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‘To understand the rise of the far right and Meloni, it is necessary to place 
them in the complex history of Italian fascism in the aftermath of Mus-
solini’s death, and the way in which reactionary positions progressively 
seeped into the mainstream. This is precisely what David Broder does by 
guiding the reader through the key events in the “mainstreaming” of the 
Italian far right, from the nostalgic militancy of the Movimento Sociale 
Italiano during the “years of Lead” to the progressive push towards the 
normalisation and pacification of the far right. This culminated in the 
collaboration of the post-fascist Alleanza Nazionale with Berlusconi, 
and now with Meloni’s Fratelli d’Italia and its combination of strenuous 
defence of the economic and geopolitical status quo and the pursuit of 
reactionary policies on migration, identity and education. Meticulously 
researched and engagingly written by an author with a longstanding 
knowledge of Italy and interest in its politics and culture, this is a 
must-read for all those who want to understand what is happening in the 
country and what may soon happen elsewhere.’

—Dr Paolo Gerbaudo, Reader in Digital Politics, Department of 
Digital Humanities, King’s College London 

‘Is fascism really a “thing of the past”? Broder shines a light on what the 
Italian post-fascists keep in the shadows, the ferocity of their syncretic 
ideology, and their heavy contradictions. A sharp, richly documented 
survey of the perennial – shameless – rebranding of the Italian far right, 
from historical fascism to the present.’

—Carlo Greppi, historian



‘Fascinating and trenchant, Broder’s account of contemporary Italian 
neo-fascism – which is now in power in Italy – is both original and 
shocking. Broder shows through deep research into both the past and 
present of these politicians that we should take the threat they represent 
very seriously indeed.’

—John Foot, author of Blood and Power:  
The Rise and Fall of Italian Fascism

‘This is a very important book that should be read by anyone concerned 
about the resurgence of far right and (post)fascist politics. David Broder 
provides a compelling historical account to illuminate the contemporary 
situation in Italy and ties it powerfully to the wider turn towards reaction. 
Broder succeeds in mapping how ideas we have been told were relegated 
to the dustbin of history have made their return to the mainstream. 
Beyond the significance of the book, Broder’s writing style makes it both 
extremely accessible and engaging.’

—Aurelien Mondon co-author of Reactionary Democracy:  
How Racism and the Populist Far Right Become Mainstream
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Introduction
Mussolini’s Granddaughters

‘I’ve had to deal with it since I was a kid. They pointed at me 
at school, but then the real Rachele came through. The person 
won out over the surname.’1 Even before Rachele Mussolini began 
her marketing studies, she knew her brand polarised opinion. 
She made these comments in October 2021 just after she had 
topped the poll in Rome’s city council elections, as a candidate for 
the Fratelli d’Italia party. Her father Romano was the dictator’s 
youngest son, making his name as a jazz pianist; but Rachele 
and her half-sister Alessandra each took to politics. Alessandra 
entered the fray in 1992 with what was then called a ‘postfascist’ 
party, but she quit in protest in 2003 when leader Gianfranco Fini 
went too far in damning her grandfather’s record. Forming her 
own short-lived party, she then joined Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza 
Italia, before withdrawing from front-line politics after defeat in 
the 2019 European elections. Both Rachele and her second cousin, 
Caio Giulio Cesare Mussolini, uphold the family name in Fratelli 
d’Italia; the candidate named after Julius Caesar even appeared as 
a ‘special guest’ at a party event on his great-grandfather’s Doctrine 
of Fascism.2 Taken in isolation, their surname’s resurfacing in 
present-day politics could be considered a curiosity, of a type with 
another great-grandson’s footballing career.3 But the attention – 
and many selfie requests – that the Mussolinis draw at Fratelli 
d’Italia events is also because of the connection between their 
surname and the party’s political lineage.

The 2022 election campaign began with international media 
reports highlighting this party’s ties to fascism – claims which 
leader Giorgia Meloni was quick to dismiss. She issued a video 
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message in four languages insisting that the ‘Italian right has 
handed over fascism to history for decades now’ and had condemned 
dictatorship and antisemitism.4 Many pundits sympathised: didn’t 
fascism end decades before she was even born? And hasn’t ‘fascist’ 
become an overused insult – a way to vilify ‘anyone I don’t like on 
the Internet’?5 It is true: Meloni’s party is not rallying Blackshirted 
militias, will not form a one-party state and is not creating a fascist 
order. Yet if we want to understand what this party is, we need to 
know that its family connection with fascism is more than a matter 
of the Mussolinis. Only occasionally do party representatives speak 
positively about the regime, but they proudly claim the legacy of 
the Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI) founded in 1946. It was 
founded on the assumption that fascism was not a parenthesis in 
Italian history, a twenty-year aberration, but a movement, a set 
of ideas and values, that survived the military defeat. After 1945, 
many of Mussolini’s former supporters did change their colours 
or become belated antifascists. But the MSI, its historic leader 
Giorgio Almirante insisted, was something else: a party of ‘fascists 
in a democracy’.6 Even in the 1980s, he proclaimed that ‘fascism is 
not behind us but ahead of us’.7 Fratelli d’Italia’s leaders, who are 
mostly veterans of the MSI, today call themselves ‘national con-
servatives’. This book shows that their politics remain entrenched 
in fascist mythology, ways of talking about the past and visions of 
national identity.

Founded in 2012, Fratelli d’Italia has always been part of a 
broader right-wing alliance, including parties not from the fascist 
tradition.8 This strategy has some roots in postwar neofascism, 
but there are also important changes. Upon the MSI’s creation in 
1946, almost all its leaders were veterans of the Nazi collaboration-
ist Salò Republic, the holdout Fascist regime from whose official 
name – Repubblica Sociale Italiana – the MSI took its own. 
Much of this party’s history was an attempt to ally itself to other 
anticommunist forces during the Cold War, whether for electoral 
ends or in violent confrontations. As late as 1991, its main national 
leader was a proud fascist and Salò veteran, and when the teenage 
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Meloni joined it in 1992, there were still many such figures in 
its top ranks. Yet the generational renewal that followed matters: 
in terms of the personal biographies of the party leaders and the 
social context in which they operate. The MSI was founded as a 
Salò-revivalist party intent on waging war on communism; but by 
the time Meloni joined in 1992, the Soviet bloc had just collapsed, 
Italy was on its way into a more closely integrated European Union, 
and political violence had fallen drastically since its heights in the 
1970s. Even insofar as Fratelli d’Italia refers to old ideological 
traditions, it operates in a society where visions of political change 
are less ambitious, citizens’ trust in institutions is in steep decline, 
and battles over identity are increasingly paramount. Indicative of 
the change is the way in which Meloni’s memoir alludes to the 
MSI tricolore flame logo, which is still featured in Fratelli d’Italia’s 
own banner. The epigraph to her first chapter reads: ‘If this is to 
end in fire / Then we should all burn together / Watch the flames 
climb high into the night.’9 The words seem to evoke spectres of 
violence, but they also point to a certain ideological evolution. 
Meloni cites them not from Il Duce or an esoteric theorist like 
Julius Evola, but from an Ed Sheeran song for a Hobbit movie.

J. R. R. Tolkien became an object of neofascist fascination in 
the 1970s; today, militants still cite him when they speak of their 
‘deep roots, not reached by the frost’.10 But how deep do the 
roots go? Meloni denies that the flame logo refers to Mussolini 
himself, claiming that it represents the ‘seventy-year tradition 
of the democratic right’.11 Yet the mythology of an unbroken 
tradition, reaching generations further back, is important to party 
identity. At Fratelli d’Italia’s first congress in 2014, Meloni spoke 
of ‘men and women who run from one era to the next, from one 
generation to the next, carrying with them a fire, a flame that 
sometimes fades, but which has never gone out entirely’,12 as 
she explained that ‘parties are really parties when they are able to 
outlive leaders and generations’. Standing before a vast image of 
the MSI’s co-founder, she cited a lesson he had imparted: ‘We 
take up Giorgio Almirante’s teaching when he said that “in other 



 mussolini’s grandchildren

4

times we had to get back on our feet, so that we could pass on 
the baton … before it fell from our hands, as it had fallen from 
others when they were about to pass it on”.’13 It seems hard to 
interpret Almirante’s words as anything other than a reference 
to the creation of the MSI after the defeat of the regime. This 
family relationship also appears when her memoir refers to her 
colleague, Ignazio La Russa, as a servant of ‘the party’, referring to 
both the MSI and Fratelli d’Italia. She terms him not only ‘true 
to himself ’ but a guarantor of continuity: ‘the heir to a bloodline 
of sure faith’.14 During the regime, La Russa’s father Antonio was 
local leader of the Partito Nazionale Fascista in Paternò, Sicily; 
in postwar decades he became an MP and later a senator for the 
MSI, giving his son Ignazio the middle name ‘Benito’.

This evocation of age-old roots nonetheless has a postmodern 
hue, its mythical rhetoric divorced from the grand ambitions 
which once animated historical fascism. Meloni’s memoir often 
refers to postwar neofascist leader Almirante, but not at all to 
Mussolini’s empire, its bloodshed, its genocides or its collapse. She 
instead harks back to the realms of fantasy, and in particular the 
Tolkienite spectre of Númenor, a once-great civilisation that fell 
into godlessness and ruin. Meloni has termed Lord of the Rings 
an ‘extraordinary metaphor for man and his world’,15 and often 
identifies her cause with Tolkien’s prince Faramir. She uses his 
words to summarise her own political creed: ‘War must be, while 
we defend our lives against a destroyer who would devour all; but 
I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor the arrow for 
its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory. I love only that which 
they defend: the city of the Men of Númenor.’16 This reference is 
also typical of a certain preference for a pop vernacular to convey 
identitarian talking points – with dog whistles to be heard by 
ideological zealots alongside an ironic or even ‘fun’ image for mass 
audiences. Another chapter in her memoir, discussing the tradition 
of the MSI, alludes to its flame logo via a Maroon 5 lyric, quoted in 
English; she promises: ‘I’ll carry these torches for ya that you know 
I’ll never drop.’17 The memoir’s title, Io Sono Giorgia, itself refers 
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to a viral 2019 remix of a speech of hers, which had her insisting 
‘I am Giorgia, I am a woman, I am a mother, I am a Christian’ to a 
catchy disco track. Turning the tables on the attempted satire, the 
lines in the club anthem, which has over eleven million YouTube 
views,18 provide the cue for her chapters. 

This branding of Meloni as an ‘ordinary Italian mother’ bears 
parallels with French far-right leader Marine Le Pen. In each 
case, a decades-old party steeped in both historical fascism and 
modern-day identity politics uses the face and Christian name of 
its leader to reach voters who have no bond with the party itself. 
This also helps to frame its agenda as ‘common sense’ rather 
than ‘ideological’. This was apparent in the rhetorical posture 
that Meloni took during Mario Draghi’s government in 2021–2, 
a cross-party cabinet which itself claimed to transcend political 
divides. The only major opposition leader, Meloni emphasised that 
her approach to former European Central Bank chief Draghi’s 
policies would be ‘constructive’ rather than ‘party-political’. Yet, 
even beyond the fact that it voted down almost all its concrete 
measures, Fratelli d’Italia also painted this government as the 
latest expression of an unelected left-wing establishment.19 In the 
2022 election campaign, she claimed to embody democracy itself, 
promising a government of ‘free people who haven’t been bought 
by anyone’, an end to the dominant ‘power system’ and a moment 
of liberation which would ‘allow normal Italians to raise their 
head after decades’. Yet the war on her domestic opponents, the 
‘LGBT lobbies’, ‘migrant NGOs’ (non-governmental organisa-
tion) and the ‘violent and extremist left’ was allied with a message 
of stability: a pro-business stance, a commitment to reforming 
rather than breaking up the European Union and demonstrating 
Italian allegiance to NATO. Many commentators saw in this as 
evidence that Meloni had ‘gone mainstream’ or even ‘grown up’:20 
the prime-minister-in-waiting no longer looked like the teenager 
who once appeared on French TV praising Mussolini.21

Yet sometimes the symbols of the past seem much more obvious 
in the present. What name other than ‘fascist’ is appropriate for 
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Fratelli d’Italia activists in Civitavecchia who decorated a party 
office with the banners of Salò-era paramilitaries?22 How about 
the much more senior members who unveiled a mausoleum to 
Mussolini’s defence minister Rodolfo Graziani?23 What about 
the party’s head in the European Parliament Roman saluting 
in the company of a prominent Milan neofascist?24 What about 
those leaders who say that the name of fascist is a ‘compliment’ 
or have even claimed it for themselves?25 Meloni has in recent 
times denounced ‘pantomime nostalgics’ as ‘traitors’, who hand 
weapons to her party’s enemies.26 But is this only a matter of 
‘nostalgia’ – and for what? It seems unlikely that this question 
can be answered simply by talking about what distinguishes our 
own time from the world of 1945. Even in postwar years, the 
MSI formally accepted Italy’s place within a US-led military 
alliance, took part in elections and sought a place for itself within 
broader right-wing and anticommunist alliances. These choices 
brought many splits and changes, but they did not stop the MSI 
calling itself fascist. Up to his death in 1988, Almirante routinely 
insisted that fascism did not die with Mussolini but continued as a 
‘movement’ once the regime was over. There are also more modern 
political positions that raise questions. Is there a fascist connection 
in the conspiracy theories, repeatedly spread by Meloni, that accuse 
‘usurers’ of plotting with the left to plan the ‘ethnic replacement’ 
of Europeans? Without doubt, Fratelli d’Italia is a creature of our 
own time and not the 1940s. For this reason, this book tries to 
explain what it is by reconstructing its genealogy, from its roots to 
its more modern partners.

HYBRID TRADITIONS

So, is fascism making a comeback? Ahead of the 2022 general 
election, as international media predicted Italy’s most right-wing 
government since 1945, many pundits complained that there was 
too much hype. Veteran newspaperman Paolo Mieli pleaded for 
a ‘two-month [campaign] where we don’t talk about history’.27 
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Meloni almost never publicly mentions Mussolini, still less as a 
model: she often cites neofascists like Almirante, but also claims 
inspiration from conservative traditionalists like Roger Scruton 
and even liberal critics of Islam like journalist Oriana Fallaci. In 
short, Fratelli d’Italia has integrated the neofascist tradition into a 
broader nationalist identity politics, and is able to draw on influ-
ences from other sources and even other countries. This process 
has allowed a fascist-derived party to find a place for itself within 
an international conservative movement which is ever more 
preoccupied with civilisational decline. But this movement’s rad-
icalisation is contradictory: it takes the form of an aggressive 
nationalist identity politics but also takes for granted the long-
term weakening of European nation states and their inability to 
cope with the crises of globalisation. Fratelli d’Italia is markedly 
less interested in confronting threats to humanity such as climate 
change or the pandemic as what Meloni calls the ‘extinction of the 
Italian people’28 due to falling birth rates. These traditions share 
the assumption that national decline is a reality. Fratelli d’Italia 
often derives its language to describe this from US and French 
sources, notably when it sees former colonised peoples taking over 
the West. Yet it still bears unmistakable fascist influences: a legacy 
apparent in its victim narrative of World War II history, its celebra-
tion of postwar neofascist leaders and its recasting of regime-era 
ideologues as generic Italian patriots.29 

This combination of influences is not new: it is in fact typical of 
the MSI tradition and has roots even in the Mussolini era. His-
torian Robert Paxton reminds us that fascists do not ‘invent their 
myths and symbols’; they draw on elements of national culture 
without any ‘inherent or necessary link to fascism’ and repurpose 
them for their own ends.30 Fascism’s ideological strength has his-
torically lain in its ability to fuse various influences and political 
forces under its own direction. Mussolini built his own cult of 
the Risorgimento and World War I, of Dante as well as Cicero; 
even what Il Duce labelled his ‘totalitarian’ fascist regime inte-
grated many different and competing trends. Mussolinian fascism 
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was a terroristic revolt against the revolutionary ‘ideas of 1789’ but 
also a mobilisation of the masses; it was a promise to assert Italy’s 
place in industrial modernity and also an exterminationist colo-
nialism; it was the veneration of aristocracy, but also a vehicle for 
the social rise of middle-class youth. It was what Renzo de Felice 
called ‘fascism movement’, with its myth of remoulding society 
and mankind, and ‘fascism regime’, the relations which Musso-
linism established with the institutions and elites inherited from 
liberal Italy. Such currents were reflected in postwar neofascism: 
from self-styled ‘left-fascists’ who saw Salò as a lost revolution, to 
spiritualists who yearned for the premodern past, ‘national con-
servatives’ who built alliances with right-wing anticommunists 
and those who did all these things at once. The more classically 
right wing of these trends is most hegemonic in today’s Fratelli 
d’Italia, but it is an organic continuation of part of the MSI tradi-
tion rather than a break from the past.

Historian Roger Griffin pointed to this process in a study of the 
1990s development of what he called ‘constitutional fascism’. His 
essay responded to the MSI congress at the spa town of Fiuggi 
in January 1995, held just after it entered government for the first 
time as a junior ally in Silvio Berlusconi’s coalition. Griffin noted 
that while the MSI had stood in elections since its creation in 
1946, it had never sincerely committed itself to liberal democracy. 
It had instead bristled at the antifascist parties that dominated the 
Republic; in denouncing the ruling ‘partyocracy’, it sharply con-
demned the new ‘regime’ but remained rather more ambiguous 
about whether it accepted democracy on principle.31 The congress 
held at Fiuggi thus marked a change: the party formally embraced 
liberal democracy as against violent, revolutionary or totalitarian 
projects, and moreover it condemned the Mussolini regime’s anti-
semitism. Yet it retained elements of a fascist worldview, including 
through its vision of a homogeneous national community. It thus 
produced a ‘hybrid’, ‘constitutional’ fascism: what Griffin called an 
unstable ‘compound [of ] components taken from two ideologies 
with theoretically incompatible ineliminable cores: the palinge-
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netic ultra-nationalism of generic fascism’ – as per his famous 
definition – and ‘the commitment to the party-political rules 
of the game of liberal democracy’.32 The MSI did not mount a 
critical rejection of fascism, exploring the connection between its 
ideological premises and its final outcome, but simply purged it 
of its most disreputable elements: the congress theses could thus 
speak of a right-wing tradition that endured before, during and 
after the 1920s.

The MSI’s ability to proclaim such a change was also indebted 
to a new political context. From the outset, it had been bound 
together by its fascist identity but also sought to break itself from 
isolation.33 It repeatedly sought collaboration with other right-
wing forces, and even attempted to sell itself to US Republicans 
as a bulwark against communism.34 Yet the strength of antifas-
cist mobilisation ensured it never gained a foothold in national 
government, and in a context of growing prosperity and social lib-
eralisation its reactionary recipes were never called upon. Only 
when the old party system collapsed at the beginning of the 1990s, 
exploding the relationship between citizens and the Republic’s 
institutions, would it get its chance to enter government. This 
decisively relied on a realignment on the right wing of politics, as 
Silvio Berlusconi formed a new coalition in which the old anti-
fascist barriers no longer applied. As we shall see in Chapter 3, 
the MSI’s now much greater opportunities for electoral advance 
provided Gianfranco Fini with an opportunity to renew his party, 
changing its name and even proclaiming it part of the ‘European 
centre-right’. Yet this process also brought many tensions within 
the party, and Fratelli d’Italia was created in 2012 by cadres who 
had broken with Fini, establishing an ambiguous relationship with 
his reform process. Compared to the Fini era, the refounded party 
is markedly less interested in a critical approach to the fascist tradi-
tion: rather, it uses the mantra that Mussolini has been ‘consigned 
to history’ to shut down critical discussion of the fascist forces and 
ideas active in the present.
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POSTMODERN POSTFASCISM

‘We are children of our history. Of all our history. As with any 
nation, the path we have taken is complex, much more so than 
some would like to say.’35 In her memoir, Meloni speaks of com-
plexities of national history, adding that the contradictions are 
themselves something all Italians share. This approach to history 
speaks the language of ‘pacification’: making peace among Italians 
by lowering ‘ideological’ tensions, and in particular stripping out the 
antifascist parts of the Republic’s foundational myths in favour of 
an acceptance of all sides. Yet, the problem with creating a pacified 
national story is that compatriots rarely agree what the basis of 
the common identity is meant to be, and any proposal for one is 
asserted in opposition to other rival candidates. One great national 
myth is built on the history of disunity among different territo-
ries, encapsulated in liberal leader Massimo D’Azeglio’s claim that 
only in having ‘made Italy’, the unified state formed in 1861, was 
it possible to ‘make Italians’, a single people; Io Sono Giorgia cites 
these words in order to push back against them. ‘From time to 
time’, Meloni admits, Italians may not have believed in national 
‘homogeneity’; yet, faced with ‘the great challenges of History with 
a capital H, they have demonstrated with their own bodies that 
they have a very strong sense of national community’. As well as 
‘the Risorgimento itself, this is testified by the trenches of World 
War I, where the blood of Italians mixed to become one and indis-
soluble’, and by ‘the heroes of El Alamein’ in 1942.36 This story of 
‘national community’ is thus simplified in the name of integrating 
its more ‘complex’ elements: it celebrates Italian military heroism 
in World War II while removing this history from its intimate 
connection to Mussolini’s war, which itself goes unmentioned. 

This language of ‘pacifying’ history also refers to a general 
lowering of the stakes of political combat. The fact that Rachele 
and Ciao Giulio Cesare Mussolini take part in elections is symbolic 
of important changes in the context in which the far right operates. 
Italy has left behind the intense political violence that punctuated 



 mussolini’s granddaughters

11

the twentieth century, from the March on Rome to the terrorism 
of the 1970s; today’s far right acts in a context of reduced social 
strife and, even at the level of ideas, the ebbing of grand projects 
for reorganising society. These trends affect all political forces, 
including the various ones drawing on the neofascist tradition: it 
is most apparent in those involved in electoral politics, but also in 
smaller militant groups who more explicitly assert their continu-
ity with the Mussolinian past. Even they no longer plan to create a 
one-party state or build a new Roman Empire as in the days of the 
interwar regime. Yet, retracing their political lineage from fascism, 
and its influence on their contemporary politics, is also important 
if we are to discover who these people are and what they want 
in the present. When the Brigate Rosse (BR) kidnapped former 
prime minister Aldo Moro in 1978, earning this ultra-left terrorist 
group condemnation by the left-wing parties, Rossana Rossanda 
insisted that it hadn’t come from nowhere: BR’s violent tactics and 
Stalinist jargon set it at odds with most of the contemporary left 
but belonged to its ‘family album’.37 A group portrait of Fratelli 
d’Italia would include countless Fascist ancestors, many divorces 
and not a few old flames. 

Why ‘postfascists’? Fratelli d’Italia calls itself a conservative 
party: when pushed to explain cases of members glorifying his-
torical fascists, its leaders usually change the subject to talk about 
antifascist crimes, or else claim that the party has ‘consigned the 
regime to history’. What this never amounts to is any general 
criticism of fascism as a political culture – a move which would 
raise questions over the MSI and not just the regime itself.38 The 
awkward expression ‘consign to history’ itself points to this diffi-
culty: it does not mean ‘make fascism a focus of historical scrutiny’, 
critically investigating it in order to draw lessons from it, but rather 
banishing the word ‘fascism’ from contemporary politics and cir-
cumscribing its relevance to the interwar era. This has elements of 
plausibility: Fratelli d’Italia will not restore the Mussolini regime 
or one like it. Yet the claim that fascism only amounts to the world 
of 1922, or indeed to the dictator alone, is jarring in the mouths of 
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a party descended from the MSI. While, from 1922 to 1945, the 
various strands of fascism were bound together by Mussolini per-
sonally, its ideas, its rituals and most of its personnel outlived him, 
and the MSI openly asserted that fascism had not disappeared with 
Il Duce. This insistence – its ‘neofascism’ – surely faced strong hos-
tility in postwar Italy, partly because of the disaster into to which 
its leaders had taken the country. Yet, 1945 was not a unanimous or 
total condemnation of fascism, ensuring that it could never survive 
or have a resurgence. Rather, the MSI remained weak in postwar 
decades because other forces resisted it, drawing on the tools of 
history – their critical understanding of what fascism had been 
and still could be – to mobilise against it. When the MSI did reach 
government in 1994, this was not because it had cut all ties with 
fascism. Rather, it was able to find space for itself thanks to the 
collapse of the political order that had long restrained it.

At a rally on 25 April 1992, the anniversary of liberation from 
Nazi-Fascist rule, MSI MP Franco Servello spoke of a water-
shed: his party could celebrate ‘the end of the Republic born of the 
Resistance’.39 He did not mean the end of parliamentary democ-
racy or a return to Fascism but the demise of the mass parties that 
had led the Resistance, with the self-dissolution of the Communist 
Party in 1991 and then the corruption scandals that engulfed the 
Christian Democrats and Socialists. It was in the attempt to take 
advantage of this moment, to reshape the new ‘Second Republic’, 
that the MSI turned itself into a broader, ‘postfascist’ party called 
the ‘National Alliance’. It was a creature of a new era: the new 
party was allied to Berlusconi, the TV tycoon-politician who fore-
shadowed Donald Trump; but this was also the moment of Italy’s 
integration into a European single currency, the discrediting of 
political institutions in the eyes of large swathes of the population 
and, connected to this, the call for figures from outside the elec-
toral arena, from celebrities to judges and technocrats, to replace 
them. Where post-World War I Fascism arose in the context of 
expanding suffrage, revolutionary mobilisations and the lowering 
of the thresholds of violence, postfascism made its breakthrough 
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in a society in which the historic boulders of mass organisation 
had been shattered into heaps of pebbles. If Almirante organised 
‘fascists in a democracy’, postfascists have established their presence 
in an ever more postdemocratic context, in which citizens feel 
increasingly unable to change the course of events through politi-
cal action. It would be an era of technocracy, historically low levels 
of democratic mobilisation and conspiracy theories more likely to 
be spread by online media than by revived street movements.

Fratelli d’Italia’s recent electoral breakthrough in the land of 
Fascism’s birth surely lends itself to evocative analogies: at the 
time of writing, Italy faced not just a postfascist becoming prime 
minister but the centenary of the March on Rome, a coinci-
dence which invited myriad comparisons ahead of the election. 
There have even been recent instances of Fratelli d’Italia officials, 
including one regional president, celebrating the anniversary of 
the Fascist seizure of power in October 1922.40 The history that 
Italians choose to honour, despise or lament remains highly polit-
ical: the regime era still evokes pain and admiration, disgust and 
pride, fear and what Italian media often indulgently call ‘nostal-
gism’. Yet this does not mean that Mussolini’s heirs repeat the past 
in the present. This book argues that the political culture of Italian 
postfascism helps us to understand the future. For Italy’s recent 
history encapsulates essential dynamics – visible in different forms 
and in other Western democracies – which point to wider devel-
opments in right-wing politics. These trends include the sense of 
permanent national decline and economic crisis; the collapse of 
the mass, class-based political parties that once mediated popular 
demands; and the rise of national-populist leaders who furiously 
denounce ‘globalist’ conspiracies even as they integrate them-
selves into the dominant international institutions. Their nativism, 
demonisation of opponents, exclusivist conception of the nation 
and family and postmodern approach towards truth and historical 
fact all pose many dangers. Yet they draw on a different spirit of 
the times than the regenerative violence of the past. 




