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• In the 1930s, the Soviet Union was made up of 11 soviet socialist republics, as this 
map shows. In theory, each republic was independent. In practice, the Russian 
Soviet Federated Socialist Republic always dominated the Soviet Union. How does 
the area ruled by the Soviet Union in. the 1930s differ from that ruled by the Russian 
Empire in 1914? For answer, see p. A 94. 

3 Fascism in· Italy 

Italy, you will recall, was one of the "Big 
Four" powers at the Paris Peace Conference 
of 1919. But Italy did not gain all the terri
tory it wanted. As a result, many Italian na
tionalists denounced the government for its 
apparent weakness. Other dissatisfied 
groups contributed to growing unrest in 
Italy. 

Postwar Unrest 

Like most European nations, Italy faced se
vere political and economic problems in the 
years right after World War I. During the 

war, the Italian government had promised 
social change and land reform. Its failure to 
live up to these promises aroused unrest 
among workers and peasants. 

In the summer of 1920, dissatisfied 
workers went on strike and occupied facto
ries. In the countryside, landless peasants 
seized the property of wealthy landlords. 
Many Italians, especially middle class prop
erty owners, were deeply troubled by these 
outbreaks of lawlessness. 

The growing popularity of socialist par
ties also worried middle class Italians. In 
1919, socialists won more seats in parliament 595 
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than any other party. When parliament met 
that year, socialist members shouted "Long 
live socialism!" instead of offering their 
greetings to the king, as custom demanded. 
In 1920, a communist party was formed in 
Italy, heightening middle class fears of 
revolution. 

The Italian government seemed unable 
to prevent worker revolts or preserve order 
in the countryside. An ambitious politician, 
Benito Mussolini, leader of an anticommu
nist party, used this turmoil to gain power. 

Benito Mussolini 

As a young man, Mussolini had been a so
cialist. When World War I broke out, he 
abandoned socialism and became an enthu
siastic nationalist, fighting for Italy. In 1919, 
Mussolini organized many war veterans into 
the Fascist party. The word fascist comes 
from the ancient Roman word "fasces," 
meaning a bundle of rods tied around an ax 
handle. During the Roman Empire, the 
fasces had symbolized unity and authority. 
Mussolini set out to bind Italians together. 
He used reminders of the glory of ancient 
Rome to inspire patriotism and obedience to 
authority. 

Fascism. At first, Mussolini had no clear 
goals for his Fascist party. Gradually, how
ever, fascism developed as a political move
ment. A key element of fascism was glorifi
cation of the state. Mussolini expressed this 
idea in his slogan: "Everything in the state, 
nothing outside the state, nothing against the 
state." 

Fascists condemned democracy be
cause they believed rival political parties de
stroyed the unity of the state. They sup
ported a single-party system guided by a 
single strong ruler. Fascists despised social
ism and communism. They defended private 
property and private enterprise, which they 
thought should be regulated by the govern
ment. 

Another element of fascism was aggres
sive nationalism. A strong state, fascists ar
gued, had every right to overcome a weaker 
one. They believed aggression represented 
action, while a desire for peace merely in-

dicated weakness. Fascists also glorified mili
tary sacrifice. 

Appeal of fascism. Fascism appealed to 
many Italians. Veterans of World War I ap
preciated the fascist emphasis on militarism. 
Italian nationalists applauded the idea of re
viving the glories of ancient Rome. Some 
middle and upper class Italians were im
patient with Italy's parliamentary govern
ment and yearned for a strong leader who 
would establish order. They also supported 
fascist ideas about private property. Musso
lini's speeches about "action" and "struggle" 
stirred the imaginations of many young 
Italians. 

The March on Rome. In the early 1920s, 
bands of Mussolini's followers, uniformed in 
black shirts, roamed the streets of Italian 
cities beating up communists, socialists, and 
union members. These "Black Shirts" ousted 
communists and socialists from city govern
ments in Bologna and Milan. With each suc
cess, the number of fascists grew. 

Sensing a rising tide of support, Musso
lini prepared to seize power. In October 
1922, he announced he would lead a "March 
on Rome" to defend the capital from a com
munist revolution. In fact, there was no 
threat of a communist revolution, but Mus
solini hoped that the approach of his Black 
Shirts would frighten the government into 
surrender. And it did. When fascist bands 
approached Rome from four directions, 
King Victor Emmanuel III refused to use the 
army against them. A few days later, the king 
named Mussolini prime minister. 

Italy as a Fascist State 

As prime minister, Mussolini was given 
emergency powers for one year. Before the 
year was up, however, he pushed a laW 
through parliament that in effect guaranteed, 
a Fascist majority in parliament. In the n:~t 
few years, Mussolini moved steadily to m
crease his power. 

Outwardly, the form of government 
not change drastically. Italy remained· 
monarchy with an elected parliament. 
Mussolini had the right to make laws on 
own initiative. The Fascist party 
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elections and outlawed all opposition 
parties. 

Like the Communist party in the Soviet 
Union, the Fascist party controlled the na
tion. Party members held important govern
ment jobs and leading posts in the army and 
the police. Mussolini used other methods of 
the totalitarian state. He imposed govern
ment censorship and banned criticism of the 
government. Fascists bought the leading 
Italian newspapers and wrote articles full of 
praise for "Il Duce,': meaning the leader, a 
title Mussolini had adopted. 

"Mussolini is always right" was the 
motto that all Italians were expected to fol
low. Police rounded up critics, who were 
held in remote island prisons. In schools, 
children were taught fascist ideas. They 
wore black uniforms and learned discipline, 
duty, and obedience-the virtues Mussolini 
thought had been a source of strength in an
cient Rome, 

Fascism differed from communism be
cause it supported private enterprise. How-

ever, to improve the Italian economy, Mus
solini introduced a new type of economic 
organization, the corporative system. Em
ployers and employees in each branch of in
dustry joined a government-sponsored "cor
poration." Independent unions were 
abolished. The corporation controlled such 
matters as wages and prices in its industry. 
The corporations were largely dominated by 
business interests and the government. 

In the 1920s, Italy enjoyed a brief eco
nomic recovery. However, Mussolini was 
unable to prevent the Great Depression from 
having a severe impact on Italy. Mussolini 
blamed Italy's troubles on world economic 
conditions and sought to distract the people 
by embarking on an aggressive foreign 
policy. 

Foreign Policy 

Mussolini dreamed of building an Italian 
empire. "We have a right to an empire," he 
claimed, "as a fertile nation which has the 

In Italy, as in other totalitarian states, political education and military training began 
at an early age. Here, Mussolini reviews a military parade of Fascist youth during a 
celebration on the twentieth anniversary of Italy's entry into World War I. Children 
were taught the virtue of obedience to If Duce. They chanted such Fascist slogans as 
"Believe! Obey! Fight!" 
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