HISTORY

History
Historical Conflict and Change

Unit AS 2
Option 6: Italy’s Quest for Great Power Status 1871–1943

Content

Page

Introduction

2

1.

Italy’s Quest for Great Power Status 1871–1914

3

2.

The First World War and Peace Settlement 1914–19

7

3.

The Rise and Consolidation of Fascism 1919–26

14

4.

Mussolini’s Foreign Policy 1922–43

20

HISTORY

Introduction

In this option, students focus on Italy’s relations with the wider world during a turbulent
period in its history. They analyse how, between 1871 and 1922, a succession of Liberal
governments used foreign policy to bolster Italy’s claim to Great Power status and create
a sense of shared identity for Italians. Students explore how the failure of this strategy
helps to explain the rise of Mussolini after 1922. They also investigate how Mussolini’s
bolder, more radical approach helped to create a sense of shared identity but ended in
catastrophe and his removal from power in 1943.
Assessment for this option consists of a written examination that includes both short
response and extended questions. Each question tests the Assessment Objective AO1:
the candidate’s ability to demonstrate, organise and communicate knowledge and
understanding; to analyse and evaluate the key features related to the periods studied,
making substantiated judgements and exploring concepts, as relevant, of cause,
consequence, change, continuity, similarity, difference and significance.
For ease of consultation, the following study is divided into four sections:
1. Italy’s Quest for Great Power Status 1871–1914
2. The First World War and Peace Settlement 1914–19
3. The Rise and Consolidation of Fascism 1919–26
4. Mussolini’s Foreign Policy 1922–43
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1. Italy’s Quest for Great Power Status
1871–1914
(a) Background
After a series of events from 1848 to 1871 Italy became a unified state for the first time
since the collapse of the Roman Empire. The new Italian kingdom faced economic, social
and political problems, as well as trying to become a Great European Power by 1914.
Web Article
For a succinct account of the process of Italian unification, see the article on the
Encyclopaedia Britannica website:
https://www.britannica.com/event/Risorgimento

(b) The aims of Italian foreign policy after unification
The new Italian government had four main foreign policy aims in 1871 and these changed
little throughout the period 1871–1914:
• The need to gain Great Power status in Europe
• To solve the issue of Italia Irredenta
• The need to gain colonies and create an Italian empire
• The need to gain living space for an overpopulated country.

(c) The challenges facing Italy in its quest for Great Power status
1871–1914
The new Italian state faced many challenges from 1871 to 1914. In 1871, compared
with some European states such as Britain and Germany, Italy was a poor and backward
country, especially in the rural south. It had limited resources and needed to import
key raw materials such as coal from Britain. Compared with countries such as Britain
and France, industry was limited in Italy and mainly based in the north. The North–
South divide which existed before unification, remain a major problem for the Italian
government up to 1914.
Web Article
For a general survey of the state of Italy in the period before the First World War, consult
the Encyclopaedia Britannica article, beginning with the section titled ‘Condition of the
Italian Kingdom’:
https://www.britannica.com/place/Italy/Unification
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(d) Italian attempts at colonisation in Africa: Tunisia, Eritrea,
Abyssinia and Libya
By the time Italy was unified in 1871, France and Britain in particular had already created
large empires in Africa and across the world. Italy wanted to gain colonies and create an
empire, but there were relatively few unclaimed territories left in Africa by the close of the
nineteenth century.
In 1871, Italy made an attempt to bring Tunisia under its control, but failed. By 1881,
however, France had taken control of Tunisia, perhaps confirming Italy’s status as a
‘second-rank’ Great Power. Italy also had imperial aspirations in relation to Eritrea and
Abyssinia. By 1895, Eritrea had become an Italian colony when the Italians invaded
Abyssinia. The Italian defeat at Adowa was a national humiliation for Italy and its
government. This had a major impact upon the colonial ambitions of Italy whose next
intervention – in Libya in 1911–12 – was prompted by the imminent collapse of the
Ottoman Empire and the general deterioration in international relations in the run-up to
the First World War.
Web Articles
For an Eritrean view of the Italian conquest, visit the website of the Eritrean Ministry of
Information, Shabait.com:
http://www.shabait.com/about-eritrea/history-a-culture/340--italian-colonization
The History World website looks at the Italian involvement both in Eritrea and Abyssinia
(Ethiopia):
http://www.historyworld.net/wrldhis/PlainTextHistories.asp?historyid=ad18
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain why was it difficult for Italy to gain colonies in this period.
2. Explain the significance for Italy of the defeat at Adowa in 1896.
Essay question
‘Italy’s failure to create a large empire by 1914 was due to unrealistic ambition’. To what
extent do you agree with this statement?
Web Video
Raymond Jonas, Professor of History at the University of Washington in Seattle, discusses
his book The Battle of Adwa: African Victory in the Age of Empire with Abebe Gellaw of the
ESAT network (note that Adwa is a variant spelling of Adowa):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVmPEFrA304
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(e) The relationship between Italy and the other European Great
Powers 1871–1914
(i) Triple Alliance 1882
Throughout this period, Italy sought to prove its Great Power status in Europe. However, in
reality, it remained a junior partner to the dominant European powers. By 1882, clashes
with Britain and France over colonial interests – in particular in Tunisia – led to Italy
joining the Triple Alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary. This Alliance remained in
force up to the outbreak of the First World War, but it has to be said more in theory than in
practice.
(ii) Relations with Britain, France and Russia
Despite the Triple Alliance of 1882, Italy tried to maintain good relations with Britain and
offer reassurance that the Triple Alliance was not directed against it. By the late 1890s,
Italian relations with France started to improve and, in 1906, at Algeciras, Italy supported
Britain and France against German claims over Morocco. In 1909, after the Bosnian
annexation crisis, Italy signed the Racconigi Agreement with Russia, which aimed to
preserve the status quo in the Balkans. However, after intervention in Libya in 1911, Italy
appeared to become more militant as Great Power relations in Europe worsened, whilst the
Ottoman Empire was close to collapse.
Web Article
Visit the Encyclopedia.com website for an explanation of the Triple Alliance in the context
of the Triple Entente and the deterioration in international relations in the first decade of
the twentieth century:
http://www.encyclopedia.com/topic/Triple_Alliance_and_Triple_Entente.aspx
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain why Italy joined the Triple Alliance in 1882.
Essay question
To what extent had Italy become a Great Power in Europe by 1914?
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(f) Giovanni Giolitti’s domestic policies and the attempt to
overcome internal divisions in Italy 1903–14
From 1903 to 1914, a number of important political developments took place in Italy
under the leadership of Giolitti. He was Prime Minister in the periods 1903–05, 1906–09
and 1911–14.
Giolitti wanted to restore order and stability in Italy after the violent protests of the
late 1890s in particular. Realising that oppression was not the solution, he introduced
moderate reforms and overcame internal divisions in Italy. His political programme
included the following:
• Increased government spending on public works
• Improved working conditions
• Laws to protect child and adult workers
• Food taxes reduced
• Electoral franchise extended
• Railways nationalised
• Religious instruction allowed in schools.
The 1912 Electoral Law weakened the position of Giolitti’s Liberals in the 1913 elections.
The Church, which was alarmed at the growth of the left, approved a compromise deal
with Giolitti’s Liberals to stop the socialist threat. This increased political opposition to
Giolitti, leading to his downfall in 1914.
Web Article
Read the Encyclopaedia Britannica entry on Giolitti:
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Giovanni-Giolitti
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain the aims of Giolitti’s domestic reforms.
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2. The First World War and Peace
Settlement 1914–19
(a) The reasons why the Italian government chose not to intervene
in the First World War in 1914
When the First World War broke out in Europe in the summer of 1914, Italy, as a member
of the Triple Alliance, was expected to go to war in support of Germany and AustriaHungary. However, Italy was the weakest of the six major European Powers and the
country was not ready for a major war. It was also politically divided between those who
supported intervention and those who supported neutrality.
The Italian government under the new Prime Minister, Salandra, considered two possible
consequences of abandoning the Triple Alliance:
• Italy could be left isolated and vulnerable in Europe.
• Italy would be in a position to advance territorial claims over Italian-speaking areas of
the Habsburg Empire.
Italy declared neutrality, citing as justification that Austria was the aggressor against
Serbia, a ‘get-out’ clause under the terms of the 1882 Triple Alliance. Giolitti, who had
resigned as Prime Minister in March 1914 over the war issue, declared his full support for
Italian neutrality. However, the country was deeply divided over the issue of neutrality or
intervention.
Web Article
The WWI website provides some of the official diplomatic exchanges that occurred in the
summer of 1914 relating to Italy’s declaration of neutrality:
https://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/The_Italian_Declaration_of_Neutrality
Web Video
Visit YouTube for an American historian’s perspective on Italy’s neutrality in 1914 and its
eventual decision to join the war:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JzjjBQl0fu0
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain why Italy decided to remain neutral in August 1914.
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(b) The reasons why the Italian government chose to intervene in
the First World War in 1915 and signed the Treaty of London
By 1915 Italy remained politically divided, but support for the nationalists who favoured
intervention was growing thanks to the work of figures such as D’Annunzio and Mussolini.
The Italian government had made an offer to Austria-Hungary promising Italian
neutrality if the Austrians gave Italy some territories it wanted; however, Austria declined
this offer. By April 1915, Italy was engaged in secret talks with the Allies, as Salandra, the
Italian Prime Minister, now favoured entering the war.
The secret Treaty of London agreed the terms on which Italy would enter the First World
War on the side of the Allies against the Central powers. On 23 May 1915, Salandra
announced to the Italian people that Italy was entering the war.
The Treaty of London promised Italy the following:
• Trentino, Trieste and Istria
• Dalmatia
• Former German colonies in Africa
• Dodecanese Islands
• A war indemnity.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain the reasons for Italy’s decision to enter the First World War in 1915.

(c) Italy’s military performance in the First World War
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Italy had entered the greatest conflict the world had ever seen so far. However, the Italian
armed forces and the army in particular were not ready for war in 1915 and lessons had
not been learnt from its experiences in Abyssinia and Libya. The army was led by General
Cadorna, who in August 1914 had wanted the Italian army mobilised to fight the French.

GENERAL CADORNA
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After Italy joined the war, volunteers such as Mussolini joined the Italian army. This was
followed by conscription to create an army of 5 million men. Many of these conscripts
were poorly educated peasants from the south or militant industrial workers from the
north. Many of the new soldiers were badly trained with poor weapons, fighting a war in
extremely difficult conditions. As G. Procacci has observed in his History of the Italian
People (1968): ‘In the first two years of the war the Italian army was one of the least
prepared and badly armed forces in the war in Europe. At the outbreak of war, the Italian
forces lacked artillery, machine guns, trucks and officers. The defeat at Caporetto was
largely the result of lack of coordination between the Italian armed forces’.
Most of Italy’s war was fought along the border with Austria-Hungary from 1915 to 1918,
including the eleven battles of the Isonzo, with little or no success. In October 1917 the
Italian army was routed and humiliated at the Battle of Caporetto. Cadorna was blamed
for this massive defeat, forcing Boselli to resign as Prime Minister, being replaced by
Orlando. In October 1918, Italy won its only major battlefield victory of the war, supported
by the French in the Battle of Vittorio Veneto.
Web Video
Watch the documentary series The Great War on the Alps for a detailed study of Italy’s war
against Austria. The episodes are quite short (approx. 7 mins each):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b9COy_fm0Jg (episode 1)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mjeH7NLBvyY (episode 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_tFIXXZE7I (episode 3)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7KT9JxGrizQ (episode 4)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hyio52H1Px8 (episode 5)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eknP5hCP0iE (episode 6)
Web Article
The website firstworldwar.com provides an analysis of the battles of Caporetto and Vittorio
Veneto:
http://www.firstworldwar.com/battles/caporetto.htm
http://www.firstworldwar.com/battles/vittorioveneto.htm
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain why the Italian army was not ready for war in 1915.
2. Explain why the Battle of Caporetto was regarded as a national humiliation for Italy.
Web Article
The International Encyclopedia of the First World War website provides a detailed analysis
of Italy’s military performance in the war:
http://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/warfare_1914-1918_italy
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(d) The economic, social and political impact of the First World
War on Italy by 1918
In addition to the military effects of the war, by 1918 Italy also experienced important
economic, social and political effects on its people and government. The experiences of
the war fatally damaged ‘Liberal Italy’ and contributed to its downfall by 1922.
(i) Economic effects
The Italian economy was not ready for war in 1915 and the government tried to create a
war economy. New firms such as Fiat expanded rapidly and workers were forced to work
up to 75 hours per week, whilst women joined the workforce for the first time. M. Blinkhorn
in Mussolini and Fascist Italy (1984) concluded that ‘war brought profound changes
to Italy herself. The most significant was the rapid growth of those industries linked to
war production such as engineering, shipbuilding and production of cars’. Government
spending escalated rapidly, leading to heavy borrowing from their Allies and a significant
increase in both the national debt and inflation. In Italy a Modern History (1969), D. Mack
Smith noted that ‘the final figure for the cost of the whole war was 148 billion lire … twice
the sum of all government expenditure between 1861 and 1913’.
(ii) Social effects
Inflation led to food shortages and even food riots in Turin in 1917. Social unrest amongst
industrial workers and peasants grew steadily by 1918.
(iii) Political effects
After 1915, the Italian government increased its powers and the state became more
authoritarian. The Chamber of Deputies became less important, ministers were changed
frequently and the press, was placed under strict censorship.
Web Article
The International Encyclopedia of the First World War website provides a
detailed analysis of the impact of the war on Italy’s economy, with some reference to the
social and political effects beyond 1918:
http://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/post-war_economies_italy
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain the social and political effects of the First World War on Italy between 1915
and 1918.
2. Explain the economic effects of the First World War on Italy by 1918.
Essay questions
1. ‘The most important consequences of the First World War for Italy between 1915 and
1918 were social’. To what extent would you agree with this statement?
2. ‘The First World War had little political impact on Italy in the period 1915–1918, but
far-reaching economic, social and military consequences’. To what extent would you
agree with this statement?
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3. How far would you agree that the most important effect of the First World War on Italy
between 1915 and 1918 was on its economy?
4. ‘The Italian war effort between 1915 and 1918 was successful’. To what extent would
you agree with this statement?

(e) The concept of Italy’s ‘mutilated victory’ in relation to the
Paris Peace Settlement, territorial gains and the Fiume
question
The First World War had divided Italy politically and damaged its economy, but it had
nonetheless ended up on the winning side. The Italian government and its people
expected to be rewarded despite its poor war effort, and politicians such as Mussolini
expected the gains promised under the Treaty of London to be delivered without delay.
However, as talks started as part of the Paris Peace Settlement, the US President Wilson
and his 14 Points would have a fundamental bearing on how Italy fared in the peace
treaties, particularly the Treaty of Saint-Germain relating to Austria.
The Italian Prime Minister, Vittorio Orlando, felt ignored by the so called ‘Big Three’ at the
Paris negotiations (Wilson, Lloyd George and Clemenceau), and he had responded to the
pressure from Italian nationalists by demanding more territory for Italy than had been
promised in 1915, such as Fiume. When the Italians were advised of the draft terms of the
Peace Settlement in relation to Italy, which would in fact have delivered less territory than
promised in the Treaty of London, their delegation, led by Orlando, walked out in protest
at this humiliation.
The actions of Orlando achieved nothing, and the Treaty of Saint-Germain was signed
on 10 September 1919. However, the treaty was attacked by many in Italy who felt
cheated by their former Allies. Orlando signed the Treaty of Saint-Germain despite his
disatisfaction and then resigned as Prime Minister in November 1919 over the ‘mutilated
victory’ issue.
Web Article
Read the Encyclopaedia Britannica’s entry on Vittorio Orlando:
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Vittorio-Emanuele-Orlando
It was Gabriele D’Annunzio who coined the phrase ‘mutilated victory’, claiming that Italy
had been betrayed by the Allies who had not rewarded the Italian people for their war
effort and losses. In response to the Treaty of Saint-Germain, D’Annunzio and over 300
of his followers seized control of the disputed city of Fiume in 1919 and held it for over a
year, asserting that ‘Fiume and Dalmatia belong to Italy by divine right as well as human
law’.
Web Article
Read the short biographical article about Gabriele D’Annunzio on the firstworldwar.com
website:
http://www.firstworldwar.com/bio/dannunzio.htm
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Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain why Italy regarded the Paris Peace Settlement of 1919 as a ‘mutilated victory’.
Essay question
‘Italy’s disappointment with the terms of the Paris Peace Settlement was fully justified’.
To what extent would you agree with this statement?
Web Video
For a wider perspective on the peace treaties of 1919, watch the BBC documentary The
Peacemakers, based largely on Margaret MacMillan’s book of the same name:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74-HkCRozls
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3. The Rise and Consolidation of
Fascism 1919–26
(a) The political and economic problems experienced by Italy
1919–22
The First World War had placed a massive strain on the Italian people and the Italian
economy. Although Italy had finished the war on the winning side, the rewards that were
expected failed to materialise in Paris. The new Italian government in 1919 had to deal
with major political and economic problems.
(i) Political problems
The 1919 elections had used PR (proportional representation) and universal male suffrage
for the first time. The Liberals were divided over the role of Giolitti, and the Socialists and
the new Catholic (Popolari) Party did well under the new electoral system. The resultant
coalition government was weak and struggled to deal with its many problems.
(ii) Economic problems
With the return to peacetime conditions, the war economy had to be dismantled and 5
million soldiers were demobilised. Inflation and war debts led to a post-war economic
crisis. The war had widened the existing North–South divide, but after the war, industrial
workers in the North suffered from the collapse of the wartime industries, whilst the South
experienced poverty and agricultural problems.
In general, Italian governments in the immediate post-war period were too weak and
divided to deal with the political, economic and social problems facing the country, many
of which had existed before the First World War but had been made more severe by the
war.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain the economic problems Italy faced in 1919.

(b) The threat Socialists posed to the Liberal state 1919–21, the
Biennio Rosso years and the reasons for their failure
Support for socialism had been growing before 1914, but the introduction of PR and all
adult males being given the vote in 1919 boosted this support for socialism. In the 1919
elections the PSI (Socialist Party) gained 156 seats in the Chamber of Deputies, making it
the largest political party in Italy.
The growth of socialism worried many groups in Italy such as the Catholic Church, which
had allowed a new Catholic Party, the PPI (Popolari), to be established to take part in
the 1919 elections, winning 100 seats. The economic crisis after the war led to growing
social unrest, mainly in the North, which in turn stimulated the growth of the trade union
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movement, which by 1920 had over 3.5 million members. Over 2 million Italians were
unemployed by 1919, which led to wage cuts and more militancy amongst the industrial
and agrarian workers in particular, with strikes becoming widespread by 1920. This period
is known as Biennio Rosso (Red Years). By 1920 many Italian nationalists were worried
that the growing wave of socialism could culminate in a communist revolution in Italy.
However, after September 1920 the socialist threat diminished, as Giolitti and his
government introduced conciliatory measures to meet some of the socialist demands.
By 1921, as the economy started to recover, there were fewer strikes and less industrial
unrest. Divisions amongst the Socialist leaders had also started to emerge. Many Italians
who had supported or sympathised with the left from 1919 to 1920, now began to be
attracted by the ideas of a new political movement, Fascism.
Web Article
Read the articles entitled ‘1918–1921: The Italian factory occupations and Biennio Rosso’
(libcom.org) and ‘Biennio Rosso / Red Biennium Two Red Years (1919–1920)’ (Global
Security): https://libcom.org/history/italian-factory-occupations-biennio-rosso
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/europe/it-history-biennio-rosso.htm

(c) The methods Mussolini used to win popular support for the
Fascist movement 1919–22, and the role of the Church and the
King in this period
In March 1919 another new political party had emerged in Italy when Mussolini, a former
soldier, socialist and journalist, formed the Fascist Party in Milan. The party had some
socialist and nationalist aims and its symbol, the Fasces, had links to the Roman Empire.
Mussolini started to win support for his new movement by exploiting the failures of the
Italian government to solve the problems facing Italy after 1919, as well as the popular
outrage over the ‘mutilated victory’. By 1920, support for Fascism was growing and Fascist
squads were fighting the socialist threat directly. Fascism began shifting to the right and
by 1921 its political aims were mainly nationalist. In the 1921 elections, Giolitti added the
Fascists to the list of pro-government parties, giving them respectability and 35 seats in
the Chamber of Deputies.
By 1922 the appeal of Fascism was attracting more support from all sections of society
across Italy. Mussolini had now emerged as a popular political leader who would do
anything to win power in Italy, and his party claimed to have over 250,000 members.
Many of the traditional elites in Italy such as the Church welcomed Mussolini’s promises
to deal with the left and solve the ‘Roman Question’. Even the King was moving towards
favouring Mussolini as a possible long-term solution to Italy’s political problems and
weaknesses. In his 1990 article, ‘Sleeping Car To Power’, Dennis Mack Smith described
the broad appeal of Mussolini’s Fascist Party: ‘Fascism had elements of both [the left and
right] … It was revolutionary, but could also sometimes claim to be conservative. It was
Monarchist but also republican, at different times. It was Catholic, but also anti-clerical; it
claimed to be Socialist, but could also be strongly Capitalist whenever it suited the Duce
to be so. Fascism was not a doctrine, not ideas, not ideology, but was really a means for
winning power by a single man’.
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Web Article
Study.com provides a succinct account of the rise of Mussolini and Fascism
in the post-war period:
http://study.com/academy/lesson/the-rise-of-benito-mussolini-and-italian-fascism.html
Web Video
This extract from the Biography channel’s documentary focuses on Mussolini’s
background and the emergence of his Fascist Party as a potent political force:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EEkpN6rF0Kc
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain why support for Fascism was growing by 1922.

(d) The impact of the March on Rome and the reasons for the
appointment of Mussolini as Prime Minister in 1922
In 1922, Italy faced another political crisis, as whilst support for socialism receded,
Fascism and the popularity of Mussolini continued to grow. Fascism had become a
national movement and its Blackshirts had taken the political battle to the streets of Italy.
The weak Italian government had to stand up to Fascism or agree a political compromise
with Mussolini. By the summer of 1922, Fascist squads effectively controlled some regions
of Italy and Mussolini was being encouraged to make a bid for power.
On 16 October 1922, Mussolini decided to stage an insurrection to seize political power
in Italy. The Italian government, worried by the Fascist threat, offered Mussolini a place
in government, which he rejected and responded to by ordering a ‘March on Rome’. The
King had threatened to use martial law to stop Mussolini’s bid for power, before being
persuaded by Salandra to offer Mussolini the chance to become the new Prime Minister of
Italy. On 30 October 1922, Mussolini was duly appointed Prime Minister, and the ‘March
on Rome’ became a victory parade for Fascism and its leader. As Dennis Mack Smith put
it: ‘The March on Rome was a comfortable train ride for Mussolini, followed by a petty
demonstration after an express invitation from the monarch to take power’.
Web Video
The silent newsreel from British Pathé shows Mussolini’s arrival in Rome in October 1922:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pwgxb2cjzAM
There were a number of reasons for the success of Mussolini by October 1922:
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•
•
•
•

The strengths of his leadership, Fascist propaganda and popular support
The weaknesses and political failure of Liberal Italy by 1922
The role of Italian elites such as the King and the Catholic Church
The economic and social impact of the First World War.
Web Article

For a socialist perspective on Mussolini’s appointment as Prime Minister, visit
the Permanent Revolution website:
http://www.permanentrevolution.net/entry/1353
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain why Mussolini was appointed Prime Minister of Italy in 1922.
Essay questions
1. ‘The impact of the First World War on Italy was the most important reason for
Mussolini’s rise to power by 1922’. How far would you accept this verdict?
2. To what extent were political problems responsible for the collapse of Liberal Italy in
1922?
3. ‘Mussolini’s “March on Rome” was the most important reason for his rise to power in
Italy by 1922’. How far would you accept this verdict?

(e) Mussolini’s consolidation of political power 1922–26
Mussolini became Prime Minister of Italy in October 1922, but there were only three other
Fascists in the Italian government. However, by 1926 Mussolini had effectively established
a personal dictatorship in Italy through his Fascist regime. This was done in two stages.
(i) Consolidation of power 1922–24
Mussolini only had 35 Fascist deputies out of 535 members of the Chamber of Deputies
and Fascism had won only 7% of the popular vote in the 1921 elections. Mussolini had no
experience of government and he had no detailed political programme for his government
to implement once he gained power unexpectedly. However, he acted quickly to secure his
position and in November 1922 his government won a vote of confidence in the Chamber
by a large majority, and Mussolini was granted emergency powers for one year. In July
1923 the Acerbo Law was passed guaranteeing two-thirds of seats in the Chamber of
Deputies to the largest party in the next election. In the April 1924 elections the Fascists
won 66% of the vote which translated into 374 out of 535 Italians MPs. Mussolini had
consolidated political power in Italy in only 18 months with little political opposition.
Web Article
For more detail on the Acerbo Law, see the information provided on the Revolvy website:
http://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Acerbo%20Law&item_type=topic
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(ii) Creation of a dictatorship 1924–26
In June 1924, Mussolini faced his first major political crisis over the murder of the
Socialist leader, Giacomo Matteotti.
Opposition MPs walked out of parliament in protest against the alleged involvement of
Mussolini’s Fascists in the death of Matteotti. Mussolini seized this opportunity – the so
called ‘Aventine Secession’ – to strengthen his position in July 1924. Press censorship was
introduced and meetings of opposition parties banned, as Mussolini began the process of
turning Italy into a one party state.
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In January 1925 Mussolini addressed parliament, accepting responsibility for Fascist
violence and at the same time ordering a series of arrests of his political opponents.
In December 1925 laws were passed that increased the powers of Mussolini and
strengthened press censorship again. In January 1926, Mussolini was given the right to
issue laws by decree and in October 1926 all opposition parties were officially banned.
Mussolini had created a personal dictatorship in Italy in just four years.

BENITO MUSSOLINI

Web Article
The History Answers website has and interesting article and photos relating to the
Matteotti crisis:
https://www.historyanswers.co.uk/people-politics/murder-in-fascist-italy-did-mussolinihave-giacomo-matteotti-killed/
Web Video
The documentary film Fascism in Italy covers the death of Matteotti, but is also
instructive on the creation and operation of the Fascist state:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bDBOyhNn0sg&list=PLkwUblHRyxaX9pihA8z5ZTeuOE9JOraB
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Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain the steps taken by Mussolini to consolidate his political power by April 1924.
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4. Mussolini’s Foreign Policy 1922–43

(a) The aims of Fascist foreign policy 1922–43
In October 1922, Mussolini became the leader of Italy, a position he held until his
downfall in July 1943. Many Italian nationalists had supported Mussolini in his opposition
to the ‘mutilated victory’ of 1919 and his promises to make Italy a great European power
that would be feared and respected.
Mussolini dominated Italian foreign policy and he decided its foreign policy aims which
became part of his personality cult as leader, Il Duce. Fascist foreign policy had a number
of aims which remained consistent for most of the period 1922–1943. Mussolini also
identified certain areas that he intended to bring within Italy’s sphere of influence, such
as Austria, the Balkans, Abyssinia and the Mediterranean. Some historians argue that a
number of these Fascist foreign policy goals were very similar to those of Liberal Italy, the
regime supplanted by the Fascists in 1922.
The main foreign policy aims of Mussolini were to:
• Achieve Great Power status for Fascist Italy and equality with its former allies, Britain
and France
• Pursue an aggressive and adventurous foreign policy, to boost Mussolini’s personal
prestige and public support
• Expunge the memory of Italy’s defeats and poor record in the First World War
• Revise the peace terms agreed at Paris in 1919, the so called ‘mutilated victory’, and to
solve the Fiume issue
• Increase Italian influence over the Mediterranean Sea, which Mussolini called Mare
Nostrum or ‘our sea’
• Extend Italian influence over the Adriatic Sea and the Balkans region.
• Create a more powerful Italian Empire, by conquest if necessary, especially in North
Africa
• Spread Fascism and gain allies in Europe, which would strengthen Italy and the
leadership of Mussolini.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain the aims of Mussolini’s foreign policy in the 1920s.
2. Explain why Mussolini wanted to create an empire and gain colonies.

(b) Italian foreign policy 1922–34
Throughout most of this period Mussolini pursued a cautious foreign policy, seeking
to avoid conflict with the other Great Powers in Europe. In the 1920s the international
situation was favourable to Italy as Germany was weakened by the terms of the Versailles
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Treaty, and the USSR was in self-imposed isolation, as was the USA. By the early 1930s
the international situation started to change. Britain and France were becoming weaker,
Stalin was starting to make the USSR a major power, whilst in 1933 Hitler came to power
in Germany. Between 1922 and 1934, Mussolini had tried to portray himself as an
international statesman, who was the leader of a Great Power in Europe. However, despite
the rhetoric of Fascist propaganda, Italy was by 1934 a Great Power more in name than
in reality. The British Ambassador to Italy, as early as January 1923, after meeting with
Mussolini, made this perceptive judgement of the Fascist leader: ‘His foreign policy will
be based on opportunism, and Italian friendship will be on offer to the highest bidder.
My impression would be that he would prefer to work with Britain, at a price that suits
Mussolini’.
Year

Main events in Italian Foreign Policy 1922–34

1922

Mussolini becomes leader of Italy

1923

Corfu Crisis – Mussolini forces compensation from Greece

1924

Fiume – after negotiations, Yugoslavia agrees to give Fiume to Italy

1925

Locarno Pact – Mussolini signs the international agreement that guarantees
Germany’s western borders

1926

Albania agrees to become an Italian protectorate

1928

Mussolini signs the Kellogg–Briand Pact

1932

Pacification of Libya completed

1933

Four Power Pact, organised by Mussolini

1934

Mussolini acts to save Austria from the Anschluss with Germany

Web Article
Read the Encyclopaedia Britannica explanation of the Locarno Pact:
https://www.britannica.com/event/Pact-of-Locarno
Web Article
The Office of the Historian of the US Department of State provides an American
perspective on the Kellogg–Briand Pact of 1928, one of the main sponsors of which was
the then US Secretary of State, Frank B. Kellogg:
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/kellogg
Up to 1934, Mussolini’s foreign policy appeared to be mostly successful, reinforced by
Fascist propaganda in Italy. Mussolini made some important gains for Italy by exploiting
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the weaknesses of his neighbours and a favourable international situation. This cautious
foreign policy has been described as a ‘make weight policy’ by Mussolini’s most able
diplomat, Grandi. However, in 1933 Hitler came to power in Germany and in July 1934
Mussolini took measures to deter Nazi Germany from taking over Austria to achieve the
Anschluss. This would prove to be a turning point in Fascist foreign policy.

HITLER AND MUSSOLINI

(c) Italy’s involvement in the Abyssinian conflict and the Spanish
Civil War 1935–39
From 1935 to 1939 Mussolini’s foreign policy became more ambitious and aggressive.
Italy became involved in two major conflicts in this period: the conquest of Abyssinia and
intervention in the Spanish Civil War. By 1939 these two conflicts had a major economic
impact on Italy; they also exposed the military weaknesses of the Italian armed forces
and its failure to gain Great Power status.
(i) Abyssinia 1935–36
Abyssinia had been a long-term target for Mussolini. Like many Italians, he wanted
to take control of this last remaining independent African territory and gain revenge
for the defeat at Adowa in 1896. In October 1935, Italy invaded Abyssinia, expecting
a short and glorious war. Instead it took Italy nine months to defeat Abyssinia, with
victory proclaimed in May 1936. Mussolini had invaded Abyssinia due to the favourable
international situation, to prove Italy’s Great Power status, to boost his personal support
in Italy and to gain economic benefits from expanding the Italian Empire. This invasion
pushed Mussolini away from Britain and France, whilst the League of Nations imposed
economic sanctions upon Italy. The invasion was portrayed as a great success for Fascism
and Mussolini. As P. M. H. Bell noted in The Origins of the Second World War in Europe:
‘Mussolini had succeeded where the old Italy had failed. He abandoned his former
cautious approach to foreign affairs and looked for new worlds to conquer’.
Despite the new Italian Empire in Abyssinia being proclaimed in May 1936, the Italian
troops in Abyssinia encountered guerrilla resistance until 1939. Abyssinia was a massive
drain upon the Italian economy and its military resources. In the view of Martin Clark
(Modern Italy): ‘It was his finest hour, Mussolini had triumphed against the world. The
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Empire was popular, so was the Duce. But in every other respect the conquest of Abyssinia
was a disaster, economically, politically and diplomatically’.
Web Video
The documentary film Lion of Judah may be dated, but it nonetheless provides a detailed
study of the war in Abyssinia;
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ILueKshJEQ
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain what Mussolini hoped to gain from invading Abyssinia.
Essay question
To what extent would you agree that Mussolini’s invasion of Abyssinia was his greatest
failure in foreign policy in the period 1922–1939?
(ii) Spanish Civil War 1936–39
In July 1936, a few months after the completion of the Abyssinian conquest had been
declared by Mussolini, the Spanish Civil War broke out. Mussolini was sympathetic
towards the Spanish nationalists led by Franco, who were fighting to overthrow the leftwing Spanish government. By early 1937 Italy was providing military support for Franco,
support that steadily increased in the course of the conflict.
Mussolini wanted to support Franco and spread Fascism by defeating their common
ideological enemy. He believed that a successful war would boost his prestige, prove the
Great Power status of Italy and extend Italian influence over the Mediterranean. However,
not all Italians supported Mussolini’s intervention in the Spanish Civil War and some
Italian volunteers even fought for the republican side in Spain.
The victory of Franco in 1939 brought nothing of value to Italy or Mussolini. The
contribution made in support of Franco had, in the words of Mussolini himself, ‘bled Italy
white’, damaging the economy, weakening the armed forces and alienating some Italians
from the Fascist regime.
Web Article
Read the Spartacus Educational analysis of Italy’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War:
http://spartacus-educational.com/SPitaly.htm
Web Video
Episode 3 (‘Battleground for Idealists’) of the excellent Granada TV documentary series
The Spanish Civil War looks at foreign involvement in the conflict, including the part
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played by Italy:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ibgvBxGiqp0
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response question:
Explain what Mussolini hoped to gain from intervention in the Spanish Civil War.
Essay question
To what extent would you agree that Mussolini’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War was
his greatest failure in foreign policy between 1929 and 1939?

(d) Italy’s relations with Germany 1935–39
(i)

Rome–Berlin Axis, Anti-Comintern Pact, Stresa Front, Pact of Steel and
Neutrality
In 1934, Mussolini had blocked a possible Anschluss between Germany and Austria. But
from 1935 onwards Mussolini and Hitler developed what some historians have referred
to as the ‘fatal friendship’. The two right-wing dictatorships became allies against the
left-wing threat in Europe, which led to the outbreak of the Second World War and Italian
neutrality in 1939. Relations between Mussolini and Hitler also improved because of the
failure of the Stresa Front and the response of Britain and France, in particular, to the
Italian invasion of Abyssinia.
After the conquest of Abyssinia, Italy acted in concert with Germany to support General
Franco in the Spanish Civil War. This increased cooperation between the two right-wing
dictators developed into the Rome–Berlin Axis of October 1936. Mussolini then joined the
Anti-Comintern Pact with Germany and Japan, before withdrawing Italy from the League
of Nations in December 1937.
From 1938 to 1939 Mussolini had become the junior partner to Hitler and had made Italy
increasingly economically dependent upon Germany. In March 1938 Hitler achieved the
Anschluss denied to him in 1934, giving Mussolini minimal notice of his invasion and
conquest of Austria.
In September 1938, Mussolini chaired the Munich Conference to solve the Sudetenland
Crisis, which did little more than boost his personal prestige. In April 1939, Italy invaded
and annexed Albania, which had been under Italian control since 1926, before signing
the Pact of Steel with Germany in May 1939. Yet, when the Second World War broke
out in September 1939, Mussolini declared that Italy would not be joining his ally
Hitler, explaining in a communication to the German leader: ‘Given the state of military
preparations in Italy, I cannot take the initiative in any warlike operations. The war was
planned for 1942 and on that date I should have been ready’.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain why relations between Italy and Germany improved after 1935.
2. Explain the successes of Mussolini’s foreign policy up to 1939.
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Essay questions
1. ‘The decision to develop closer relations with Hitler after 1936 was the greatest
failure of Mussolini’s foreign policy in the 1930s’. How far would you agree with this
statement?
2. ‘A success in the 1920s but a failure in the 1930s’. How far would you accept this
verdict on Mussolini’s foreign policy?
Web Video
This episode of the TV documentary series The Road to War, written and narrated by
Charles Wheeler, focuses on Italy, putting the relationship between Mussolini and Hitler in
the wider context of the policies and practices of the Italian Fascist regime:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C8xCkNDad1I

(e) The reason for Italy’s decision to declare war on Britain and
France in 1940
After opting out of war in September 1939, Mussolini maintained good relations with
Germany for political and economic reasons. By early June 1940, the forces of Nazi
Germany had taken control over Poland, Denmark, Norway, Holland and Belgium and were
advancing across France. Mussolini now faced a major political dilemma over the question
of intervention in the war.
On 10 June 1940 Italy declared war on Britain and France, based on the Mussolini’s
calculation that both powers were on the brink of defeat – he was right about France,
but very wrong about Britain. Mussolini hoped to gain the ‘spoils of war’ and expand the
Italian Empire as well as boosting the Cult of Il Duce – all at little cost .
Before entering the war in June 1940, Mussolini’s speeches had become more belligerent,
especially after meeting Hitler in March 1940. In the same month he had declared that
‘Neutrality would take Italy out of the class of the Great Powers and discredit the Fascist
regime. Italy would become a Grade B country’. In April 1940, he had stated that ‘To make
a people great, they must be sent into battle’. Another indication that Italy was about
to abandon its neutrality was his pronouncement in May 1940 that ‘Italy cannot remain
neutral at this moment, in which the fate of Europe is at stake’.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain what Mussolini hoped to gain for Italy by entering the war in 1940.
2. Explain why Mussolini entered the Second World War in 1940 rather than in 1939.
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(f) The reasons for Italy’s failure in the Second World War and the
downfall of Mussolini in 1943
The war exposed the failure of Fascism to create a strong military nation, whilst the
tactical errors and military weaknesses of the armed forces led to the failure of the Italian
war effort by 1943 and ultimately the fall of Mussolini.
(i) Military factors
After their adventures in Spain and Abyssinia, the Italian armed forces were not ready for
another major conflict and lacked the weapons and resources required for any chance of
success. In October 1940, Italy invaded Greece and then North Africa, suffering a series
of major defeats before being rescued by its German allies. Mussolini also made serious
strategic errors, such as declaring war on the USSR in June 1941 sending Italian forces
that were completely inadequate to fight in Russia, and the lack of plans to capture Malta
as a base for Italy. Mussolini, who suffered from chronic ill health by 1940, also avoided
the reality of war, whilst his military forces lacked the coordination and strong leadership
needed to be successful in the war.
(ii) Economic factors
Despite the boasts of Fascist propaganda, Italy had failed to achieve autarky by 1940
as the economy had been badly damaged by the effects of Mussolini’s more aggressive
foreign policy since 1935. Italy lacked supplies of key raw materials and depended upon
Germany to supply some of these, such as coal. Steel production only increased slightly,
which led to armaments shortages. Industry and agriculture also struggled during the
war, leading to food shortages, rationing and a growing black market to avoid price and
wage controls. By 1943 both agricultural and industrial production had fallen by 25%
compared with the figures for 1940. As Mark Robson observed in Italy, Liberalism and
Fascism 1870–1945: ‘The civilians of Italy did not need to be told about Fascism’s lack of
preparation for a prolonged war. Mussolini’s conviction that the war would be brief meant
that no plans had been drawn up to mobilise the economy for full scale war production’.
(iii) Social factors
Many Italian people suffered from the economic effects of an unpopular war, leading
to growing discontent with Mussolini and the Fascist regime. By 1942, Allied bombing
raids on the industrial north led to growing protests from the industrial workers against
Fascism, and to strikes by 1943. The police struggled to cope with growing social unrest,
and slogans such as ‘Fascism is hunger’ started to appear across Italy.
Web Articles
This article by Spartacus Educational puts Italy’s campaign in the Second World War in
the wider context of Mussolini’s aggressive foreign policy of the 1930s:
http://spartacus-educational.com/2WWitaly.htm
To provide some balance, consider this view present on the Historynet website:
http://www.historynet.com/italy-in-world-war-ii.htm
(iv) Political factors
The demands of the war from 1940 to 1943 revealed the weaknesses of the Fascist system
and the failures of Mussolini as leader. The Fascist regime struggled to carry out its duties
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as discontent and opposition to it grew steadily. In the opinion of Martin Clark (Modern
Italy): ‘By 1943 the whole Fascist regime was crumbling and reality had caught up with its
claims of controlling the youth and economy. All were collapsing under the harsh glare of
war’.
The Italian elites, whose support had kept Mussolini in power, became disillusioned with
Il Duce. Italy suffered many defeats during the war, which also had disastrous economic
effects upon a country that was poorly prepared for a major conflict. Mussolini, ravaged
by ill health yet in control of every aspect of government and the war effort and without
trusted advisers, ultimately bore responsibility for Italy’s failures. He was removed from
power by the King in July 1943. Not only was Mussolini’s fate sealed, but also that of
Fascism in Italy.
Web Video
The documentary Mussolini: Italy’s Nightmare covers the complete life of the Fascist
dictator, but with due focus on his leadership in the Second World War:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L--tIaau9o4
Teaching and Learning Activity
Short response questions:
1. Explain the military weaknesses of the Italian armed forces during the Second World
War.
2. Explain the tactical and strategic errors made by Mussolini during the Second World
War.
Essay questions
1. How far were military weaknesses responsible for Italy’s defeat in the Second World
War?
2. ‘Italy’s defeat in the Second World War was due to its failure to prepare adequately for
war by 1940’. How far would you accept this judgement?

