypotheses on the origins of the political use of violence and pro-
vided a wider reconsideration of the militarisation and brutalisation of
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politics, focusing on the effects of WWI.10 In the case of Italy, this thesis
brought to light the importance and role of the violent action of the squadristi
from the very beginning of the Fascist movement. It also highlighted the role
of the party militia in the development of Fascism and hence the structural
function of violence at the origin of Fascism, its central role with respect to
the seizing of new political spaces, the winning of the consent of the Italian
public, and the creation of new bonds among the squadristi.11

Mosse’s perspective, therefore, also had a huge impact on the research on
the origin of Italian Fascism. On the one hand, it created a picture in which it
was necessary to consider what had happened on the peninsula through a
broader comparative analysis, of the sort conducted in many different ways
over the following years. In particular, when this present book was about to
be issued in Italy, the German scholar Sven Reichardt published his com-
parative analysis on the Fascist squads and the German SA, showing the
fundamental role of Fascist violence at the origin of Italian Fascism and its
great impact on the development of the regime.12 This comparison allowed
Reichardt to point out that violence had a greater impact on the crisis of
Italian liberal democracy than it had on the final stages of the Weimar
Republic, thereby suggesting new possible terms of comparison between the
two Fascist cases. On the other hand, the brutalisation thesis also made it
possible to rethink existing research on WWI and on the years leading up to
it, showing the importance of acts of violence, authoritarianism and totali-
tarianism both before and during the war.13 These new strands of interpreta-
tion certainly were enhanced and reshaped by this new historiographical
context. In the following years, more research was published on the role of
violence in the period prior to the establishment of the Italian Fascist regime.
Fabio Fabbri’s Le origini della guerra civile analysed the role and use of vio-
lence by the Socialists and by the State, as well as by the squadristi, in the
period between the end of the war and 1921. This book also reopened the
discussion around the possible definition of this period as one of civil war,
focusing on the contemporaries’ representation and usage of these words.14

Following this renewed focus on violence, more research was also carried out
on violence under the regime, for instance with Michael Ebner’s Ordinary
Violence in Mussolini’s Italy, as well as on the endurance of squadrismo well
beyond the alleged attempt to normalise the movement – as illustrated by
Matteo Millan’s Squadrismo e squadristi nella dittatura fascista, which high-
lighted the importance of squadrismo as a means to stabilise the Italians’
acquiescence towards the regime.15 Finally, the acts of violence perpetrated in
the colonies and during the war have received more attention.

As for the March on Rome, Italian public memory continues to struggle
with the idea that it constituted a turning point in the history of the country
and a violent takeover of political power (albeit one legitimised by the highest
political institutions), even though historians are more and more agreeing on
this interpretation. In the early 1990s, Mario Isnenghi published a short arti-
cle in his Italian version of the Lieux de Mémoire, in which he reflected on
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the Italians’ difficulty to take this momentous event of their history as a dra-
matic break in the history of the country and looked at the ways in which the
March had been represented both by contemporary witnesses and by histor-
ians to demonstrate that.16 The essays helped to focus historians’ attention on
the March and its significance and provided an important stimulus for more
research. It led scholars to analyse how deep the impact of the events encap-
sulated by the label ‘March on Rome’ was and to reflect on and affirm its
importance as a turning point in the history of the country. The thesis pre-
sented in Isnenghi’s book was not uncontested. Nonetheless, some years after
the publication of the book, Emilio Gentile himself published a study, E fu
subito regime, which partially differed from the interpretation provided in
Storia del partito fascista, the first volume of an unfinished history of the
Fascist Party, published in 1989. In this first volume, the March on Rome had
been almost completely overlooked, while in the volume published on the
90th anniversary of the event, it was presented as the starting point of the
Fascist dictatorship.17

Since the March on Rome stands as an important critical juncture in Ita-
lian history, new research and interpretations will continue to be developed.
For now, I am very happy that this book will also be available to a wider
international public. In the present edition I have extensively revised the text
published in Italian in 2006, in order to make it more accessible to a non-
Italian public, while updating some references and rewriting part of the pro-
logue and the conclusion. The latter in the Italian edition attempted to reflect
on some possible comparisons that I have since developed in a new study
published in Italian under the title Dittature mediterranee. Sovversioni fasciste
e colpi di stato in Italia, Spagna e Portogallo.18 Here I have chosen to present
some recent reflections on the European impact of the March on Rome, since
the Italian events of October 1922, far from representing an isolated turning
point in a faraway and southern extension of the European continent, became
a central force of political change in the following years.

Giulia Albanese
Venice/Padua, August 2018

Notes
1 The historiographical tendency to underestimate the use of violence during the

March on Rome may be traced back to Angelo Tasca, who was nonetheless one of
the first of Fascism to draw attention to its violent politics: see A. Tasca, Nascita e
avvento del fascismo, Bari, Laterza, 1972 [1938], esp. p. 476. On the Fascist histor-
iography of the March on Rome and this ambivalent attitude towards the founding
event of Fascism, see M. Isnenghi, ‘La marcia su Roma’, in M. Isnenghi (ed.), I
luoghi della memoria. Strutture ed eventi dell’Italia unita, Rome-Bari, Laterza, 1997,
and G. Albanese, ‘Reconsidering the March on Rome’, European History Quarterly,
vol. 42, no. 3, 2012, pp. 403–21.
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2 See the evolving interpretations of the anti-Fascist intellectuals: G. Salvemini, The
Fascist Dictatorship in Italy, London, Jonathan Cape, 1928, his diary of those days,
published posthumously, Memorie e soliloqui. Diario 1922–1923, Bologna, Il
Mulino, 2001, in particular p. 36, as well as his lectures in Harvard, delivered
around 1943, and available in Salvemini, The Origins of Fascism in Italy, London,
Harper & Lee, 1973.

3 These articles were then published in 1923 in L. Salvatorelli, Nazionalfascismo,
Turin, Einaudi, 1977 [1923].

4 E. Lussu, The March on Rome and Thereabouts: An Autobiographical Account by
a Leading Sardinian Republican Politician of Resistance to Fascism in Sardinia
from 1918–1930, Lewinston (NY), Edwin Mellen, 1992.

5 The main exceptions to this perspective are A. Lyttelton, The Seizure of Power:
Fascism in Italy 1919–1929, London, Routledge, 2009 [1974]; G. Santomassimo,
La marcia su Roma, Florence, Giunti, 2000; M. Saija, I prefetti italiani nella crisi
dello stato liberale, Milan, Giuffrè, 2001; M. Isnenghi, L’Italia in piazza. I luoghi
della vita pubblica dal 1848 ai giorni nostri, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2004 [1994].

6 Lyttelton, The Seizure of Power, pp. 77–93. The definition of the March of Rome
as a coup d’état was also taken up, albeit less frequently, in the post-war period: for
the main juridical and historiographical interpretations of the phenomenon in such
terms, see S. Tosi, Il colpo di stato, Rome, Gismondi, 1951, and G. Candeloro,
Storia dell’Italia moderna. VIII. La prima guerra mondiale, il dopoguerra, l’avvento
del fascismo, Milan, Feltrinelli, 1979, in particular p. 416.

7 Lyttelton, The Seizure of Power. See also, more recently, Gentile, E fu subito
regime, Rome-Bari, Laterza, 2012.

8 The quote is from L. Carlassare, ‘La “rivoluzione” fascista e l’ordinamento statu-
tario’, Diritto Pubblico, no. 1, 1996, pp. 43–62. Much the same interpretative
approach is favoured by G. Sabbatucci, ‘Il “suicidio” della classe dirigente liberale.
La legge Acerbo 1923–1924’, Italia contemporanea, no. 174, 1989, pp. 57–80.
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1 The Coup d’État Policy

26 September 1919, fourteen days after the poet Gabriele D’Annunzio’s coup
de main on Fiume, the Socialist Anna Kuliscioff wrote to her partner Filippo
Turati, one of the leading figures of the Socialist Party:

Even the appeal to the country on whether Fiume should be Italian or
not is risky, and the issue is being put off indefinitely, with the danger that
meanwhile the army might launch a coup de main on Rome as well.

The following day, she continued:

In the political mire of this turbulent political period, it is truly comfort-
ing to see that Nitti [the head of government] is taking a stance. Not only
is he not going back on his words but he is as resolute as ever before in
upholding them in an anti-militarist and anti-war sense, thereby refuting
the theoretical claims made by the bourgeois governments, which can only
endure with the help of sharks, militarists and the haute bourgeoisie.

Even his call for the proletariat to rise up against D’Annunzio’s coups
de main was more than just an empty claim … It is definitely the case
that red or white revolutions in Italy are only ever carried out with the
government’s consent.1

A lucid observer, Anna Kuliscioff described the political situation of Sep-
tember 1919 with words that reflect the concern of at least part of the Italian
political and intellectual establishment. What had triggered this concern was
the rebellion which had led D’Annunzio and his legionaries to seize Fiume/
Rijeka – a multilingual and multicultural city, which had previously been part
of Austria-Hungary and was now being claimed by Italian nationalists owing
to its large Italian-speaking population – essentially with the support of the
local troops. But what was also at play was the very nature of the crisis of the
Italian institutions and politics, and the possibility of a conservative and
authoritarian coup d’état in the country.2 This concern cannot be dismissed as
unfounded, as is shown by the various plans for a nationalist coup hatched in
the years 1919–1920.



Seditious plans

In early June 1919, the news of a possible coup d’état had become a matter of
public debate after having circulated for some time in government circles and
among members of the press.

The plan in question was the result of an agreement struck between
nationalists, Arditi (veterans from the Italian shock troops) and veteran
associations. It had probably been orchestrated by the Duke of Aosta, Gen-
eral Gaetano Giardino, Colonel Giulio Douhet, Gabriele D’Annunzio, Benito
Mussolini, Luigi Federzoni, Italo Foschi and Captain Mario Carli, that is by
leading figures of the army and of interventionist and nationalists associations,
among others.3 The aim of what came to be known as the ‘Palazzo Braschi plot’
was to seize government headquarters, depose the government and establish a
new executive under the control of the army. The disclosure of the plan created a
difficult situation for the head of government on account of the possible invol-
vement of the Ministry of War, but also of the Royal Family in the person of the
Duke of Aosta, the King’s cousin. It is likely that the alleged plotters were forced
to disclaim the news of their involvement, and the sovereign himself took a
public stance on the matter.4

In response to the circulation of this news, the nationalists launched a
smear campaign against the government, accusing it of inventing a coup in
order to delegitimise the people involved in the plan.5 On 13 June 1919, the
nationalist newspaper Idea Nazionale ran an editorial entitled The Grotesque
Manoeuvre of the ‘Coup d’État’. The article stated:

No doubt, the matter could hardly be any different. Regarding the foolish
and coarse tale of the planned coup d’état, let no one be misled into
believing that this web of nonsense was conceived and spread simply to
amuse the readers … It is evident that its circulation was intended to be
of use for something and someone.6

The government’s campaign against the planned coup d’état not only stood in
the way of the political schemes of the nationalists and certain military groups
but also made them fear that they would be branded as traitors to the coun-
try – a role which up until then they themselves had attributed to the Socia-
lists. Nevertheless, the nationalists’ necessity to make their position clear and
to avoid marginalisation did not prevent them from publicly endorsing the
prospect of an extra-parliamentary solution to the ongoing government crisis.
Reflecting on the constitution of the cabinet presided over by the liberal-
democrat Francesco Saverio Nitti, who had taken the place of Vittorio Ema-
nuele Orlando, the nationalist newspaper Il Dovere nazionale wrote:

With Giolitti’s majority, every parliamentary solution will be a compro-
mise and act of cowardice. We find ourselves in such a terrible moment
that we need strong hands and strong men. The country must no longer
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be governed by the stale electoral oligarchies of the old Italy but by the
civilian and military force responsible for its victory. The monarchy is
there for a reason: let it appoint a government outside of the moribund
parliament and restore the nation’s physical and moral strength.7

The authorities carried out investigations to ascertain the truth about the plans
for a coup. The Prefect of Rome reported to the Ministry of the Interior that the
rumours of a plot were well-founded and that the premises of Idea Nazionale
were being used to hold meetings attended by nationalists as well as members of
the armed forces. The Prefect advised against allowing D’Annunzio to visit
Rome, while giving his reassurance that any initiatives against the government
would meet with failure unless backed by the army.8 On the other hand, the news
of a conspiracy was denied by the investigations office of the Ministry of the
Interior, which declared: ‘We are unaware of any secret committees of national-
ists and Arditi planning some violent action. The negotiations and agreements
that have just begun in these days are taking place openly.’9

In his memoirs, written in the immediate aftermath of World War II,
Enrico Caviglia, who had been one of the most prominent generals in the
Italian army during WWI, confirms the existence of the plot and of wide-
scale nationalist mobilisation. These memoirs also confirm that it was sup-
ported by the army and navy, as well as by a considerable section of the
troops still mobilised in the Venezia Giulia region, which were ready to carry
out acts of protest and revolt against the Italian State.10

Meanwhile, the irredentists and the more zealous nationalists, unexpectedly
joined by some far Left groups, hoped for a return to action on different yet
compatible fronts: some pushed for revolution within the country, others for
Italian control over Dalmatia. In early June, Caviglia reported again that
alongside the rumour of a coup de main on Palazzo Braschi, news had started
circulating of two alleged plans to occupy Split: one organised by General
Ottavio Zoppi, who had been in charge of the assault troops during WWI,
and had therefore led many of the men who had followed D’Annunzio to
Fiume, the other by a section of the Third Army led by the Duke of Aosta.
As though to confirm the soundness of these rumours, shortly after they
started circulating the government disbanded the Third Army and placed the
border area under the control of General Mario Antonio Di Robilant, whose
anti-irridentist sentiments were well known.11

A few days after these decisions, when presenting the new government to
the Chamber of Deputies in early July, the head of government Francesco
Saverio Nitti bemoaned his opponents’ attitude. In particular, he openly con-
demned the nationalists, stressing the subversiveness of their political views
and comparing them to the revolutionary parties of the Left:

I often hear the casual remark being made that the Government is too tol-
erant, that the Government does not exercise enough rigour. Honourable
colleagues, I have performed my duty with great firmness, but also with a
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sense of equanimity and justice. I judge the work of those who inflame peo-
ple’s souls in one way just as dangerous as the work of those who inflame it
in another. Whipping the workers up to revolt is deplorable. But attempting
to undermine the freedom of Parliament is even more deplorable.12

The British ambassador to Rome, Rennell Rodd – an external observer, yet
not a complete outsider – remarked on the Italian situation when writing to
the Minister of Foreign Affairs Lord Curzon:

A very sensational story is being discussed in the press here and will if not
stopped by the censor, no doubt find its way to other countries. It is at any
rate significant of the general unrest prevailing here and of the tendency
among the public to show their impatience with the present modes of
government and the degeneracy of Parliament in this country … Now it
would perhaps be superfluous to have submitted to you in an official dis-
patch a story which is naturally regarded as fantastic were it not that there
is apparently a little bit of truth behind it, and that the elaboration of the
supposed conspiracy has been built on a certain foundation of fact.13

In what was arguably a far from arbitrary move, Rodd discussed the news of
the founding of the Fasci di Combattimento (and the funding they received)
in conjunction with the issue of Fiume and the demonstrations in favour of its
annexation, giving a description of the plot:

The practical application of the plot was to begin with a hostile demon-
stration on a large scale with sig. Orlando and other delegates returned,
to be followed by a sort of coup de main against the Ministry of the
Interior and the Parliament. The constituted authorities were to be
deposed, the deputies informed that their mandate had ceased, and those
who were regarded as responsible for the disaster of the country, espe-
cially the Giolittians and the socialists, were to be arrested. New elections
would then beheld, and if the crown opposed the programme, elections
for a costituend assembly also. A state of war on the eastern frontier
could also be resumed. The executive agents of the plot would be the
military associations, which had 800,000 members enrolled, with a fund
at their disposal of twelve million lire, subscribed by the great industrial
houses in Lombardy, Liguria and Piedmont …

A few months later, in September–October 1919, rumours of a possible new
conspiracy started circulating. Francesco Saverio Nitti publicly denounced the
fact that what D’Annunzio and his men were planning against him and his
policies was an actual coup d’état. At the same time, in response to what was
coming to light, from the pages of their newspapers the nationalists and Fas-
cists were once again accusing the government of using these charges to
reinforce its power by staging a coup.
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The Fiume exploit

The coup de main on Fiume contributed to lend substance to the rumours
that had been circulating until then. Indeed, since the ‘March on Ronchi’
organised by D’Annunzio to invade the Croatian town witnessed the invol-
vement not just of the grenadiers but also of many members of the armed
forces who ought to have stood in the way of this subversive action.14 In an
address to the Chamber of Deputies, Nitti provided a remarkably harsh
reading of the event which reflects a serious concern for the political situation
and an awareness of the fact that the real political aim of many of the plotters
who had occupied Fiume was to topple the government.15 In its attempt to
resist the pressure of events, the central problem for the Nitti government was
to regain control of the army and contain the sedition already at work within
its ranks. The head of government discussed this point in two separate
moments of his address to the Chamber, showing that he was not afraid of
openly denouncing the situation, while bringing Italian public opinion face to
face with a previously unforeseen prospect:

What has happened has filled me with sadness, but also humiliation,
because for the first time sedition has crept into the Italian army, albeit
for idealistic reasons … An action carried out by volunteers is one thing,
the involvement of soldiers from the regular army quite another. A sol-
dier who breaks the discipline, albeit for a lofty purpose, goes against the
country. Anyone who leads a soldier to carry out acts of sedition – albeit
with blandishments, for far from vulgar aims and out of idealistic ten-
dencies – pits him against his country.16

Nitti’s address was all the more significant because it linked the early June plot
to what was taking place in Fiume, in an effort to portray all attempts made to
overthrow the government over the previous months in the same light:

Over the past three months I have noticed a chain of facts that began
with street riots and displays of crazed excitement, continued with expe-
ditions to seize public buildings and take control of the city of Rome (as
in the case of the Pietralata adventure), and ended with events, such the
present one, which have highly emotional but also highly dangerous
motives behind them.17

As already noted, and as emphasised by Anna Kuliscioff in her letter to
Turati, Nitti ended his speech with a plea to the proletariat: ‘I turn, therefore,
to the anonymous masses, to the workers and peasants so that the great voice
of the people may emerge as an admonition to all to keep to the path of
renunciation and duty.’18

Nitti’s address reflected some of the unresolved dilemmas in the history of
united Italy that in the aftermath of WWI had become pressing issues, arguably
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for the first time. How could the need to solve the conflict between political
movements and the authorities in favour of the latter be reconciled with the
history of a State, such as liberal Italy, whose founding myths had sprung from
the actions of Garibaldi’s volunteers during the Risorgimento? In stressing the
fundamental difference between an army of volunteers and seditious soldiers
from the regular army, Nitti was seeking to avoid any possible comparison
between Garibaldi’s troops and those of D’Annunzio.19 However, the name of
Garibaldi could clearly be heard coming from the right-hand side of the
Chamber when Nitti stated: ‘it is not by conceiving an exploit in the nature of
a raid, something between the romantic and the literary, that one determines
the fortune of one’s country’.20

The reference to Garibaldi was not a mere rhetorical device, given that the
matter-of-fact Prime Minister himself made sure to undermine any possible
identification between the two ventures and that the comparison between Gar-
ibaldi’s exploit and D’Annunzio’s one was a recurrent motif in the speeches
held in the Chamber of Deputies on that day.21 The Risorgimento was not a
distant historical memory but a source of debate, disagreement and contrasting
positions with regard to the contemporary situation – in other words, it was a
means to legitimise or delegitimise political movements or decisions.22

A few days after Nitti’s speech and the debate that ensued from it, D’An-
nunzio explicitly compared his own feat to Garibaldi’s. Writing to the editor-in-
chief of the moderate newspaper Corriere della Sera, Luigi Albertini, he stated:
‘General Badoglio himself [whom in November Nitti was to appoint special
commissioner for Venezia Giulia, and hence for the Fiume affair] thinks that
this is the finest exploit ever attempted after that of the Thousand [that is, Gar-
ibaldi’s volunteers].’23 This statement clearly reveals the degree to which sedi-
tion had found its way into the ranks of the army. Besides, Albertini’s own
correspondence provides an important testimony on the situation of the mili-
tary and the fear of sedition. At about the same time, General Cadorna, who
had been Chief of Staff of the Italian Army from the beginning of the war until
the Caporetto defeat in 1917, shared his opinion on the events which had just
taken place with the editor-in-chief of the Corriere della Sera:

I was expecting D’Annunzio not to stay put. Leaving aside the patriotic
motive, for the country this is a leap in the dark. The insubordination of
the army, with the poor example given by officers, including senior ones,
is most deplorable in itself and on account of its future consequences.
And to think that I have been criticised for my coercive discipline! Do
they believe they can now re-establish it with caresses? They have des-
patched Badoglio there with full powers. But what if the troops he brings
along with him fraternise with D’Annunzio’s men? It’s a nasty risk and –
even it were to come to nothing – a nasty precedent!24

For Cadorna, the Fiume event, while undesirable, seemed to go in the hoped-
for direction, insofar as it revealed the impossibility of preserving military
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discipline with a democratic government, thereby suggesting the need for an
authoritarian one.25

D’Annunzio’s exploit gave the opposition a fresh opportunity to launch a
tirade on the politicisation of the army and the predictability of the coup de
main, and hence on the responsibilities of the government.26 Socialist MP
Guido Marangoni, who in the post-war period belonged to Serrati’s max-
imalist current, stated in a speech delivered just after Nitti’s address:

Honourable Nitti, you have trusted the information which reached you
from the military front, from the heads of the army placed in command of
our troops along the armistice line or near it. I certainly do not wish to
accuse those people of disloyalty – an accusation I would regard as abso-
lutely unfounded – but the pages by the Commission of Inquiry so clearly
speak of their way of thinking and intellectual sharpness that a truly sharp
and intelligent man such as yourself ought to have checked that informa-
tion from a military source a little more closely … Be that as it may, the
symptoms were visible throughout Italy. There were newspapers waging the
battle, men leading it, and military divisions which had taken a stance of
open revolt on all occasions. And only yesterday, within the government
benches an apology was made of these military divisions that were plotting
insurrection and promoting it among the other troops.27

In the wake of Nitti’s parliamentary address, the charge of plotting a coup d’état
was levelled against the Prime Minister by the right-wing opposition formed by
nationalists and former interventionists. Besides, these two constituencies had
never accepted Nitti as a head of government worthy of managing the victory,
since he was a representative of parliamentary democracy, which had been held
responsible for the worst ills of the country since 1914. The newspaper of the
recently founded ‘Movimento dei fasci di combattimento’, headed by the
former Socialist and interventionist Benito Mussolini, the Popolo d’Italia, lent
these sentiments a voice, arguing that Nitti’s dissolution of Parliament and call
for new elections amounted to an attempted coup d’état.28 The newspaper
described the ongoing political conflict in the following terms:

What is taking place these days is not a nationalist ‘revolution’, as is claimed
in the newspaper of the pussisti [the members of the Socialist Party], who are
as physiologically unsuited to revolution as the toad is physiologically and
anatomically endowed to flight… what is troubling the country today is not
a bourgeois revolution, or a proletarian one. It is the revolution of one section
of the country against another. On both sides of the barricade, bourgeois and
proletarians rub shoulders. What bring them together or apart is something
that lies above class interests or the ideologies of old parties – it is the war.29

A few days later, from the pages of the same newspaper Mussolini called for a
coup d’état:
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Many people are agonising over their impossibility to go to Fiume, but I
ask myself: does no one know the way to Rome? Has the requisition of
weapons – another sly move attempted by the ‘pig’ – stripped all citizens
of their revolvers, hand grenades and daggers? There are still some left. In
this remarkably dynamic age, one goes to prison today only to leave it in
triumph tomorrow.30

If we shift our attention to the words in which the charge of plotting a coup
was framed by the political rhetoric of the period, we soon realise the full
extent of the fractures dividing the country. Historians have long ascertained
that the desire for a nation-wide action, not limited to Fiume, was widespread
among the legionaries and was even shared by some of their commanders –
D’Annunzio, of course, but also the Venetian irredentist nationalist Giovanni
Giuriati at certain moments – although these sentiments do not imply the
existence of an organisation capable of accomplishing such action.31 What is
particularly revealing of the tension which existed and the popularity of cer-
tain ideas is the journey to Fiume made by Senator Borletti on behalf of
Milanese industrialists, with the aim of testing the ground. Likewise, the
nationalists Alfredo Rocco and Francesco Coppola travelled to Fiume to
invite D’Annunzio to march on Trieste.32 Many years later, the nationalist
jurist Rocco described how, in the momentous year 1919, it was already evi-
dent to the more far-sighted that waging a battle within the confines of the
law was useless. The coming elections were bound to reinforce the chains that
made the country a slave to demagogues, who could utterly undo the nation,
if they only dared to do so.33

While it was far from clear what political order would emerge in the wake
of the revolt, it was evident that Fiume would act as the information hub and
powerhouse of a subversive movement, destined to spread to Milan, Venice,
Trento, Genoa, Rome and Naples.34

Much the same conclusions could be drawn from the news that reached the
Ministry of the Interior in those days from trustees and police commissioners,
according to whom the Duke of Aosta was involved in the subversive plans.35

This information is also confirmed by the letters exchanged between the
Albertini brothers. Antonio informed Luigi of the rumour that D’Annunzio
was caught between his moderate followers and ‘hotheads’ who:

apparently pressed for a march towards Italy … In any case – it is unclear
whether during the course of this action or before it – in various cities
officer uprisings broke out to the cries of Fiume and D’Annunzio, upris-
ings planned in these days by Vecchi and Martinetti … Nitti has opposed
this propaganda with a counter-propaganda, which is apparently why the
plan to make them rise up on the 23rd (tomorrow) was aborted … But
we cannot rule out the possibility that something might happen at the
end of the month or in early November … In short, he says that he is far
from unperturbed, that he certainly believes that a coup de main is not
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unavoidable, and that he actually hopes to forestall it with his propa-
ganda, although he is not really confident of this.36

The news did not end there. On the night between 24 and 25 October, a great
commotion gripped Rome when a steamer carrying a hundred Arditi was
seen leaving Fiume heading for the Italian coastline. The crisis was resolved
when the steamer called at Grado and twenty men who had gone ashore to
‘get a field battery’ were detained by the local police.37 The captain decided to
sail the steamer back to Fiume and put an end to the adventure so as to avoid
any further consequences. On this occasion, General Badoglio himself pri-
vately stated that if episodes of the sort were to occur more frequently he was
not sure that he could keep the situation under control.38

In the early years after the war, the picture in the rest of Europe was just as
complex as in Italy, and in many countries it seemed as though the conflict
had yet to come to an end.39 This was particularly the case in the countries
that had lost the conflict, such as Germany. In March 1920, Kapp’s attempted
coup d’état – which brought out the contrast between the democratic autho-
rities and right-wing radicalism in Weimar Germany – was not only a topic of
considerable interest for Italian newspapers but also a matter of reflection and
a term of comparison.40 In the aftermath of the legitimate government’s vic-
tory over the plotters, the Corriere della Sera discussed the events by warning
its readers not to ‘ramble’ about dictatorship or ‘any militarist abuse’, on the
grounds that even in Prussia, which had a strong military apparatus by tra-
dition, the attempt to stage a coup had met with failure.

However, it is all too easy to see that the lesson which the Corriere drew
from the event was to prove a naive hope more than an accurate forecast of
the future of Italy and Europe:

The age of reactionary restorations would appear to have ended for good.
As soon as one is accomplished, Bolshevik fury follows on the heels of
militarist fury … The two frenzies are as correlative and complementary
as the two stages of manic-depressive folly. In these sorrowful months
Europe has come face to face with death far too often (the great putsch in
Berlin being merely its latest appearance) for everyone, Germans and
non-Germans alike, not to finally realise that the time has come to live a
little more wisely.41

What is more accurate and thought-provoking, despite its one-sided inter-
pretation, is the analysis of German events made by Idea Nazionale,42 which
attempted to explain not just that crisis but also – and most importantly –
nationalist politics in Italy:

Whatever turn domestic events may take in Germany, the international
significance of the crisis is evident. The German counter-revolution con-
firms the utter failure of the spirit of the Paris Peace Conference the same
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day in which the Senate in Washington has issued a final condemnation
of the very letter of the Treaty of Versailles.43

Returning to the subject the following day, the nationalist newspaper stated:

democratic governments are capable of repression, but because of their inevi-
table constitutional weakness they are incapable of prevention. The Kapp-
Luttwitz episode has shown the folly of all those partisan men who pursue
their violent ideas in a way that is out of touch with reality, placing their rev-
eries and egoism above the Fatherland: on the one hand, a group of second-
rate people, disregarding the discipline established by greater men, has shaken
the order of the Country, obeying a passionate impulse; on the other hand,
with just as much passion but with far more disastrous intents and viler uses
of violence, Communist factions have sought to take advantage of the breach
which the weakness of the government and the violence of the few had
opened in the body of the State, so as to unleash their wave of destruction.44

The attention paid by the Idea Nazionale to the role played by Communist
factions in the Kapp crisis was not unjustified: the crisis had many lessons to
teach anyone who regarded the prospect of a coup d’état as a plausible
hypothesis. The appeal which Nitti made to workers on the occasion of D’An-
nunzio’s exploit, and which was fiercely criticised by the Idea Nazionale, was
similar to the appeal made by the democratic German government on this
occasion to save the country from the military coup d’état. This appeal proved
successful, showing not only that a democratic government was capable of
repressing any attempts at subversive action but also – as Anna Kuliscioff had
noted the year before – that it could deploy what were generally regarded as
anti-system forces in order to quash any plot hatched by the army. The episode
revealed that the liberal-democratic ruling class in Germany had realised by
then that in the face of extreme danger for the country workers could be
mobilised to preserve the existing democratic order. Italian nationalists feared
this lesson above all, because it threatened to remove their political side from
the sphere of public legitimacy. After all, what had preserved their legitimacy
up until then was precisely the fact that Communists and Socialists could be
considered a threat to the political system.

From Fiume to Rome?

In October 1920, with the second anniversary of the victory approaching, new
rumours started spreading that some generals were planning a coup. In addi-
tion to members of the army and nationalists, the news involved Fascists and
Arditi. The government therefore shifted its attention once more from the far
Left and the occupation of factories to the nationalist Right, which for the
third time in under two years became a focus of concern for the powers in
charge.45
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Fiume once again served as a hive of ideas. The first step in the coup was
meant to be the landing in Ancona of ships stocked with weapons, according
to a plan which had first been conceived by the legionaries in Fiume – in
agreement with the leader of the Italian anarchist movement Errico Malatesta
and his comrades – early in 1920, but which had never been implemented
because of the Socialist Party’s opposition.46 The Giornale d’Italia, a very
influential liberal conservative newspaper, and the liberal-democratic news-
paper Epoca were the first to spread the news, which they dismissed as
unfounded.47 The Corriere della Sera took a very different view, attacking the
subversion which had crept into the army. This newspaper not only branded
the members of the armed forces as ‘rebels’ but went so far as to argue that,
given the claims made by the press and the Fascists, the silence of the high
military echelons with regard to the coup was a sign of their connivance.48

However, the recent factory occupations led the Milanese newspaper to place
a greater emphasis on the revolution-reaction conjunction. What worried the
Corriere most was the prospect of a civil war:

in our view, it would be difficult to make a more serious tactical mistake
than to step outside the boundaries of legality in order to impose the will
of one class or party by means of violence. This would be the signal of a
dreadful fight whose consequences and outcome are impossible to fore-
see, since all the popular forces and a considerable share of the demo-
cratic ones would rally against the military-conservative reaction. What
would this lead to? Possibly to the very opposite of what was expected.49

After 24 October, the date of the expected coup, and the anniversary of the
Italian defeat at Caporetto, the Avanti! emphasised that the constant flow of
refutations from the upper echelons of the army was in itself revealing of the
fact that the accusation, far from being a laughing matter, was at any rate
plausible enough to require disproof.50 The rumours about this last plot find
confirmation in Luigi Gasparotto’s diary. The liberal-democratic interven-
tionist, founder of the Associazione nazionale combattenti (Italian veterans’
association) and future War Minister wrote that he had been asked by
D’Annunzio whether he would be interested in taking part in a march on
Rome, but had turned down this offer.51

The negotiations between the Fascists and D’Annunzio’s men had been
going on at least since the summer of 1920. Mussolini himself contributed to
the planning of a march from Fiume to Rome but his interest then cooled in
October, as he considered the terms of the Treaty of Rapallo unacceptable.52

Alfredo Rocco describes the atmosphere of those days as follows:

For the second time, no longer a few but a great many people realised that
a decisive action was required to stop the Country on the path to cata-
strophe. The sealing of the Rapallo agreement was imminent and then the
renunciations would become unretractable. All social and economic life
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was paralysed and falling apart. Once again, dictatorship seemed like an
urgent need. And all thoughts turned to the only highly organised centre of
national resistance then in existence: Fiume. A plan of action was discussed
in detail in October 1920 by the Central Committee of the Nationalist
Association, which was urgently summoned. The Idea Nazionale intensified
its campaign for a dictatorship… The flow of pilgrims to Fiume increased; I
myself returned there between late October and early November. Then too
everything seemed to be settled, but things lingered on because Fiume was
inextricably linked to the Adriatic problem. Finally, the signing of the Treaty
of Rapallo on 11 November led to the irreparable, and over the Christmas
of 1920 all hope to recover Fiume was drenched in blood.53

According to the British embassy, unrest on the Right was fuelled in parti-
cular by the foreign affairs negotiations which the government was conduct-
ing and by the fear that with the Rapallo negotiations it would acquiesce in
further concessions, particularly in such a delicate moment as the anniversary
of the victory.54 The embassy, which for the time being did not fear any fur-
ther worsening of the situation, regarded the crisis as all the more serious
because in the previous months the monarchy itself had not been exempt
from considerable criticism: the rumour was circulating that the King would
abdicate in favour of his son, a problematic prospect since the latter would be
placed under the regency of the Duke of Aosta, who was apparently involved
in many nationalist schemes.55

The constant hatching of coups d’état within nationalist and army circles,
and the frequency with which anti-democratic and anti-parliamentary spee-
ches and perspectives were voiced, were meaningful elements in Italian poli-
tics at the time. They show the progressive coalescence and strengthening of
groups that pursued the avowed aim of overthrowing the parliamentary
system and banishing certain political forces (especially the Socialists) from
the political arena, while at the same time isolating those sectors of the ruling
class that strove for the progressive democratisation of the liberal State.56

These tensions, which were rooted in unresolved problems marking the Italian
political and economic context, were shared, in these same years, by many
other European countries. They became part of a much broader, European-
wide debate on the nature and effectiveness of liberal institutions and of
political representation. The issue at stake was whether these institutions
would survive the transformations brought about by the war both in the field
of social organisation and in that of the economy and law.57

It is interesting to note that, despite the political developments which occurred
in Italy over the following months, the hatching of hazy coups d’état has fre-
quently been mentioned by historians but seldom discussed as a political project,
if not by Roberto Vivarelli’s first books. If anything, what has proven more
influential so far has been the aestheticising reading of the phenomenon, or
indeed one that – as in Renzo De Felice’s case – tends to dismiss these events as
individual projects.58 Far greater attention has been devoted to the strikes
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and land occupations, as well to the discussion of a possible revolutionary, and
thus Socialist or Bolshevik, evolution of Italian politics, which were given the
name of ‘red biennium’ in the first years of the post-war period.

Recent research is starting to show not only the relevance of those grass-
roots movements, in terms of their action (and violence), aims and ideology,
and the fears and reactionary stances they engendered among the Italian
ruling classes, but also the interplay between the institutional containment of
these movements and their action.59 Nonetheless, by directly investigating the
plans for a coup d’état and by formulating a fully political interpretation of
them, it is possible to grasp the authoritarian and subversive drive – already
noted by American President Woodrow Wilson at the time – of part of Italian
ruling classes, both in the military and in the civil sphere.60 This approach
further enables a shift in the interpretation of the crisis of post-war Italy,
allowing us to understand it also, if not mainly, as a reaction to the demo-
cratisation of the country and the institutional role played by the Parliament.
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