








• Activity

Read the following historians'
assessments (Sources 4.11-16). Fill
in a chart to record what each
historian says about each of the
following areas:
• Attitudes/actions of King
• Attitudes/actions of elite
• Nature, actions of opposition
• Mussolini's actions
• Fascism's strengths

2 What points do all the historians 
make? 

3 Are there any actual disagreements? 
4 Which historians put more stress on 

Mussolini and the Fascists controlling 
their own fate? 

5 Hold a discussion, set in early 1926, 
amongst a group of politically aware 
Italians (ranging from a Fascist 
sympathiser to a Socialist) over what 
you feel about Mussolini's 
government. 

SOURCE 4.12 Cassels, p. 47 

The reluctant attitudes of King and 

Pope summarised the problems in a 

nutshell: the Italian power structure 

was slow to admit that its creature, 

Fascism, was out of control, and 

without leadership from the power 

structure, the anti-Fascist opposition 

remainedfragmented and embryonic. 

SOURCE 4.14 Blinkhorn, p. 19 

Mussolini panicked and would have 

resigned had the King required it. The 

King did not [make Mussolini resign}, 

demonstrating the unwillingness of 

conservatives even now to abandon 

Mussolini, partly from fear of a LEFT

WING revival and partly in the hope of 

exploiting Mussolini's vulnerability to 

increase their influence over him. 

Historians' assessments of the Matteotti crisis 

SOURCE 4.1 I M. Gallo, Mussolini's Italy, 1974, pp. 189-91 

The Aventine was undermined by its own contradictions. For the members of the 

opposition, genuine democrats who had not understood that Fascism represented 

a radically new element in political life, there was no choice but to await the 

constitutional monarch's pleasure and to continue making broad statements. 

Therefore, and as much in order to avoid frightening the King as out of fear of 

revolution, they rejected the call for a general strike and the proclamation of the 

Aventine as the sole legal Parliament of the country. Thereupon the anti-Fascist 

tide receded ... Turati [the Socialist] noted: 'We feel that it is essential to do 

something, but we cannot decide on anything positive. We feel that with the 

passage of time the enemy is catching his breath and that without doubt the 

Matteotti affair has now been drained of its possibilities.' 

[After the Rossi memorandum was published] The Liberals of the Aventine 

thought that this indictment [damning report] would be read by at least one 

person, the King. They hoped to bring about a Cabinet crisis and the dismissal of 

Mussolini. It was now December, seven months after the murder of Matteotti, and 

the Aventine moderates had not yet learned that on the parliamentary 

battleground Mussolini was bound to win because the King was determined to 

uphold him and a comfortable majority in the Chamber supported him. 

Furthermore, the battle was already lost because disillusion had swept the Italian 

masses once roused by hope and rebellion. In addition, the Fascists everywhere 

were arming themselves and reinforcing the militia. 

SOURCE 4.13 R. Eatwell, Fascism, a History, 1995, p. 52 

Visitors to Mussolini at this time found him red-eyed and unshaven; he clearly 

feared his days were numbered. Yet the King declined to act ... He had quickly 

come to value Mussolini . .. 
Mussolini was under considerable pressure, but he was far from resigning. He 

countered by making changes in the government to reassure moderates ... 
Damage limitation was helped by the Vatican ... Many leading members of the 

clergy were grateful to Fascism for breaking the Left ... Industrialists too stayed 

largely faithful, reflecting their basic satiifaction with government policy ... 
Other prominent figures rallied to Mussolini ... many clearly believed that 

Mussolini deserved a further chance to show he could provide firm government. 

Mussolini too played his part, shrewdly exploiting the fear that if he resigned the 

result would be further political chaos, and a squadristi wave of violence. 

SOURCE 4.1 S Clark, pp. 227-28 

His victory, once again, owed much to the militant squads and to their power in 

the provinces; and, once again, it owed much to the King's unwillingness to use 

the army against the Fascists. Yet once again, it was not inevitable. ff the 

opposition parties had been present in the Chamber ... or if the Rossi 

memorandum had not been published when it was (on 27 December, the holiday 

period) ... or if the militia 'consuls' [leaders] had not conveniently put pressure 

on in late December, or if the elder statesmen ... had shown more initiative, then 

Mussolini might have fallen ... The King had decided, and Mussolini was safe. 

SOURCE 4.16 E. Wiskemann, Fascism in Italy, Its Development and lnnuence, 1969, p. 16 

Mussolini lost his confidence for months. By the end of the year he recovered it 

partly because of the hopeless divisions among his enemies. Most of them left the 

actual Chamber to form the Aventine Secession ... but most of the Liberals 

disapproved of this as contrary to parliamentary principles. The King disliked the 

Aventine people because most of them were REPUBLICANS. The decisive voices, 

however, were those of the Church and of industry. The Pope expressed approval 

of the regime ... Industrialists were opposed to another fresh beginning, all the 

more so since Mussolini had gone all out to propitiate them [win them over} by 

reducing the state's inte,:ference in the economy. 
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SOURCE 4.20 Italians placing a wreath on the spot where Matteotti was assassinated 
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BLACK JERSEYS AND BLACK SHIRTS, 

Stoso11 Mi:ssoui;1, "I SOMETIMES WISH iJ!Y '.-\LL BLACKS' WE.RE O!S"LY FOOTBALLERS!" 

SOURCE 4.21 A British 
cartoon from Punch, 

26 November 1924 

The significance of the Matteotti crisis 
This question, like the question of who was responsible for the Reichstag fire in 
Germany in 1933, and whether Stalin ordered the assassination of Kirov in 
1934, has intrigued many historians. 

In reality, the results of the Matteotti murder were far more important than 

the question of Mussolini's involvement. However, if Mussolini did order the 
murder, it could be used as evidence for those who question his political 
judgement. 

The Matteotti crisis marked the turning point of Mussolini's regime. Until 
1925 his ministry had appeared as just a stronger form of constitutional 

government. Mussolini eventually used the Matteotti crisis to set up a 
dictatorship, under which liberal freedoms and safeguards were replaced by a 
system concentrated on the power of one man. 
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