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Recounting Mussolini: the narrative of Fascism between memory and
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ABSTRACT

Since the 1980s, softened and positive portrayals of Fascism have become established in public debate in Italy. A key
feature in this process of defascistisation has been the reduction of Fascism to the cult of the Duce. This article examines
how this narrative has emerged, focusing not on the politics of memory but instead on the role of the culture industry,
public debate and the media. It examines three distinct but related phenomena: the ‘Mussolinisation’ of Fascism in public
narrative as promoted by television and other mass media; the transformation of the electoral system and political
language, marked specifically by the shift from the centrality of the collective to that of authoritative and charismatic
individuals; the prominent place of the figure of the hero in the popular culture.

RIASSUNTO

A partire dagli anni Ottanta, rappresentazioni edulcorate e benevole del fascismo hanno conquistato uno spazio crescente
nel dibattito pubblico italiano. Una caratteristica fondamentale di questa cosiddetta ‘defascistizzazione’ ¢ stata la
riduzione del fascismo al culto del Duce. L’articolo esamina come ¢ emersa questa narrazione, concentrandosi non sulla
politica della memoria ma sul ruolo dell'industria culturale, del dibattito pubblico e dei media. In particolare, prende in
considerazione tre fenomeni distinti ma correlati: la ‘mussolinizzazione’ del fascismo nella narrazione pubblica promossa
dalla televisione e da altri mezzi di comunicazione di massa; la trasformazione del sistema elettorale e del linguaggio
politico, segnata in particolare dal passaggio dalla centralita del collettivo a quella di individui autorevoli e carismatici; il
posto di rilievo della figura dell'eroe nella cultura popolare.
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‘Did Italy love fascists? It certainly loved i/ Duce and his Mussolinism: or so we read in the
title of a December 2020 book review of a recently published work by the journalist Bruno Vespa
with a similarly explicit title: Perché [’ltalia amo Mussolini (‘“Why Italy Loved Mussolini’) (Perfetti
2020). Just a few days earlier, during a radio broadcast on RAI (Italy’s national public broadcasting
company), Vespa himself had claimed that ‘Mussolini had a wide consensus for his social initiatives’
(Mari 2020). This is simply the latest reiteration of the platitude that Mussolini did ‘good things’, and
that for some time has been unhesitatingly and regularly repeated by figures from the media and
politics, often supported by significant portion of public opinion. As Emilio Gentile noted, ‘for some
time, a trend of retroactive defascistization has been under way’ which consists of ‘stripping fascism
of the distinct attributes that characterized its historic individuality’ and results in a ‘rather indulgent,
if not sympathetic, representation’ of the movement and the regime (Gentile 2002, vii). One of the
central substantiating pillars of defascistization is the reduction of fascism to Mussolinism. The
presence of a regime, a complex network of collective organizations, a ruling class, mass
participation, an ideology, a culture, a totalitarian project are all diminished, or even denied, instead
placing at the centre of the movement the figure of the leader, the ‘chief’, the Duce.

Despite historical analyses that have moved away from reductionism to explain the
complexity of the fascist experience, in the last forty years countless cultural productions aimed at
the general public have supported the equation of fascism with Mussolinism. On the one hand,
Mussolini becomes a synecdoche for fascism, as he represents a summary of all of the most
meaningful aspects of an epoch of Italian history; on the other hand, the emphasis on the individual
introduces a significant distortion: indeed, what emerges is a Duce that coincides only partially with



the historical figure, with his terrible complexity and the role that he truly played in the history of
both Italy and Europe.

"This article examines the processes of reductionism and distortion, combining the study of
public discourse about the past from the perspective of public history and the public use of history
with the perspective offered by communications studies. Therefore, mediums of mass communication
are not considered as mere vehicles for content, but as spaces with their own rules and languages that
change over time and condition the forms and structures of the materials that they present.

From ‘superhuman’ to ‘too human’

Italy’s fascist era was dominated by the presence of an ‘imaginary Mussolini’ (Passerini);
‘imaginary’ in both senses of the world: both at the centre of a system of dominant mental images,
aspirations and desires that characterized Italian society at the time; and imagined, different from the
real person but nonetheless in relationship with it. Shortly after Italy’s liberation, a new representation
of Mussolini began to be constructed that differed in many ways from the representation present in
the fascist period. The leader of fascism was now described by emphasizing the private sphere, his
daily life, sensitivities, and emotions. The ‘superhuman’ depicted in the fascist period was supplanted
by a figure that was ‘human, all too human’ (to cite Nietzsche): not the omnipresent and omnipotent
chief, but an individual much like the common man, with the same qualities and weaknesses, among
them a naive trust in others. This is the root of the impoverishment of critical judgment that often,
rather paradoxically, led to removing responsibility from the man who granted himself absolute
power.

This representation from the post-war period did not establish itself at the centre of the
national imaginary, but it did find its propagators who made it the subject of a story that was destined
to spread. The creators of this narrative were neither historians nor figures of ‘high culture’, but
widely circulating, popular news magazines (Oggi and Gente), publications that spoke to moderate
or openly conservative audiences (L 'Uomo qualunque, Il Borghese, Il Tempo) (Baldassini 2008;
Dematteis 2015; Martini 2024), family memories, like Rachele Mussolini’s ‘autobiography’ and
Claretta Petacci’s diary (Guidi Mussolini 1948; Petacci 1946), as well as the first historical programs
created by RAI, harshly criticized by the left parties (Gismondi 1958; ‘Televisione alla sbarra’
[‘Television on the Stand’], 1959). The architects of this new representation were the journalists who
had moved to the democratic press from the press of the fascist regime. From the very start in the
front lines we find Indro Montanelli, who in the decades to follow would champion a sympathetic
retelling of fascism (Montanelli 2018). In 1946 Montanelli, along with editor Leo Longanesi and
director Stefano Vanzina, wrote Memorie del commesso di Mussolini (‘Memories of Mussolini’s
Assistant’), inspired by the Duce’s secretary, Quinto Navarra, who was listed as the author of the
book. The following year he published I/ buonuomo Mussolini (‘The Good Man Mussolini’), which
as the title suggests was both a benevolent commemoration and a rather minimalist representation.
The task was continued and developed three years later by Paolo Monelli, whose Mussolini piccolo
borghese (‘Middle-class Mussolini’ has been republished numerous times over the years (Monelli
1950).

These publications served as vehicles for an indulgent and ‘sweetened’ memory of fascism
(Baldassini 2008). While consumed and shared by a large audience, this memory nonetheless was
confined to a segment of the public characterized in generational and cultural terms: the realm of
conservative public opinion composed primarily of those who had lived through the fascist regime
and had participated in the cult of the Duce. This sanitized memory was not explicitly echoed by any
of the major political parties and was eclipsed, or at least became a fringe interpretation in the 1960s
and 1970s following the arrival of a new generation that had not lived through fascism and the
coinciding marked shift in the cultural and political framework toward the left. It is no coincidence
that this period has been described as the years of ‘rediscovered anti-fascism’ (De Luna 2011, 45).
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This ‘sweetened” memory of fascism was pushed out of the spotlight, but it did not disappear.
Throughout the 1970s, the publishing industry released a variety of historical products aimed at the
general public: explanatory texts, illustrated magazines, partworks sold at news stands. Fascism was
the star. Arrigo Petacco’s Storia del fascismo (‘The History of Fascism’) was published in six
installments in 1982 and represented what could be considered the most ambitious result of this effort
(Petacco 1982b). Montanelli once again made his mark and in 1976 he published L 'Italia in camicia
nera (‘Blackshirt Italy”), followed three years later by L 'Italia littoria (‘Lictorian Italy’) (Montanelli
1976, Montanelli, Cervi 1979). In all these protrayals, the most dramatic aspects of the dictatorship
were removed or softened and an indulgent gaze prevailed. These works drew widely from popular
fiction and journalism, which were characterized ‘by the personification of events and anecdotal
individualization, seemingly material and realistic, of historical figures, supporting actors and
background players’ (Isnenghi 1983, 994). The dominant tendency of personalization, shifting
attention from large problems to the role of major figures, is demonstrated by the fact that the majority
of publications on the fascist periodin these years were biographies (Petacco 1982a; Spinosa 1981,
1983; Guerri 1979, 1980). As in the immediate post-war period, these products found an audience
that was anything but residual. But while this audience was certainly a meaningful phenomenon in
quantitative terms, it nonetheless continued to be confined to specific segments of society and was
only rarely represented on television or in film or in political discourse. However, the basis for a

renewal of a retelling of the fascist era in Italy built around an imaginary Mussolini had already been
laid.

Recounting Mussolini: a successful genre

When in the 1980s, television and the entire cultural industry began to pay greater attention
to fascism one of the most impactful and recurring discourses was constructed around the figure of
its leader by means of a dual process that reduced fascism to Mussolini combined with the
humanization of the Duce. Mass media and popular culture ‘reshaped perceptions of his character to
such an extent that, in the national imaginary, the man became almost completely detached from
Fascism’ (Roghi 2013, 258). These cultural products circulated widely and revealed the reshaping of
a large segment of public opinion: according to some opinion polls, in the early 1980s a significant
percentage of participants expressed appreciation for Mussolini and placed him among the figures
that had distinguished Italy (Mieli 1983, 6-7).

Leo Lowenthal has observed that in Europe biographies of historical figures written by non-
historians had begun to ‘flood” bookstores after World War I (Lowenthal 2016a, 211). However, this
was a phenomenon that had little impact on the Italian publishing industry, which was in any case
still defined by its limited readership. But the phenomenon that Lowenthal discusses on many
occasions was nonetheless indicative of the intrinsic influence of the cultural industry (Lowenthal
2016b). The film industry also made wide use of the biopic format, releasing films centred on
important figures from the recent or distant past (Custen 1992; Bingham 2010; Tagliani 2019). The
issue of the relationship between biographical narrative and historical judgment was more prominent
for products that recounted history through images. According to the ‘classic’ definition, the
biography of an ‘illustrious’ individual was conceived as a way to offer a model to viewers and
readers, stimulating interest towards positive individuals and encouraging viewers and readers to
follow their example (Lowenthal 2016a). Furthermore, to represent an individual is to humanize
them. This is another reason why the film industry, given its dedication to mirroring the values of
prevailing morals, has long avoided producing films on historical figures like fascist leaders generally
considered to be ‘negative’ (Custen 1992, 101-102). But in recent decades the biographical genre has
evolved and expanded to include figures that are more controversial and less irreprehensible in terms
of their ethical and political standing. Productions for television now featured among the cultural
products released by the film and publishing industries, and all three of them progressively abandoned
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edifying or consolatory purposes. The subjects of these products are ‘individuals who have lived
public, large-scale lives’ (Bingham 2010, 403), not necessarily individuals that should be proposed
as examples to emulate. However, ‘no representation can be wholly repellent, no matter how evil the
subject’ (Gundle 2013, 193). Here lies the risk of a biographical retelling — regardless of the actual
intentions of the author — that places the character at the centre of the scene, presenting them as an
individual, which ultimately leads to the impoverishment of critical judgment and pushes viewers and
readers to search for justifications for the negative behaviours depicted.

Coinciding with the expansion of the television market, in the 1980s the ‘biographical
approach’, the ‘personalization of historical events’ and, consequently, the ‘indiscriminate opening
to the private sector and psychologism’ became the dominant trends in historical narrative aimed at
the general public in Italy (Gallerano 1987, 121). In this context, and in an overall political climate
characterized by increasingly meaningful signs of the crisis of the ‘antifascist paradigm’?, discourses
marked by themes and feelings of an indulgent memory of fascism acquired a consistency and
strength that would have been unthinkable in the past, without, however, truly questioning the
antidemocratic nature of fascism. At the centre of these discourses stood a ‘humanized’ Mussolini.
But the Mussolini founder of the fascist movement, the warlord, the conqueror, the repressor, the
dictator, the figure that inspired the fascist movements born in Europe and on other continents,
remained on the fringes of this narration; and, as a consequence, many of the constituent elements of
the fascist regime and movement, like violence, attacking the enemy, the erasure of freedoms,
aggressive nationalism, warmongering, virilism, racism and social conservatism, remained in the
shadows.

In the 1980s, the biographical approach and personalization of the subject found expression
in an extensive series of television, film, editorial and explanatory products all aimed at the general
public, and found a driving force in the hundredth anniversary of Mussolini’s birth in 1983. The figure
of the Duce came under close examination and by filtering this examination through the private
sphere the image originally conveyed through the propaganda of the regime, and then, with an
inversion of meaning, through anti-fascism, was transformed. In this new wave, television played the
primary role (Crainz 2000, 467-468; Bernardi 2019).The trailblazer was a documentary released in
five episodes, Immagini del fascismo. Tutti gli uomini del duce (‘Images of Fascism: All the Duce’s
Men’) by Nicola Caracciolo, that was aired on RAI-2 in prime time (and it was widely discussed by
newspapers every week).> The interpretative style is declared by an off-screen narrator at the
beginning of the first episode: ‘But who was Mussolini? Socialist, fascist, atheist, friend of the
Vatican, libertarian, dictator, pacifist, militarist? He was hard to define as a man as well: generous,
petty and cruel, arrogant and aggressive, at times timid, even sentimental. There are many Mussolinis,
according to the men and women that knew him’#. RAI’s magazine, Radiocorriere TV, presented the
program, stating that it offered a ‘personal and human portrait of the Duce, hard and inflexible in
public, but deep down a good father, like everyone, in the intimacy of Villa Torlonia’ (Scaringi 1982,
42). The documentary introduced a current of ‘emotional history’ (Bernardi 2019, 113) that was
carried forward by fictional film and television productions. Among the first of these was the film
Claretta by Pasquale Squitieri presented at the 1984 Venice Film Festival where it ignited vehement
debates, and was later aired on television in 1985 (Reggiani 1984). The film (adapted from a book of
the same name by Roberto Gervaso published two years earlier) narrated the months before 25 July
1943, placing the Duce’s lover, Claretta Petacci, at the centre of the story: there could be no clearer

! This also occurred in academia, with a notable increase in the use of a biographical approach in humanities research:
Renders, de Haan, Harmsma 2017.
2 This was the critical name used to describe a reading of the past anchored in the values of anti-fascism and the Italian
resistance movement (Gallerano 1987). With the arrival of the 80s: Focardi 2020; Bresciani 2021.
3 A book was also published based on the documentary: Caracciolo 1982.
4 Rai Archives, C35427, Immagini del fascismo. Tutti gli uomini del duce, episode Il diavolo in casa, 17 November 1982,
2°207".
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inversion of the relationship between the public and private spheres. An analogous slant, although
with less provocative intentions, was used in the television program Mussolini and I directed by
Alberto Negrin; it was aired in three episodes in 1985 on RAI during prime time. Once again, there
was a focus on the final period of the regime (from the beginning of World War II to Mussolini’s
deposition), and this production was also a subject of debate, in Italy and abroad (D’ Agostini 1984);
debates were further fuelled by the leading actor, Bob Hoskins, who expressed his appreciation for
the character he played (Farkas 1993). Once again, the Duce was ‘viewed through the eyes of his
family’ (Robiony 1985). As one of the shrewdest Italian journalists noted, the drama staged
‘Mussolini in the home. Those who saw the first episode know that the gaze that observes, or spies
upon, Mussolini, the gaze with which the viewer is asked to identify, is always a domestic, familiar
gaze, even though the events portrayed are public’ (Placido 1985).

Even the publishing industry adopted the trend. In 7 figli del Duce (‘The Duce’s Children’)
from 1983, Antonio Spinosa recounts the lives of the members of the Mussolini family ‘thinking that
one should not view fascism simply as a regime, but as an ensemble of individuals that were the
protagonists of the fascist movement’ (Spinosa 1982, 45). At the end of the 1980s, another book by
Spinosa, Mussolini. Il fascino di un dittatore (Mussolini: The Attraction of a Dictator), virtually
completed this arc. While emphasizing a clear condemnation of fascism and its major proponent, in
it's editorial presentation it openly hinted at a more sympathetic interpretation: ‘The court of history
has condemned Mussolini without any possibility of rehabilitation. But beyond the condemnation lies
the man, with his character, his soul and his daily behaviours’, as can be read on the back cover in
the presentation of the book to readers (Spinosa 1989).

The story of political acts was supplanted by one focused on the private sphere, which in turn
opened a path to the impoverishment of judgment. The jump from personalization and humanization
to banalization can be short. There are innumerable examples from the press of the period. Montanelli
affirmed as such in no uncertain terms: ‘Mussolini was not the crazy criminal as depicted up to ten
years ago by official historiography [...]. Nor was he the great man whose image is beginning to
reappear in memory. He was an astute politician, and in 1922 he trapped all his enemies by
“inventing” a revolution that did not exist and a march on Rome that was merely a farce’ (Montanelli
1982). The previous year, in a televised interview with his colleague Enzo Biagi, Montanelli stated:
‘Mussolini was a great politician, a political man with a strong intuition and formidable timing,
illustrated by the ease with which he won, perhaps in part due to his abilities, his skill, I’'m still
speaking in terms of politics, and in part to the stupidity and boringness of his opponents.”> Therefore,
his rise to power was explained simply in terms of his individual ability and the incompetence of his
opponents, while the violence, atmosphere of fear and institutional complicity are nowhere to be
found.

In brief, Mussolini was reduced to the status of shrewd optimist, a bluffing genius, destroyed
by ambition and the ‘cult of personality’ created by his companions and by Italians. He was therefore
too weak to be compared to the bloody dictators of the 1930s. This discourse, that looked to diminish
of Mussolini’s responsibility, coincided with another that differed in some respects: the Duce as
creator, a pragmatic ruler who was able to ‘do good things’ in the interest of all, fascists and
antifascists. In the former case, Mussolini was described as the (perhaps distorted) epitome of
‘Italianness’, with its positive and negative qualities, and in the latter, as the deification of the homo
faber. Mussolini did not stand out in the centre of the stage in this latter discourse, acting rather as
inspiration, a supporter, facilitator for a myriad of technicians, administrators, public managers,
architects and engineers that had tried to change the face of Italy, freeing it from the limitations of
underdevelopment. The major exhibition on the Italian economy between the world wars that was
held at the Colosseum in Rome in the fall of 1984, organized by the left-leaning city government, and
especially supported by Italian Socialist Party, presented this ‘modernizing’ fascism to the masses

> Rai Archives, P82138/001 Questo secolo: 1935 e dintorni, episode Faccetta nera, 18 May 1982, 05°05”’
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more so than other events (L economia italiana tra le due guerre. 1919-1939, 1984). ¢ A good
example of this can be found in the program [ giorni e la storia (‘Days and History’) hosted by
journalist Arrigo Petacco. The episode La corsa al fango (‘The Race to Mud’) from February 1988
on the reclamation of the Pontine Marshes presented this reclamation as an extremely successful
endeavour that was achieved by the fascist movement after the failures of the previous decades. The
material difficulties and the costs incurred by the ‘pioneers’ were ignored, while the limitations on
freedom were justified by the difficulties of the context.”

To summarize, we can say that the multimedia narration of Mussolini intended for the general
public focused on three principles, at times alternating, at times overlapping: ‘humanization’,
‘banalization’, ‘de-ideologized celebration’. Historians, intellectuals and journalists hostile to fascism
analysed and critically discussed these films, documentaries and editorial works, but were unable to
counter the trend fuelled by mass media (Ajello 1984; Placido 1984; Rossanda 1984).The
phenomenon was accentuated in the 1990s when the cultural crisis of anti-fascism was full-blown
following the collapse and transformation of political parties that had represented those principles in
previous decades. The arrival of Silvio Berlusconi on the public stagein 1994 marked the start of an
entirely new phase of Italian politics began in 1994, and from this moment on declarations by political
figures marked by softer and banalizing interpetations of fascism became more frequent.

In the same period, new books, broadcasts and television programs on Mussolini proliferated,
among them Benito: The Rise and Fall of Mussolini, a three-episode miniseries from 1994, directed
by Gianluigi Calderone, that featured Antonio Banderas in the lead role. The most notable
characteristics of the protagonist were his attractiveness, charisma, charm, Gascon sympathy and his
relationship with women, especially the socialist Angelica Balabanoff (Boni 1994; Calcagno 1994).
One of the screenwriters, writer Lidia Ravera, realized: ‘I never thought of it as a historical film, or
ideological, which isn’t of any interest to me. I always thought of it as telling the story of the growth
of this man, fascinated by piecing together his relationship with Balabanoff within the story of his
life’ (Grasso 1994). The future dictator was presented as a ‘hero and [the film] only alluded very
indirectly to future actions’ (Gundle 2013, 181). The human and political events of young Mussolini
were reduced to a tale that occupied a space somewhere between a bildungsroman and a love story.
It is also important to remember that the choice of actor has a meaningful impact on how a film is
received, because audiences are influenced by the appeal of an actor: in this case, it is illustrative that
the role of Mussolini was given to an international film star appreciated not only for his abilities as
an actor but also for his attractiveness and charm.

The personalization of the story and the choice of the private sphere as the channel with which
to communicate the events of the past were again the key traits. Nicola Caracciolo once again offers
a particularly perspicacious synthesis in one of his programs, Parla Mussolini (‘Mussolini Speaks’),
that aired in 1998 as part of the series La grande storia (‘Great History’). The fascist leader appeared
above all as a character at the mercy of events, with his strengths and weaknesses (Anania 2003, 72).
This same argumentative framework has become widespread in recent years as well in various forms
of media®. The turmoil created in 2006 by the presumed rediscovery of Mussolini’s original diaries
by Senator Marcello Dell’Utri of the Forza Italia party once again brought to light the ‘humanized’
Mussolini. The texts were clear counterfeits, having been in circulation for many years. Nonetheless,
they were widely discussed in newspapers and on television, up until their publication in 2010
(Franzinelli 2011). Another illustrative example was an episode of the program Porta a porta (‘Door
to Door’), hosted by Bruno Vespa, dedicated to these diaries, in the course of which he presented a
Mussolini without fascism, and abandoning even the slightest criteria for evaluating the primary
source reached moments of explicit apology, much as in the interview with Dell’Utri in which the

6 Deeply critical analyses can be found in Crainz 1985; Preti 1985; Mason 1985.
7 Rai Archives, F118899995, I giorni e la storia, episode La corsa al fango, 13 February 1988.

8 On the persistence of the biographical perspective as a dominant interpretation in recent historical documentaries
dedicated to fascism, see Tioli 2022.
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Duce is defined as a good man betrayed by the hierarchy and who should not be held responsible for
the faults of the regime.’ This was not a new occurrence for one of the longest-running and most
watched talk shows on Italian television that has aired on RAI-1 in the late evening slot since 1996.
Indeed, the revival of an indulgent memory of fascism seems to be a constant. Among the many
episodes that could be mentioned, a specific example from 2002 dedicated to the Clinton-Lewinsky
scandal (entitled ‘I presidenti e le loro amanti’ [ ‘Presidents and their Lovers’]) recounted the parallel
experiences of Mussolini, Craxi and Mitterrand, thus placing a dictator and two important politicians
that led democratic governments on the same level. Once again, viewing the man through the lens of
the private sphere, with an explicitly patriarchal connotation, an off-screen voice states: ‘Thousands
of women see something in him beyond the man of providence. Mussolini embodies their ideal of
virility, and Benito generously reciprocates, allowing himself hundreds of adventures. However, the
only women that truly count are Rachele and Claretta.”!” Porta a porta has presented similar views
many times over the years, and its host, Bruno Vespa, took over the role that was previously played
by Montanelli who had also promoted indulgent recollections of fascism among the masses.

To demonstrate how pervasive this paradigm truly is, even texts aimed at the general public
that argued against the sympathetic perspective made use of a biographical approach, dissolving
fascism in Mussolinism: this is the case of Antonio Scurati’s trilogy of novels M, and the best selling
books on the fascist era in 2022, the year of the hundredth anniversary of the March on Rome:
Mussolini il capobanda. Perché dovremmo vergognarci del fascismo (‘Mussolini the Ringleader:
Why We Should Be Ashamed of Fascism’) by Aldo Cazzullo. In recent years, the development of
the internet and social networks has offered further means for the diffusion and popularization of this
form of remembering fascism, even permitting opinions that are openly nostalgic or apologetic to
sneak out of the shadows. A systematic mapping of the content on the new infosphere has yet to be
completed, however (Fuchs 2022; Greppi 2022).

Recounting the past, imaginary and the media landscape

Various factors can be traced back to the phenomena examined here. The first is directly
related to changes in the political landscape. Public discourse on the fascist period in Italy has always
been influenced by the political situation of the moment (Focardi 2020). In the transition from the
1970s to the 1980s, antifascist memory and culture entered a deep crisis ‘that proved to be the
precursor of the crisis of the political system’ that found its justification in this movement (Paggi
1999, XXX). A part of society had just experienced the ‘great fear’ instigated by the events of 1968,
social conflicts and the youth movements that had taken up the antifascist flag, and expressed a desire
to return to order. This process was happening at a European level, butin Italy it had certain distinctive
features. (Focardi, Groppo 2013; Bresciani 2021). The Italian Socialist Party led by Bettino Craxi
(depicted as the ‘new Duce’ by his opponents) had tried to promote a reinvention of Italy’s
institutional system and political culture, one of these innovations being to move beyond the centrality
of the fascism-anti-fascism antithesis in the name of the totalitarianism-democracy juxtaposition,
without, however, adopting an explicitly sympathetic gaze. But in the 1990s, the new Italian right led
by Berlusconi and the significant block of political parties represented in the Alleanza nazionale
(‘National Alliance’) and the neo-fascist Movimento sociale italiano (Italian Social Movement),made
use of these discourses. For the first time since 1945, poltical parties gained power supported by a
wide public consensus that explicitly challenged the legacy of the resistance movement and justified
a sympathetic view of fascism.

However, the changes in the politics of memory on the part of the political parties and
institutional actors only partially explains the new cultural climate. It is also important to consider the

% Rai Archives, F529808, Porta a porta, 12 May 2009.
19 Rai Archives, 683568, Porta a porta, 17 December 2002, 1 41° 40",
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transformations that were taking place in mass media, regarding their own logic and language, during
the same period, and the effects they had on the collective imaginary (see Colombo 2012). The most
relevant were those relating to television, which was able to displace cinema from its hegemonic role
as agent of historical interpretation by taking away part of its audience (De Luna 2021, 233). The
competitive logic caused by the arrival of various private channels, new rhythms imposed by
advertising and the remote control, the increasing similarity between informative and entertainment
programs, the resulting crisis of the pedagogical purpose of public broadcasting: all these factors
deeply modified the way the past was retold. There was an increase in the tendency to make a
spectacle of history. To respond to the need of entertaining audiences and pulling them away from
competitors, there was an attempt to create engaging programs that could be enjoyed by the widest
audience possible (Bisogno 2011, 88; Crainz 2000, 466). Programs built entirely around the format
of a debate between experts or witness interviews were progressively substituted by genres with a
higher level of dramatization: the documentary, built upon the combination of historic audio-visual
sources and an off-screen narrator, and serialized historical fiction. This attention toward the private,
domestic sphere, with the discovery of the ‘human side’ of the dictator — which, as we have seen,
characterized the productions we examined — ‘was a function of the need to develop narratives and
characterisations which spectators could follow with engagement’ (Gundle 2013, 181). Two
evolutions within the construction of the retelling of history through television are tied to this
evolution. Firstly, the expert, the historian, lost the ability to control the final product, which was now
given to network editors and producers who were more aware of the self-referential logic of media;
consequently, the distance between the results of historical research and the discourse presented to
television audiences became greater (Crainz 2001, 44-45). Secondly, there was an increase in the use
of historic materials, and those taken from the fascist period were primarily Luce newsreels: a source
that was created to exalt fascism and the Duce, and Mussolini’s presence was overwhelming in these
reels.

These dynamics help clarify the genesis and the reasons behind the expansion of the discourse
that we are analysing. This discourse grew and was spread in mass media because it was acceptable
to and welcomed by a significant portion of audiences. To understand the reasons why audiences
welcomed this discourse, it is necessary to further widen our field of analysis; we must examine the
media ecosystem as a whole and look at how different products interact with each other within the
general media landscape. As Umberto Eco wrote, every consumer of mass media content establishes
correlations between the content, the ‘texts’, that they consume, even the most diverse among them.
The consumer therefore deals with ‘texts that cite other texts, and the knowledge of previous texts is
a necessary prerequisite to appreciate the text in question. [...] Media seem, in the game of extra-
textual citations, to reference the world, but they actually reference content from other messages from
other media’ (Eco 2018, 351-352). Media content is not consumed in vacuum-sealed, individual
compartments. The consumption of narratives about the past coexists with the consumption of
narratives on various themes that populate the imaginary proposed by popular culture. To understand
why a certain way of retelling a given historical period works, it is necessary to ‘integrate the most
conventional study of the way politics makes use of the past with a far-reaching reconstruction of
consumption of cultural content and the interaction between intellectual debate and popular culture,
between commemorative rituals, testimonial culture and mass media narrations’, to ‘piece together
influences and analogies’ (Schwarz 2021, 122). The new systems of narration, the new frameworks
of representation and the new languages that have characterized public life since the early 1980s
created the conditions — establishing indirect connections between the reality of the past, the reality
of the present and imaginary worlds — to render more socially acceptable sympathetic and normalize
banalizing discourses on fascism and its Duce.

In the case of retelling the figure of Mussolini, we can try to find influences and analogies in
two different directions. The first come from changes in the language used in politics. From the fascist
era on, politics have been less and less experienced through direct forms of participation (local
chapters of political parties, town halls, meetings, demonstrations); at the same time, television
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channels have given more and more space to election campaigns and debates between political
parties. The result has been that politics is mostly ‘consumed’ through television, and has had to adapt
to its rules, above all to its rhythm. It was no longer possible to wait for the long discussions of
collective organizations (ministers, boards of directors, central committees) to express thoughts
rapidly on current events or to rebut immediately a statement or question from an opponent or
journalist; rather, it was the task of the party leader to swiftly provide a statement. And so, party
leaders became the guarantors of their parties, relegating lower-ranking party members and activists
to the background. Once the leader embodied the party, the leader itself had to become a sellable
‘product’. From this arose the trend in the media ‘to examine the private and intimate sphere of
politicians, viewed favourably by those under examination, in an attempt to make their image more
familiar and similar to that of everyday people’ (Brizzi 2017, 226). The politicians were presented as
persons with their own individual peculiarities, rather than as part of a party or an institution; this is
what stimulated the attention towards the private sphere and the emotional charge of how they are
presented, but also the insistence on aspects of ‘normality’ that create a link between the politicians
and the average citizen. Therefore, the union between the media and politicians imposed the language
and rhythm of the former to the latter (Hart 1994; van Zoonen 2005). In Italy, along with parallel
changes in other western democracies, this process of ‘personalization’ of the politicians first became
evident in the 1980s (Novelli 2016; Novelli 2018). The formal analogies with the narrative
frameworks and linguistic structures used in portraying Mussolini in popular culture are evident. And
it is likely that the trend started here, at the hands of political opponents, to create a connection
between the figures that most embodied personalization (Craxi, Berlusconi, Salvini) and the leader
of fascism: in these cases, although there is no sympathy it is nonetheless part of a process of
normalization and banalization.

Analogous considerations can be extended to the narrative formats used in popular culture
disseminated through the main types of mass media, not only television. This is the second direction
of this analysis. In the stories aimed at the general public, we find recurring narrative structures that
rework the dynamic of personalization, humanization and celebration. Two clichés in particular are
quite evident. The first is represented by the family-focused retelling. Stephen Gundle highlighted
how ‘the family as an institution “reigns supreme” in a consumer-based medium such as television’
(Gundle 2013, 188). In the 1980s, television programs focused on family stories were successful.
Films and television series focused on important historical figures and public events appeared
alongside ordinary situations and happenings, related to the private sphere, to push the public to
further identify with the figures and situations represented. The second cliché is that of the ‘hero’.
Examining the most successful popular literature, Eco, in his 1976 work Il superuomo di massa (‘The
Superman of the Masses’), observed how the audience is continually immersed in stories dominated
by the presence of an individual who is gifted with superior qualities, a ‘hero’, or ‘superhero’ or
‘superman’: from the great characters of late nineteenth and twentieth century literature to later
characters like Superman, the prototype of multimedia storytelling, or Ian Fleming’s James Bond.
These figures imply a precise ideological vision. The literary superman fulfils a consolatory role:
goaded by the conservative goal of restoring the initial order jeopardized by an external threat, he
intervenes to defends the weak, without, however, granting them any ability to act on their own behalf.
In this sense, Eco once again notes that the superman is not simply a tool used to conserve current
power structures, but upon further analysis, he is the ‘bearer of an authoritarian (paternalistic) solution
for the contradictions of society, above the head of its passive members’ (Eco 2015, 83). The culture
industry of recent decades has continued to propose the narrative topos of the superman (Lawrence,
Jewett 2002). In one of the texts on narrative theory most consulted by Hollywood screenwriters,
Christopher Vogler identified the ‘hero’s journey’ as the most common narrative structure in
successful film productions. In Spielberg’s films, in the Star Wars saga or in superhero blockbusters,
we find a structure that is analogous to that used in popular literature (Vogler 1992). The basic idea
is that the problems of our society should not be resolved through long and complex processes
involving the collective, but that they can be delegated to a special individual. This individual was
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presented in the popular culture of the twentieth century with some recurring traits: the use of force,
but always in a measured, ‘righteous’ way; the presence of weaknesses, despite extreme strengths,
that do not undermine these qualities but humanize; often shown not only carrying out heroic acts of
salvation, but also before and after these acts, in daily life, revealing a ‘normal’ individual (Banti
2017, 34-37). Consequently, the connotation of the heroic traits of a superman coexists with the
humanization of the character and the focus on the private sphere.

At least from the end of the 1970s, the great narrative cycles promoted by the culture industry
in the United States but embraced by European and global audiences as well have further accentuated
the framework of the superman (or the superwoman, although decidedly less frequent) who single-
handedly resolves the problems of the collective, highlighting the individual’s noteworthy methods,
that are not always in compliance with the law, and their indifference towards the rules of democratic
participation. The phenomenon related to masked superheroes is also illustrative, and it is the most
popular narrative framework internationally and intergenerationally. In the 1980s, authors ‘began to
reimagine numerous superheroes as harsh conservative vigilantes that no longer exclusively followed
the traditional comic book view of right and wrong’ (Johnson 2012, 4; Reynolds 1992). There was
an increase in the amount of violence used to face villains and to guarantee the good of the
community. And so, an epic dominated by ‘superheroes with extreme powers employing extreme
measures to deal with extreme situations’ was established (Biskind 2019, 11). As it has been
observed, ‘this clichéd superhero is the ultimate emblem of individualism that rarely chooses
cooperation or diplomacy, but prefers to overpower his adversaries through a massive display of
strength and physical superiority’ (Johnson 2012, 129). We once again find the dynamic of
individualization in handling problems of the collective and of reshaping the figure of the hero in
other successful multimedia narrative cycles, like the Star Wars saga, for example (Lawrence, Jewett
2002, 265-282; Kempshall 2023). Obviously, the media system should not be thought of as a
coherent, organic system, but as a pluralistic field of forces, characterized by conflicts between the
various producers and distributors of content, and often within each organization. However, there are
dominant trends that are in greater relation to the audience and that mirror the internal logic and
dynamics of media.

The reference to changes in the language of democratic politics and to the story structures of
popular culture has distanced us from the analysis of the forms of historical narrative and public
history. However, it has allowed us to observe meaningful formal analogies with the argumentative
structure of public discourse on fascism; and it has allowed us to place fascism within the collective
imaginary. The logic and rules of the media have influenced the representation of the fascist past,
‘allowing Mussolini to be confirmed as a narrative character rather than an historical figure’ (Roghi
2013, 264). If Mussolini as a ‘narrative character’ seems credible to a significant portion of viewers
and readers — as the reiteration of this framework seems to suggest — it is also because it displays
formal analogies and similarities with other stories and narratives that audiences have simultaneously
consumed.
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