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Abstract

New studies that focus on the air bombardment of civilians in Italy during the
Second World War regard the Italian home front as a privileged ‘observation post’
from which to study the relationship between Fascism and society during the
years of the collapse of Mussolini’s regime. Yet the role of propaganda, on the
specific aspect of people vulnerability to total war, in influencing that
relationship, has received little attention.

The main aim of this work is to reconstruct the narrative of bombing and of
civilians’ life in Italy during the first phase of the war (1940-1943) as it emerges
from reports, stories and works of invention in the Italian media. These have been
compared with both the public reaction and the regime propaganda that had
constructed some of the most powerful ideological tenets of the Italian Fascism
during the 1930s, first of all the myth of air power and the creation of a ‘new
man’.

Investigating specific sections of the home front and situating the breakup of the
Italian morale at the time of the first serious setbacks of Mussolini’s armies at the
end of 1940, this research focuses in particular on the effectiveness - or otherwise
- of government policies in steering the media and cultural activities that reflected
life in wartime Italy.

Drawing mostly on primary sources such as government papers, personal
memoirs, censored letters and confidential reports, the study argues that
propaganda’s failure to continue to bolster Fascist myths was due both to the
catastrophic impact of war on civilians’ life and to institutional and political
flaws. Uneven and inconsistent directives from propaganda controllers reflected
similar attitudes and policy failures within the regime as a whole, whereas the
enemy proved increasingly more effective in conveying the message that there
was no aggression against Italy and that Italians were paying a high price for

Mussolini’s mistakes.
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Introduction

Benito Mussolini, rather paradoxically for a dictator whose rule was marked by
his mission to imprint onto modern Italians the martial spirit of a glorious past,
took the unusual part of peace broker and procrastinator in the looming European
crisis of the late 1930s. Returning to Italy from Munich in September 1938, he
was greeted as the man who had forced Germany, Britain and France into a
peaceful solution to the Czech crisis. Nearly one year later, when Hitler’s invasion
of Poland led the British and French to declare war, the Duce kept his country out
of the war as a result of military unpreparedness and reports of widespread anti-
war and anti-German feeling among the Italian people. For almost 20 years,
Fascism had boasted of its fighting credentials and, since 1922 when Mussolini
had come to power, the regime had sought military confrontation with the
democratic European powers — emerging almost unscathed from the aggression of
Ethiopia in 1935 and from backing Franco’s rebel troops against Spain’s
legitimate government in 1936-1939. Yet, when he finally decided to join Hitler
in June 1940 — betting on the swift Axis submission of Allied forces — Mussolini
took the nation into the first real ‘total war’ of its history. Like defenceless
Ethiopians killed by the mustard gas bombs dropped by Italian aircraft in 1936 or
the people slaughtered in the Basque town of Guernica by a Nazi-Fascist air raid
on 26 April 1937, civilians in Italy suddenly came within the range of Allied
bombers. The home front was no longer a place where fear and death rebounded
only on bereaved soldiers’ families, as had happened in the Great War.
Vulnerability, insecurity and a sense of impending danger came to homes and
factories, unsettling everyday life.

A war that involved civilians on a previously unknown scale was the
litmus test for Fascism’s ‘public ethic’, described by Emilio Gentile as a

compound of discipline, virility, comradeship, ‘warrior spirit’ and ‘total



dedication to the national community’." For 15 years Italians had been swamped
by a colossal drill of collective self-deception that camouflaged with myths and
parades the lack of real organisation and technical progress. Indeed, when Italy
entered the war almost nothing that both civilian and military authorities had
discussed over previous decades in terms of infrastructure and anti-aircraft and
civil defence measures had been accomplished. The fact that the government and
the party had orchestrated wide-ranging campaigns to alert the public to the
danger of air war through meetings, courses in schools, pamphlets and posters, led
many ltalians to a realisation that the tests and experiments in which they had
taken part since 1935 were ineffective, ostentatious and ritualistic. Besides,
propaganda work was constrained by two conflicting needs — to mobilise citizens
without arousing widespread panic.? However, the novel aspects of modern war
and their daunting implications for civilians were clearly perceived as early as
September 1939, when confidential reports from party informers described
widespread anxiety about the likely employment of air forces against Italy.

Knowing his compatriots were lukewarm about the prospect of war,
Mussolini committed Fascist propaganda ‘to raise by degrees the temperature of
the Italian people’.* The Mcp translated the Duce’s will in directives to the media
that, despite a formal posture of neutrality, aimed at acclimatising the public to
wartime precautions and restrictions and, crucially, to the struggle alongside Nazi
Germany against the European democracies. The dictator’s resolution to enter the
war did not imply that Italians had suddenly become a nation of warriors, and the
need to influence the population through an uninterrupted fictional account

remained. While the role of propaganda and the media in Fascist Italy has been

! Emilio Gentile, ‘Fascism, Totalitarianism and Political Religion: Definitions and Critical
Reflections on Criticism of an Interpretation” Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 3
(2004), p. 343.

? Claudia Baldoli, ‘Il regime e la minaccia dall’aria’, in | bombardamenti aerei sull'ltalia: politica,
stato e societa (1939-1945), ed. Nicola Labanca (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2012), pp. 102; 114-115.

% Nicola Gallerano, ‘Gli italiani in guerra 1940-1943. Appunti per una ricerca’, in L Italia nella
seconda guerra mondiale e nella Resistenza, ed. Francesca Ferratini Tosi, Gaetano Grassi and
Massimo Legnani (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 1988), p. 309.

* Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini, vol. 29, Dal viaggio in Germania all intervento dell’ltalia
nella seconda guerra mondiale (1 ottobre 1937-10 giugno 1940), ed. Edoardo and Duilio Susmel
(Florence: La Fenice, 1959), pp. 374-375.



carefully studied, less attention has been focused on its impact during the years in
which the regime was most significantly tested, and even less on the
representation of the home front and civilians as victims of total war.®> The gap
between what the media reported and the facts has been recorded in scholarly
studies that have over the last decade taken the impact of bombing in the Second
World War, and specifically the bombing of Italy, beyond the boundaries of
military history to disentangle its political, social and cultural facets.® This work
details how such a gap developed and widened, despite the regime professing
frankness in its communication policies since 1940.

In particular, the aim of this research is to consider the Italian media
representation of the home front under enemy bombing and of Italian air force
activity during the Second World War until Mussolini’s fall in 1943 against the
propaganda that had, since Mussolini’s ascent to power, been orchestrated to
strengthen the founding ideological tenets of Fascism — first of all the theory of
the ‘new man’, and Italy’s primacy in the ‘domain of the air’. When the regime
faced the test of total war, both of these tenets turned out to be groundless myths.
In order to provide a wide spectrum of that representation, the analysis of the
‘media’ in this research has included not only the press, radio, newsreels and
documentaries, but also the most widespread forms of popular culture, such as
cinema, theatre and songs. Control over all media was centralised under the mcp
which grew increasingly into a vast and complex bureaucracy drawn mostly from

the Foreign Office and the Ministry of Interior. Any kind of material intended for

® See Pierluigi Allotti, Giornalisti di regime. La stampa italiana tra fascismo e antifascismo 1922-
1948 (Rome: Carocci, 2012); Franco Contorbia (ed.), Giornalismo italiano, voll. 2 and 3, (Milan:
Mondadori, 2007-2009); Nicola Labanca and Camillo Zadra (eds), Costruire un nemico. Studi di
storia della propaganda di guerra (Milan: Unicopli, 2011); Mauro Forno, La stampa del
Ventennio. Strutture e trasformazioni nello Stato totalitario (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2005);
Mario Isnenghi, L Italia del Fascio (Florence: Giunti, 1996); Paolo Murialdi, La stampa del
regime fascista (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 2008, first publ. 1980); Philip V. Cannistraro, La
fabbrica del consenso. Fascismo e mass media (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 1975).

® See Richard Overy, The Bombing War. Europe 1939-1945 (London: Penguin, 2014); Baldoli and
Andrew Knapp, Forgotten Blitzes. France and Italy under Allied Air Attack 1940-1945 (London:
Continuum, 2012); Labanca (ed.), | bombardamenti aerei sull'ltalia: politica, stato e societa;
Baldoli, Knapp and Overy, (eds), Bombing, States and Peoples in Western Europe 1940-1945
(London: Continuum, 2011); Marco Gioannini and Giulio Massobrio, Bombardate /’Italia. Storia
della guerra di distruzione aerea 1940-1945 (Milan: Rizzoli, 2007); Gabriella Gribaudi, Guerra
totale. Tra bombe alleate e violenze naziste: Napoli e il fronte meridionale 1940-1944 (Turin:
Bollati Boringhieri, 2005).



information or propaganda purposes - articles in the press, photographs, films,
documentaries, posters, leaflets, booklets, songs, shows, plays - came within its
reach.

By the end of the 1930s in Italy the process of full control over the media
was complete. In 1926 a law had ended the freedom of the press and from 1927 it
was forbidden to establish new titles. The Fascist Party directly controlled many
newspapers. The Duce or his hierarchs owned other dailies, for example 1l Popolo
d’Italia in Milan (Mussolini), Il Regime Fascista in Cremona (Roberto Farinacci),
Il Resto del Carlino in Bologna (Dino Grandi) and Il Telegrafo in Livorno
(Costanzo and Galeazzo Ciano). As for the nominally independent press,
Mussolini arranged for publishers, industrialists or financiers close to the regime
to acquire or maintain ownership, as in the case of the two major newspapers of
pre-Fascist Italy, Corriere della Sera and La Stampa. Also, the Duce had the last
say when a new editor was to be appointed. As a consequence of this process, the
distinction between information and propaganda, which had been extremely thin
since the second half of the 1920s, became almost invisible in wartime Italy.’

Periodic meetings (usually weekly) of the mcp or its chief of staff with
representatives of the press emphasised topics to be dealt with and events which
were not to be reported.® These instructions were summarised, updated and
disseminated every day to newsrooms and to prefects in the Italian provinces.’
This thesis shows how the inner workings of the mcp during the Second World
War were affected by the coexistence of a high level of personalization (the Duce
and his Minister made all important decisions, even on trivial details) with an
hypertrophic bureaucracy staffed mostly by civil servants coming from other
departments and journalists who could not find a job in the press. A continuous
flow of detailed instructions, more than general directives based on a firm policy,
inundated prefects and editors in chiefs, who had in turn to instruct their

" Murialdi, ‘Giornali’, in Il Mondo Contemporaneo. Storia d Italia, 2, ed. Fabio Levi, Umberto
Levra and Nicola Tranfaglia (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1978), p. 522.

¥ Nicola Tranfaglia (ed.), Ministri e giornalisti. La guerra e il Minculpop 1939-43 (Turin: Einaudi,
2005).

% Nicola Tranfaglia with Bruno Maida (eds), La stampa del regime 1932-1943. Le veline del
Minculpop per orientare [’informazione (Milan: Bompiani, 2005).



subordinates. Orders often did not arrive on time or lost their original intent. From
the end of 1942 only self-censorship prevented newsrooms from divulging
information about military defeats and the disastrous state of the home front.
Moreover, forms of centralized and empirical (almost case-by-case) screening - as
was the case with the theatrical censorship exercised by Leopoldo Zurlo
examined in chapter 4 - seemed to produce a better outcome than a professed
ideological control.

Fascist authorities boasted that the press - unlike cinema, theatre and
books - was not subject to preventive censorship but, as a matter of fact,
newspapers had to comply scrupulously with the mcp’s orders on pain of
suspension from publication for one or more days. The directives were often
meticulous, repetitive and prone to campaigns in which serious issues —for
example the prohibition of mentioning Jewish or American authors and film
directors in newspapers — mixed with erratic fixations like the obsession with the
proper pronoun for addressing strangers. Although it is mostly from this angle that
Mcp orders have been anthologised and looked at in studies of the media under
Italian fascism, these do convey an idea of the censors’ working style and
procedures.’ Yet, it is the less folkloric and picturesque stream of instructions
coming from the mcp which show how the regime became estranged from its
people in its last years.

The instructions of the mcp, as Mario Isnenghi has observed, did not just
contain lies, but entailed a constant work of rewriting facts, transforming them
into a ‘surreal world’ that aimed at forcibly replacing people’s everyday lived
experience.'! Gaetano Silvano Spinetti, a young Mcp press officer at the time,
wrote in his diaries that the atmosphere during the conferences at the Ministry was
like a classroom, as journalists showed ‘no critical thinking’, were quarrelsome

with each other and always nodded when taking instructions. ‘I was appalled’, he

19 Francesco Flora, Stampa dell era fascista. Le note di servizio (Rome: Mondadori, 1945);
Claudio Matteini, Ordini alla stampa (Rome: Edizioni Poligrafiche, 1945); Federico Coen, Tre
anni di bugie: 328 ordini alla stampa del Minculpop negli anni della guerra (Milan: Pan, 1977);
Giancarlo Ottaviani, Le veline del Minculpop. Aspetti della propaganda fascista (Milan:
Todariana, 1999).

1 Mario Isnenghi, Intellettuali militanti e intellettuali funzionari. Appunti sulla cultura fascista
(Turin: Einaudi, 1979), p. 43.



recalled, ‘that men who had been active in democratic journalism were so tame at
receiving such meticulous orders’.*? Editors seldom voiced disagreements with
the Ministry’s instructions. On 30 October 1942, for example, the editor of
Corriere della Sera, Aldo Borelli, wrote to Alessandro Pavolini, Minister of
propaganda from 1939 to 1943, to protest that the censors had vetoed five articles
in a row, despite the fact that ‘they did not report anything dangerous’.™

War propaganda had only one chief — the Duce himself, who frequently
summoned the Minister of Popular Culture. The actual work of control and
censorship was rarely negotiated with other centres of power — mostly with those
essential in wartime, like the military authorities, whose approval was requested
before journalistic material was published from the fronts, or the Fascist Party,
which supervised the work of civilian assistance. The fact that there was no
institutional check from outside appeared to be an advantage over the enemy,
whose propaganda policies had to endure a more complex route from government
to parliament, from media to its audiences: the British prime minister and his
government had to answer questions in parliament while newspapers and the BBC
had to balance the imperatives of a country at war with the freedom of the press to
which Britons had been long accustomed. Therefore, Italian propaganda appeared
to have an organisational advantage, as its modus operandi seemed swift and
undiscussed, but the enemy’s output was unburdened by the most invasive
government pressures.

Some aspects of Fascist activities from the Ethiopian campaign onwards
borrowed from techniques adopted in Liberal Italy during the Great War when,
for the first time, cinema, theatre, sports events, exhibitions and conferences of
intellectuals and journalists became the vehicles of mass propaganda, and when
secret funds managed by the Ministry of Interior were employed to pay
collaborators, informers and journalists. These techniques were perfected during

the Second World War by the mcp, which in 1943 alone spent 200 million lire on

12 G. Silvano Spinetti, Difesa di una generazione. Tutti fascisti, antifascisti, traditori, traditi
(Rome: Edizioni Polilibrarie, 1948), pp. 43-50.
13 Cited in Allotti, Giornalisti di regime, p. 137 (letter of 31 October 1942).



press contributors and conference speakers.** During the Ethiopian war the press
had learned how to get information from the official bulletins that, suitably
doctored, served to conceal inconvenient facts whilst reporting a ‘heroic and
transformed war’."® In addition the activity of the Istituto LUCE, which produced
photographic and filmed material mostly focusing on the battlefront, was based on
the same organisational experiences from the Ethiopian and Spanish campaigns.'®
What Italian propaganda had to learn from scratch in the Second World War was
how to deal with a domestic front that had been sheltered until then — except for a
few areas in the North targeted by enemy air raids in the First World War — by
direct blows from the enemy.

The Mmcp’s organisational model followed the pattern of German
propaganda and its master, Joseph Goebbels. Pavolini, the most ‘political’ and
long-lasting of the Fascist ministers of propaganda, imitated his Nazi opposite
number in institutionalising a personal and regular contact with newspaper
editors.'” A secret protocol of the Pact of Steel signed on 23 May 1939 decreed a
permanent collaboration bgetween Italy and Germany in the fields of press,
propaganda and information, whereas the Istituto LUCE and Universal Film
Aktiengesellschaft (Germany’s largest film company, under government control
from 1933) had an agreement over the exchange of newsreels and documentaries
as early as 1929."® Yet, cooperation between the two was no idyll. The Germans,
for example, could not stand the way that, in spite of rigid controls, the Italian
press leaked news that Berlin treated as military secrets. Goebbels’ people

rechristened the Italian bulletins spaghetti-Berichten because they were, according

1 patrizia Ferrara, ‘Dalla Grande Guerra al fascismo: ’evoluzione degli apparati di propaganda in
Italia’, in Costruire un nemico. Studi di storia della propaganda di guerra, ed. Labanca and Zadra,
pp. 152-159.

!> Enrica Bricchetto, ‘Voci di regime’, in Gli italiani in guerra. Conflitti, identita, memoria dal
Risorgimento ai nostri giorni, Vol. 4.2, Il Ventennio Fascista: la seconda guerra mondiale, ed.
Isnenghi and Giulia Albanese (turin: Utet, 2008), pp. 131-133.

1 Liliana Ellena, *Atlante visivo dell’Italia fascista: I’Istituto Luce’, in Gli italiani in guerra, Vol.
4.1, Il Ventennio fascista. Dall’impresa di Fiume alla Seconda guerra mondiale (1919-1940) ed.
Isnenghi and Albanese, pp. 692.

7 The Secret Conferences of Dr Goebbels. October 1939-March 1943, ed. Willi A. Boelcke
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1967).

'8 Jens Petersen, ‘L’organizzazione della propaganda tedesca in Italia 1939-1943, in L'ltalia in
guerra 1940-43, ed. Bruna Micheletti and Pier Paolo Poggio (Brescia: Fondazione Micheletti,
1992), pp. 686-687.



to them, long and unsubstantial. As for Pavolini, he tried to preserve Italian press
correspondents in Berlin from bribery and pressures granting them a higher salary
than their colleagues at home.™® Also, the Italian minister of propaganda made an
effort to impose more discipline on the machine, which was particularly prone to
rumours and leaks. In November 1941, for example, when he realised that secret
instructions from the Ministry to the media were being leaked to foreign
embassies in Rome, he ordered an enquiry and set out new rules to achieve greater
confidentiality.”

Beneath the surface, comparing the minutes of Goebbels’ conferences to
Pavolini’s, it is possible to find — alongside a few things in common, such as a
tendency to patronise audiences with long monologues regarding their close
relationships to their respective bosses — many differences in terms of
effectiveness and the power of persuasion towards the public.?* Also, the disparity
in the available technology and propaganda means was huge. Germany, for
example, had a much larger film industry and a far broader radio network than its
ally. The cost of receivers and widespread poverty limited the impact of state-
controlled radio in Italy, where in 1939 there were 1.2 million subscriptions in
comparison with 13 million in Germany. Fragmentation and rival power centres
were also a constraint on Italian propaganda in comparison with Germany.?
Unlike the Nazi machine and Goebbels’ unrestrained hegemony, which was only
partially undermined by his personal rivalry with the Foreign Minister Joachim
von Ribbentropp, in Italy the relationship between the media and its controllers
faced behind-the-scenes interference. In theory, the Ministry had concentrated
extensive powers, stretching across all forms of propaganda, but in practice it had
to maintain good terms with government members, the Party, Fascist hardliners
and other bodies such as the office for press and propaganda established by the

military supreme command. As a central institution, the mcp was also obliged to

19 Malte Kénig, ‘Censura, controllo e notizie a valanga. La collaborazione tra Italia e Germania
nella stampa e nella radio 1940-1941°, Italia Contemporanea 2 (2013), pp. 244-247.

0 ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 19, Instructions of 17 November 1941.

2! See The Secret Conferences of Dr Goebbels, ed. Boelcke, and Ministri e giornalisti, ed.
Tranfaglia.

22 Alexander J. De Grand, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany: The Fascist ‘Style” of Rule (New York
and London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 95-96.



rely on local bureaucracies. Instructions to the press were sent by telegraph twice
a day in code to the provincial prefects where the newspapers were published.”
Those were typical processes in Fascist institutions, where a nominal
concentration of powers did not prevent the multiplication and overlap of
competences.?* From the first year of the war, for example, tensions had mounted
between the mcp and the military, as the latter wanted exclusive power to
authorise or censor anything to be published in Italy about the war. A compromise
was only reached in May 1942, when Pavolini and General Ugo Cavallero agreed
that the supreme command could approve any material concerning the military
aspects of war.?

The BBC Italian service and the messages disseminated in Italian cities by
Allied aircraft were powerful counterweights to Fascist propaganda on the home
front. The intensive use of air-borne leaflets and radio counter-information — two
new elements which had been absent in the Great War — overcame physical
distance and allowed for the targeting of civilians in enemy countries.?® Leaflets
quickly proved effective. As early as August 1940, police informants suggested
that these reflected the true feelings of Italian people toward the war and Germany
much better than did “articles in our newspapers’.?’ The increasing numbers of
people who listened to Radio Londra, as the Bec Italian service was popularly
called in Italy, knew (and circulated among relations, neighbours and friends,
which the regime was most concerned about) what Italian media distorted or did
not report at all. On the eve of Mussolini’s decision to enter war Italian authorities
attempted to jam the BBC bulletins, as Colonel Stevens, a former British military

attaché to Rome, had begun his news commentaries to Italy on 22 December

22 ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 19, Note by Celso Luciano, McP’s head of staff, on 9 March 1941.

24 Giovanni Belardelli, ‘Il fascismo e I’organizzazione della cultura’ in Storia d’Italia, Vol. 4,
Guerra e fascismo, ed. Giovanni Sabbatucci and Vittorio Vidotto (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 1997),
p. 477-478.

% Cannistraro, La fabbrica del consenso, p. 190.

% Marco Fincardi, “Gli italiani nella seconda guerra mondiale. La battaglia della propaganda
aerea’, in Costruire un nemico. Studi di storia della propaganda di guerra, p. 180.

%" Renzo Martinelli, 1 fronte interno a Firenze 1940-1943. Lo spirito pubblico nelle ‘informazioni
fiduciarie’ della polizia politica (Florence: Dipartimento di storia, 1989), p. 94.



19309. For a little while in April 1940, Radio Londra employed Carlo Maria
Franzero, an Italian writer who worked in Britain as a journalist.?®

Italy tried to react by organising counter-propaganda broadcasts. In June
1940, the mcp decision to reduce airtime for cultural and entertainment
programmes in order to grant more time to those with an accentuated
propagandistic content was criticised even within the Party. For example, Critica
Fascista, the journal of the Minister of National Education Giuseppe Bottai,
observed that Italian radio was not doing enough for the ‘education of the citizen
at war’.?® Italian authorities countered the influence of Radio Londra with a
repressive approach (listeners to foreign radio stations were threatened with
prosecution and imprisonment) combined with the characterisation of Italian
counter-propaganda on the radio as mainly one-man shows performed by
controversial figures like Mario Appelius, whose vehement and viscerally anti-
British tirades in the crucial phase of 1942-1943 gave rise to criticism within the
regime itself and finally persuaded Mussolini to dismiss him. Control over radio
information was total, stronger than that exercised over newspapers. The news
could be compiled only by assembling reports from Stefani, the Italian official
press agency, or picking material from the dailies. Journalists working for radio
were not on the same level as their colleagues employed by the printed press, as
they were not allowed membership of the professional register established by
Fascism. Authorities were particularly careful with the new medium because of its
power to reach huge audiences, much wider than that of the papers.*

In wartime, censorship kept a more careful eye on newsreels too. They had
been shown in the Italian cinemas since 1927, making a critical contribution to the

construction of the Duce’s popular image and the circulation of the Fascist myths.

?8 Asa Briggs, The History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom, Vol. 3, The War of Words
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, first publ. 1970), p. 167. On the eve of the Second World
War Franzero published a book in which a certain degree of respect and admiration for Britain was
not hidden: Carlo Maria Franzero, L Inghilterra e gli Inglesi (Milan: Treves, 1939).

# Franco Monteleone, Storia della radio e della televisione in Italia. Societd, politica, strategia,
programmi 1922-1992 (Venice: Marsilio, 1992), pp. 126-127.

%% Murialdi, ‘Il mondo in ogni casa: un nuovo genere di giornalismo’, in La Radio. Storia di
sessant’anni 1924/1984, ed. Franco Monteleone and Peppino Ortoleva (Turin: Eri Edizioni Rai,
1984), p. 156.
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The LUCE institute, which had been founded and placed under government control
in 1925, was the efficient organisation that presided over the regime’s
photographic and cinematographic propaganda. Following a decree issued in
1926, all cinemas in the country had to screen the LUCE films. One year later
newscast made its debut: a ten-minute Giornale Cinematografico kept Italians
abreast of all the latest deeds of Mussolini and his hierarchs. In the first ten years
of activity the work of LUCE was mostly focused on domestic issues, stressing
Italy’s advances in agriculture, industrial output, public works and architecture.
From the Ethiopian campaign of 1935 more effort was put in increasing popular
consensus towards Mussolini’s imperial ambition, and emphasising the ever
closer relationship with Hitler as well as Italy’s growing estrangement from the
democratic powers. In the Second World War, as the next chapters will show, the
LUCE material became increasingly reticent both about military operations and life
on the home front, as people had to face a reality that was less and less feasible for
authorities to disguise.*

Overseeing the press, radio, cinema, theatre and the whole publishing
industry, the propaganda machine aimed at contributing to the regime’s effort to
counter civilian demoralisation during the Fascist war, since this was a critical
factor for both the outcome of conflict and the persistence of Mussolini’s popular
support. The usual caveats of studying authoritarian and totalitarian societies
apply to the sources employed in this work for the reconstruction of the popular
reaction to war propaganda, such as confidential reports.* Those sources have
been used while mindful of the reservations expressed about their reliability in the

literature on Fascism.* Yet, as Philip Morgan has argued, although official

3! Gabriele D’ Autilia (ed.), Luce: /’immaginario italiano (Rome: ERI, 2014); Federico Caprotti,
‘Information Management and Fascist Identity: Newsreels in Fascist Italy’, Media History
3(2005), pp. 177-191.

%2 For an up-to-date summary of the debate on public opinion in Fascist Italy, see Emilio Gentile,
Paul Corner and Christopher Duggan, ‘Two New Books on Fascism. A Review, the Authors’
Responses and the Reviewer’s Comments’, Journal of Modern Italian Studies 5 (2014), pp. 665-
683.

%3 According to Luigi Ganapini, confidential reports are not only “partial’, but also ‘suspect
sources’ for the history of Fascist Italy, because they contain information and opinions influenced
by ‘an often unintelligible” human, social and political situation. Their authors, Ganapini argued,
were ‘anonymous individuals stringing together rumours, gossip instrumental in party feuds,
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records from police or party sources might ‘convey a perspective on people and
events peculiar to the role of the organisation reporting on them’ and obstruct
historians from distancing themselves from a ‘top-down perspective’ of popular
behaviour, the evidence of informant material is ‘sometimes S0 cumulative as to
be compelling’. In particular, it is difficult ‘to doubt their accuracy, in the late
1930s’, when confidential reports detailed discontent about rising prices,
shortages and war.** The same careful attention in reconstructing popular attitudes
is given to sources like personal diaries and memoirs, in particular those not
coeval with the war years. The spontaneity of censored letters, another valuable
resource, allow researchers to grasp how news and rumours were received and
circulated, and how they affected morale. In 1942, some 9 million letters were
posted every day. The 60 percent involving soldiers were all censored, whereas
only 30 percent of those sent between civilians were opened. Mussolini himself
received a summary of the censored correspondence.® These letters show that, in
comparison with the Great War, from 1939 onward there was no longer an
antithesis between ‘the hell of the trenches and the oasis of peace that was home’:
even soldiers felt the breath of air power on their houses and their families.*
Besides official sources in the Italian and British archives, in order to form
a reliable framework for the propaganda output in 1938-1943, a wide section of
national and local daily newspapers, illustrated magazines, newsreels,
documentaries, feature films, broadcast summaries, songs and scripts have been
examined, alongside directives from the Duce, instructions from the mcp and
interventions by other authorities in the regime. Analysis of British media and
institutional activities aimed at the Italian public has helped with a focus on the

effectiveness — or otherwise — of Mussolini’s apparatus in this area, while

superficial and trivial impressions, pretentious political comments’. See Luigi Ganapini, Una citta,
la guerra. Milano 1939-1951 (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 1988), pp. 13-14.

% Philip Morgan, ‘The Years of Consent? Popular Attitudes and Resistance to Fascism in Italy,
1925-1940°, in Opposing Fascism. Community, Authority and Resistence in Europe, ed. Tim Kirk
and Anthony McElligott (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 169-173.

% Loris Rizzi, ‘Il morale dei militari e dei civili nelle lettere censurate’, in L 'Izalia nella seconda
guerra mondiale e nella Resistenza, p. 371-372.

% Antonio Gibelli, ‘L’epistologia popolare fra | e Il guerra mondiale’, in Italia 1939-1945. Storia
e memoria, ed. Anna Lisa Carlotti (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1996), p. 17-18.
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reference to German sources has been useful in comparing the working styles,
campaigns and topics of the Nazi and Fascist media machines. These sources have
been explored together with the memoirs, diaries and correspondence of those
involved in the propaganda organisations and of ordinary Italians. It is important
to understand that censors and journalists left little testimony of their experience
at the time — both professions tending to obliterate their cooperation with the
regime and contribute to the huge effort of self-acquittal in which Italians engaged
after 1945, rather than examining their roles and assessing their support of
Mussolini’s construction of consensus. Although in Fascist Italy there was no
form of systematic and transparent gathering of popular attitudes other than
information coming from police and PNF sources, many more documents are
available that can reconstruct the Italian people’s perception of propaganda
material since the regime’s hierarchies, from Mussolini downwards, heavily
utilised confidential reports and thus were committed in keeping a functional
network of informers.

The material analysed shows that there was no clear-cut development or
distinction in chronological or logical phases in war propaganda. This work
argues that Fascist authorities, Mussolini included, muddled along because they
were unused to making plans and did not modulate their activities according to
popular feeling or reaction. The first chapter shows, for example, that preaching
of hatred against the enemy and framing of the British air raids as barbarous was
not confined, as Renzo De Felice among others has argued, to the last part of the
Fascist war, but were stereotypes in the regime’s propaganda as early as the nine
months of non-belligerence.” Indeed, the four priorities that Eric Lehman has set
apart in the Italian framing of enemy air raids (illustrating the terrorist use of
bombing; documenting the destruction of civilian buildings to show that the

enemy and not the regime was to blame for the deterioration of quality of life;

% Renzo De Felice, Mussolini /’alleato, Vol. 1, L Italia in guerra 1940-1943, 1, Dalla guerra
“breve” alla guerra lunga (Turin: Einaudi, 1990), pp. 170-172. See also Daniela Stefanutto, ‘La
morte celata. Miti e immagini della morte in guerra’, in L Italia in guerra 1940-43, ed. Micheletti
and Poggio, p. 929-945.
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emphasising the damage to monuments; highlighting acts of heroism to boost
morale) could be found from 1940, as this work will explain.®

The first chapter, in particular, compares Fascist Italy’s construction of the
myth of air power to the condition on the home front in the second half of the
1930s, and shows that Italy was in fact lacking the means and morale to fight
when war approached its shores. Chapter 2 deals with the mistakes the regime
persisted in making during the difficult transition from non-belligerence to war
and how these were translated in propaganda material. Civil defence and
evacuation, in particular, have been analysed as policy failures and emblematic
factors of weakness exposed by the first enemy air raids and influenced by
popular attitude in subsequent years. The idealised media representation of key
figures charged with responsibilities on the home front, compared with their
actual standing in the community or their effective place in wartime Italy, made
clear Fascism’s inability to exploit its organisations to establish a functional and
credible machine for civil defence.

The third chapter presents attempts by Fascist propaganda as early as the
first year of hostilities to deny that war was a disruptive break with the deeply-
rooted rhythms and habits of Italy, while at same time it was describing in the
crudest terms the terrible consequences of German air raids over English cities.
Blows to Italian morale came from the ruinous participation of the Regia
Aeronautica in the Battle of Britain and the successful British attack on the fleet
at Taranto, despite media efforts to divert attention from the doubts and fears that
were gradually spreading among the population. Chapter 4 highlights the
increasing inability of Fascist propaganda to deliver a consistent message when
new military setbacks in 1941 widened the breach in people’s morale. Trumpeted
by the media in the first year of war as examples of the inexorable discipline
imposed by the regime, trials of crimes during blackout were increasingly under-
reported, as the authorities feared the implicit message of subversion conveyed by

the hyperactivity of the special tribunal charged with judging such crimes.

% Eric Lehmann, I fallimento dell’aeronautica italiana’, in | bombardamenti aerei sull Italia, ed.
Labanca, p. 170-173.
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Sources show that feelings of insecurity and mistrust towards the Fascist
hierarchy did not translate into forms of public dissent. Nevertheless they
undermined morale as they were increased by conjecture and rumour that media
distortion and lies generated among the population. The work of censors was
more effective in keeping under control written material for feature films, shows
and entertainment in general — all forms of popular culture that met with great
success during the first years of war.

Chapter 5, investigating the Mcp’s activity, the work of the media and the
public reaction in the final phase of Mussolini’s war, shows that with the
worsening situation on the home front in 1942 owing to enemy air raids, the
weakness of Italian propaganda appeared increasingly part of the broader failure
of Fascism. In 1943 the mcp inflated the routine of messages criminalising the
enemy and made intensive use of fabricated stories. Failing to present a plausible
and coherent narrative for the suffering of civilians, it was unable to stir waves of
hatred against the enemy, producing instead material which aroused disillusion

and anger against the Duce and the regime.
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Chapter 1. Towards the Air War: Propaganda, the Media and Public
Opinion, 1938-1939

Italians who went to the cinema in the spring of 1938 to see the British film
Things to Come, based on a script by H. G. Wells and set in a fictional city hit by
a sudden air raid, knew that thousands of their compatriots were fighting in Spain
to help Francisco Franco overthrow the Republican government and that a few
years earlier Italian soldiers had fought in Africa to conquer Ethiopia and bestow
on King Vittorio Emanuele 111 the title of Emperor. They probably were not aware
— since the Italian media were prone to portray troops and airmen as chivalrous —
that in both wars the Italian army had employed powerful tools of destruction to
curb the enemy’s resistance: during that spring Mussolini’s and Hitler’s aircraft
were bombing Spanish cities in order to terrorise civilian populations and subdue
their confidence and morale. A number of Italians also remembered that enemy
aircraft had bombed northern Italian cities during the Great War." What most
Italians did not imagine was that such weapons would be used against them in
their own country and on an unprecedented scale within a few months; they were
led to view the catastrophic air raids portrayed in the British movie as pure
science fiction. Comments in the press considered Things to Come as being
completely out of touch with reality. ‘If such a script’, one anonymous reviewer
wrote in May 1938,

! Prominent Fascists who took part in the Ethiopian campaign recounted their experiences and the
Italian air force raids in books that aimed at building or enhancing their reputations as valiant
fighters. All very close to the Duce, they influenced the regime’s propaganda policies during the
1940-1943 war: Alessandro Pavolini, Disperata (Florence: Vallecchi, 1937) pp. 72-73; Vittorio
Mussolini, Voli sulle ambe (Florence: Sansoni, 1937) pp. 20-21; Giuseppe Bottai, Quaderno
affricano (Florence: Sansoni, 1939) p. 50. Pavolini, the officer charged with bombing in the
squadron led by Galeazzo Ciano, composed the verses of their battle hymn, which said: ‘By
dropping bombs we shall impose civilisation’ (Isnenghi, L ltalia del Fascio, pp. 37-39). The
Italian Defence Ministry only admitted to the use of mustard-gas bombs and arsine-filled
ammunition during the Ethiopian campaign in 1996 (see Angelo Del Boca, Italiani, brava gente?
Un mito duro a morire (Milan: Beat, 2014, first publ. 2005), p. 206. For the deeds of the Aviazione
legionaria in Spain, see Alberto Rovighi and Filippo Stefani, La partecipazione italiana alla
guerra civile spagnola (1936-1939), Vol. 2, Dall’autunno 1937 all’estate del 1939 (Rome: Stato
maggiore dell’esercito-Ufficio storico, 1993), pp. 484-488; Gerald Howson, Arms for Spain: The
Untold Story of the Spanish Civil War (London: John Murray, 1998) pp. 16-20; Gabriele Ranzato,
L ’eclissi della democrazia. La guerra civile spagnola e le sue origini 1931-1939 (Turin: Bollati
Boringhieri, 2004) pp. 374-375.
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had been chosen for a Mickey Mouse story, it would probably have been delightful ... Starring
Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, it would have been an excellent comic movie. Instead, the
comedy,which develops against the author’s will, has that taste of parody which always
accompanies works of imagination lacking in imagination ... Imagine that, in 1940 —touch wood —
war breaks out.?

At the end of September 1938 the start of a new European war seemed to have
been avoided and the Fascist regime used fictitious diplomatic success to disguise
Italy’s inadequate preparation for war. Returning to Italy from Munich, where he
had taken part in the meeting between Hitler and the British and French prime
ministers Chamberlain and Daladier, Mussolini was greeted as the arbiter of the
agreement which ended the Czech crisis.® As most Italians celebrated a short-lived
peace, the subject of the ‘future war” was confined to military and intellectual
circles, seldom attracting the attention of a wider public.* In the summer of 1938
the Turin daily newspaper La Stampa made an attempt at popularising the subject
of the air war by serialising a biography of Giulio Douhet, the precursor of
modern studies on the topic and a forceful advocate for an autonomous air force in
the Italian military, and whom Mussolini and Balbo adopted as an inspirational
figure without carrying out his ideas in practice.’

The aim of this chapter is to compare the propagandistic constructions of the myth
of war, primarily the myth of air war, in Fascist Italy to the real conditions and
actual preparations on the home front in the years preceding June 1940. A country

ideologically conditioned for war was in fact lacking in the means and morale to

2 Filtro giallo (1 film nuovi). La vita futura’, Cinema illustrazione, 18 May 1938, n. 20, p. 4.

® Galeazzo Ciano, Diario 1937-1943, ed. Renzo De Felice (Milan: Rizzoli, 2000, first publ. 1980),
p. 189 (entry for 29-30 September); Giuseppe Bottai, Diario 1935-1944, ed. Giordano Bruno
Guerri (Milan: Rizzoli, 2001, first publ. 1982), pp. 135-136 (entry for 30 September 1938).

* Well before the Ethiopian campaign, Antonio Gramsci was thinking in his prison cell over the
concepts of ‘future’ and ‘total” war. Emphasizing the importance of the air-forces, he noticed that
‘all these disputes about a future, hypothetical war’ were the field where an actual war was fought
between the conservative-reactionary policies of the old military structures and the new air force
(Antonio Gramsci, Quaderni del carcere, Vol. 3, Quaderni 12-29 (1932-1935), ed. Valentino
Gerratana (Turin: Einaudi, 2001, first publ. 1975), p. 1916.

® The articles were written by Maurizio Claremoris, an officer, journalist and writer who worked
under the pen name of Emilio Canevari: ‘Vita e idee del generale Douhet’, La Stampa, 17 July
1938; ‘Spuntano le ali’, La Stampa, 20 July 1938;‘L’aviazione al principio della guerra’, La
Stampa, 24 July 1938; ‘Come un romanzo’, La Stampa, 29 July 1938; ‘Dal forte di Fenestrelle alla
lotta del dopoguerra’, La Stampa, 2 August 1938; ‘Due libri che fecero chiasso’, La Stampa, 4
August 1938; ‘Le prime esperienze dopo 1’avvento del Fascismo’, La Stampa, 9 August 1938; ‘Il
dominio dell’aria’, La Stampa, 12 August 1938.
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fight. Under cover of turning out for meetings, parades and exercises, people
harboured an opposition to war which the regime did not manage to overcome but

which also did not evolve into organised and effective opposition or dissent.

1.1 Civil Defence in Pre-War Italy

During the 1930s the Italian authorities had striven to establish an apparatus
charged with the organisation of air raid protection and specific training for
civilians in case of incursions and gas attacks. Mussolini had personally warned
his compatriots against such dangers, adopting a clear stance which should have
alerted Italians to probable future government policies on civil defence and the
domestic front in the event of war. The Duce had extolled the importance of air
war and praised Italian aviation in a speech to the Senate on 30 March 1938 that
focused on the Italian military situation and was amplified by the media (all the
EIAR stations, the State broadcaster, transmitted it live), but he had also warned
that,

as far as passive defence is concerned, the best option consists in evacuating from the centres of
population all those who, and they are a great many, are not obliged to live there. From now on |
say that all those who can organise their life in smaller cities, in villages, in the countryside, would
do the right thing not waiting for the eleventh hour. Tomorrow, everything that is going to hold up
the traffic could be forbidden. So much the worse for the improvident and the latecomer.®

Italy’s campaign for the Ethiopian conquest and its support for the rebels in the
Spanish Civil War had had the effect of alienating the country from France and
Britain and making the relationship with Nazi Germany closer and more
demanding.” From October 1936 a Berlin-Rome Axis had ratified increasing
cooperation between the two regimes. A full military and political alliance, the
Pact of Steel, followed on 22 May 1939. A month earlier the Duce, prompted by
Hitler’s annexationist policies and reassured by the immobility of the other

¢ Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini, Vol. 29, p. 81.

" Manfred Messerschmidt, ‘The Road to War, 1936-1938’, in Germany and the Second World
War, Vol. 1, The Build-Up of German Aggression, ed. Wilhelm Deist, Manfred Messerschmidt,
Hans-Erich Volkmann and Wolfram Wette (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), pp. 632-635.
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European powers, had invaded and taken Albania.? Italy’s aggressive nationalism
was reflected in the regime’s martial rhetoric and in propaganda efforts to
construct and make credible the image of a strong nation under the Duce’s
command,’ but preparation for an efficient system of civil defence seemed even
more faltering and belated than the attempt to adapt the outdated Italian military
to the needs of total war.

The uNPA (National Union of Anti-aircraft Protection) had been legally
established in 1934 as a public body entrusted with the task of supplementing the
activities of the military authorities in charge of anti-aircraft protection,
disseminating information about the true dangers of air war, and cooperating in
implementing protection measures under the supervision of the Ministry of War.
Two years later new regulations stated that planned urban tunnels had to be used
as permanent anti-aircraft shelters and that new residential buildings must be
provided with shelters — although it was not long before the public bodies
entrusted with the task of building council houses obtained an exemption from
that obligation. It was only in 1938 that a regulation governing the construction of
public shelters was enacted. In 1939 the fire brigades, traditionally organised on a
local basis, were nationalised and placed under the control of the Ministry of
Interior. Comprehensive rules on the war duties of the capifabbricato (wardens of
apartment blocks who were Fascist party members) and on anti-aircraft protection
for industrial plants were issued only in November 1940, when Italy had been at
war for five months. This sequence of regulations did not appear to be matched by
tangible improvements in practice and, according to Amedeo Giannini, the jurist
entrusted in 1938 with the task of teaching a course on the legal system of anti-

aircraft protection at the University of Rome (in 1938 the Ministry of National

® MacGregor Knox, Common Destiny. Dictatorship, Foreign Policy, and War in Fascist Italy and
Nazi Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 97.

% In November 1937 Mussolini told Ciano that, “the character of the Italians’ had to be forged
‘through combat’. For that reason, he said, “When we are finished in Spain, | will invent
something else’. See Ciano, Diario 1937-1943, p. 56 (entry for 13 November 1937).
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Education enjoined every Italian university to give lectures on anti-aircraft
protection), should have been ‘more organised and systematic’.*

In 1939 evacuation plans for the largest cities were drawn up, stipulating
that only selected groups of people should remain in urban centres (soldiers;
workers assigned to war production, utilities, public transport, fuel deposits and
pumps; anti-aircraft protection personnel; government employees). But these
plans were not publicised and were executed slowly, thwarted by politicians and
civil servants worried that they might reveal the regime’s weakness and cause
public concern. In addition, ministers in the central government and prefects at
provincial level issued decrees stating that the eventuality of the plans being used
‘must be excluded’, as a ritual to ward off of bad luck.* These delays and
organisational hold-ups were a significant aspect of the overall inefficiency
which, despite the passage of new laws and the institution of appropriate bodies,
marked the Italian people’s preparation for civil mobilisation in case of war. An
inter-ministerial Supreme Defence Commission set up in 1923-1925 met annually
under Mussolini’s supervision and on several occasions dealt with the problem of
the protection of infrastructures and civilians from air raids. However, in the field
of civil mobilisation it exercised ‘no appreciable executive functions, which
remained vested in the armed forces and in their rivals for influence and authority,
the key civilian ministries’.*?

Most Italians were well aware of this situation and regarded the prospect
of Italy entering war with growing concern. On 2 March 1939, in Milan, a police
informant reported on people remarking that, ‘instructions have not yet been given
to build proper shelters in case of air raids’, and that, ‘the overwhelming majority
of citizens have not been provided with gas masks’. Giovanni Battista Marziali, a
committed Fascist who came from the party ranks and took office as prefect of

Milan on 22 August 1939, confirmed these judgements a few days after his

10 Amedeo Giannini, Gli ordinamenti della protezione antiaerea (Milan: Giuffré, 1941), p.23;
Nicola Della Volpe, Difesa del territorio e protezione antiaerea (1915-1943). Storia, documenti,
immagini (Rome: Stato Maggiore dell’Esercito-Ufficio Storico, 1986), p. 46.

1 Gioannini and Massobrio, Bombardate /’Italia, p. 95.

12 Knox, Hitler’s Italian Allies: Royal Armed Forces, Fascist Regime, and The War of 1940-43
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 36.
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arrival, writing in a report to the head of police, Arturo Bocchini, that, ‘most
people do not have enthusiasm for war’ and that citizens had noticed ‘the
inadequate preparations for passive defence’ in a city ‘nearly entirely lacking in

anti-aircraft shelters’.*®

1.2 Keeping Up Appearances: Anti-Aircraft Experiments and Media Reports
On the eve of the Second World War the Italian press had been under the strong
hand of Fascist control for at least 15 years. A specialised division of the mcp —
the powerful government agency which oversaw the media, cinema, theatre, arts,
and publishing, with a staff of nearly 1,600 people — supervised the newspapers
and sent them daily detailed instructions on how to deal with current affairs and
other regime-sensitive topics. Once a week, or whenever it was deemed necessary
to discuss urgent matters, either the minister (who was in constant and direct
contact with Mussolini) or his chief of staff would meet editors and the most
influential commentators to discuss the political situation and convey the Duce’s
will ¥

In 1939 there were no longer significant differences between the Fascist
press (owned by the party or by prominent party figures) and the independent
newspapers of pre-Fascist Italy which had been brought into the regime’s orbit
either through intimidation or through the forced transfer of property to more
complaisant owners: only small nuances differentiated them, such as the degree of
warmth shown in their propagandising of the alliance with Hitler. The overall
circulation of Italian dailies at this time was 4,500,000 copies. Il Popolo d Italia,
the newspaper founded and owned by Mussolini, had a readership of around
230,000, boosted by compulsory and deferential subscriptions. The Corriere della
Sera, based in Milan but with a national readership, averaged a daily circulation
of 597,000. The Turin-based La Stampa distributed 300,000. Il Messaggero sold

200,000 copies, mostly in the capital. All newspapers, in chronic financial trouble

13 piero Melograni, Rapporti segreti della polizia fascista (Rome and Bari: Laterza, 1979), pp. 30;
42.

' patrizia Ferrara, ‘L’apparato della propaganda fascista’, in Lo stato negli anni Trenta. Istituzioni
e regimi fascisti in Europa, ed. Guido Melis (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2008), p. 238; Cannistraro, La
fabbrica del consenso, pp. 193-197.
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and affected by paper shortages, received funds from the government. In the same
year, Italian radio had 1,200,000 subscribers (the equivalent of 6 million listeners)
—a small number in comparison with the 13 million in Germany and the 9 million
in Britain that is partly explicable by the prohibitive costs of subscriptions and
wireless sets.™

Media appeal was undermined by illiteracy levels (21 percent of Italians
could not read).’® Yet the main reason for the comparatively low newspaper
circulation and radio audiences was credibility. In May 1939 an informer from
Forli reported hearing influential people buying a newspaper and saying, ‘give me
six lire of gossip’ or “give me six lire of lies’.'” A contemporary foreign observer,
a correspondent for the Christian Science Monitor in Italy, wrote that, ‘people of
all classes laughed at the newspapers’ and ‘the attitude of the average Italian
toward the press was one either of contempt or of indifference’. People with a
command of French or German read Swiss newspapers, while L Osservatore
Romano, organ of the Vatican, ‘was the most popular newspaper in Italy until the
Fascist strong-arm squads drove it off the streets shortly before Italy entered the
war and compelled a strict neutrality thereafter in its columns’.*® A similar view
was expressed shortly before Italy entered the war by a police informant in Milan
who, on 18 April 1940, reported that, ‘almost all those who want to substantiate
their aversion to Germany with facts and reasons refer to news and comments
which they read every day in L 'Osservatore Romano and listen to the four daily
Radio Londra broadcasts’."® In the year preceding Italy’s entry into war, police

and party reports from Rome recorded that newspapers’ exaggerations made

> Murialdi, La stampa del regime fascista, pp. 175-176; 179-180; Monteleone, Storia della radio
e della televisione in Italia, p. 124.

18 Istituto centrale di statistica del Regno d’Italia, VIl Censimento generale della popolazione, 21
aprile 1931, IX, Vol. 4, Relazione generale, parte prima (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico dello Stato,
1935), p. 96.
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University Press, 2012), p. 233 (report of 29 May 1939).

18 Saville R. Davis, ‘Morale in Fascist Italy in Wartime’, The American Journal of Sociology 3
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readers wary even of genuine news, a disaffection with the press that also
extended to the radio. °

Under the eye of Fascist censorship, newspapers, radio and Istituto LUCE
covered UNPA and other anti-aircraft activities, such as experiments and tests, with
ambivalence: deployment exercises and resources were talked up to illustrate
Fascism’s ability to guarantee discipline and organisation in this as in any other
aspect of public and private life; at the same time Italians were induced to think
that the whole mechanism was destined to stay unused because potential enemies
were aware of the extent of Italian power. In comparison with the activities
carried out in the first two decades after the First World War, anti-aircraft
experiments and demonstrations involving civilian populations in the 1930s were
more regular and systematic. Sometimes they fell under the remit of services such
as the fire brigades which were routinely praised in official propaganda, for
example in a newsreel which documented preventive measures against air
chemical attacks trialled in the port of Trieste. More often, particularly for the
young, such exercises were occasions for generational integration and “political
socialisation’, such as the tests organised in the winter of 1938 in the Roman area
of Monte Mario, a frequently chosen location for political and paramilitary
demonstrations, to train balilla and avanguardisti against air and gas attacks.
However, such events soon began to attract the attention of a larger circle of
Fascist leaders and consequently of the media.?*

The ‘propaganda of agitation’, successfully implemented during the
Ethiopian war, focused on the political and diplomatic factors arising from the
situation in Europe after the Munich agreement. It was carried out following a
pattern which had been adopted in the past whenever the media was requested to

publicise Mussolini’s important choices, and which usually consisted of three

0 Ugo Mancini, 1939-1940. La vigilia della seconda guerra mondiale e la crisi del fascismo a
Roma e nei castelli romani (Rome: Armando, 2004), p. 66; Maura Piccialuti Caprioli (ed.), Radio
Londra 1940/1945. Inventario delle trasmissioni per /’Italia, Vol. 1 (Rome: Ministero per i beni
culturali ed ambientali, 1976), p. LX.

2! “Esercitazioni dei Vigili del Fuoco’, Giornale LUCE B0736, 21 August 1935; Tracy H. Koon,
Believe, Obey, Fight: Political Socialization of Youth in Fascist Italy 1922-1943 (Chapel Hill, NC:
University of North Carolina Press, 1985), p 90; ‘Esercitazioni militari e difesa contro attacchi
aereo-chimici’, Giornale LUCE B1244, 2 February 1938.
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elements: justifying the regime’s decisions or policies, stirring up popular
enthusiasm and exciting public morale.?? This propaganda pattern was repeated
during the months following the German invasion of Poland. Redundancy,
iteration, and schematisation were the most recurrent stylistic devices used in the
Italian propaganda narrative in the months before Mussolini’s decision to enter
the war.?® Recurrent clichés — such as the myth of the masses perpetually ready
for action —were obsessively repeated in the usual magniloquent style, framing a
fictional world in which the merits of the Fascist people and nations were set
against the failings of democracies. In 1939 the perception the public would have
had was of relentless activity in the field of anti-aircraft defence. Newsreels
liberally showed images of zealous organisers, functioning equipment and
cooperative crowds under the contented gaze of the district authorities. According
to the press, for example, in March the densely-populated Turin district of San
Salvario, which was to be heavily bombed later in the war, performed an ‘entirely
successful evacuation exercise’. Not long after, in the Colosseum square,
Mussolini and Fascist party secretary Achille Starace inspected personnel who
had been engaged in a two-day test of anti-aircraft defence. Again, a month later,
the Duce arrived without notice at a Breda factory near Rome which produced
automatic guns, to inspect in person how the defence system worked. In July, in
Naples, crown prince Umberto was present at a review of the local anti-aircraft
detachments made up of 12,000 men and women who paraded with firefighters’
trucks and Red Cross ambulances.?*

Keeping up appearances was imperative when foreign observers or
dignitaries were around. In mid-April 1939, for instance, the German air force
commander-in-chief Hermann Goering was in Rome to discuss with Mussolini
and Ciano the situation created by the occupations of Albania and Bohemia, while

the city was engaged in a showy anti-aircraft exercise and inspection by the Duce.
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While newspapers reported in the usual assured tone that, ‘the deployment of the
anti-aircraft militia went off with chronometric regularity and matchless speed’,
the presence in the capital of the prestigious guest caused anxiety; the organisers
borrowed exercise personnel and equipment from outside UNPA in an attempt to
impress. But the sham did not pass unnoticed by the German military attaché in
Rome, who observed that the anti-aircraft batteries were insufficient and that field
batteries had to be added ‘to give the impression of a mighty defence’.?
Confidential reports also pointed to a reality that diverged from the edifying scene
depicted in the media. On 13 and 15 April 1939, the questore of Rome drew up a
list of flaws in the anti-aircraft experiments and sent it to the chief of police: 906
individuals had been fined for infringing exercise regulations; the emergency
signal had been almost inaudible and mistaken for ambulance and fire engine
sirens; at the popular market in Campo de’ Fiori traders did not want to leave their
stalls unattended fearing theft; public employees had come out onto their office
balconies to enjoy the show.?

Not only did spectacular displays of men and means not deceive
sympathetic insiders such as von Rintelen, but they also made little impression on
Italian public opinion. In 1939 Fascist informants frequently reported that many
of their compatriots appeared to be afraid of war, mostly on account of their
country’s vulnerability. In July people in Genoa were reported as predicting that
their city would ‘suffer the heaviest damages, incalculable damages, in that it is
infinitely more exposed than other Italian cities to air and maritime attacks’. This
kind of concern was also noted in the Veneto region where, in April, it was
reported that women especially feared ‘the air offensive, mindful of the sorrowful

events in Padua in the other war’.?’

% <L ’elogio del Duce ai reparti che hanno partecipato alle esercitazioni di difesa aerea’, Il
Messaggero, 16 April 1939; ‘I risultati raggiunti dalle difese e dalla protezione’, Il Messaggero, 18
April 1939; Enno von Rintelen, Mussolini als Bundesgenosse. Erinnerungen des Deutschen
Militérattachés in Rom 1936-1943 (Tubingen und Stuttgart: Rainer Wunderlich Verlag Hermann
Leins, 1951), p. 61.

% ACS, MI, DGPS, DAGR, 1939, b. 7/J (reports of 13 and 15 April 1939).

27 ACS, PNF, Situazione politica delle province, b. Genova, report of 1st July 1939, and b. Padova,
report of 3 April 1939, cited in Alberto Aquarone, ‘Lo spirito pubblico in Italia alla vigilia della
seconda guerra mondiale’, Nord e Sud 49 (1964), p. 121-122. From 1915 to 1918 the Austrian and
German air forces carried out 343 bombing raids, mostly over northern Italian cities though they
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1.3 Italy and the European Crisis of Summer 1939
The months between the outbreak of armed conflict in Europe and Italy’s entry
into the war were a challenging test for key sectors of the regime. The propaganda
machine, along with diplomacy, party and State bureaucracy, had to adapt to the
political oscillations of the Fascist leadership, in which even the Duce’s inner
circle was beginning to raise doubts about the feasibility of war plans with Hitler.
The authorities’ attitude to civil defence and the preparation of the home front
mirrored the pessimistic assessment of military capability, wavering between
exaltation of an unproven readiness and incautious underestimation of the needs
of total war. Wartime propaganda campaigns were often improvised, following
changing ideological positions or policies that randomly issued from the regime.
War propaganda should therefore be weighed against the aptitude and coherence
of the whole Fascist apparatus. This factor has been largely neglected in the
literature, even in the most detailed and accurate accounts.?®

During the confused days of late August-early September 1939 the Italian
media began a propaganda campaign against urbanisation (a constant theme of
Mussolini’s demographic and social views) as an argument about the necessity of
staying away from large cities. Newspapers pointed to a recent law which forbade
migration to industrial areas and large cities to anyone who did not have a job or a
specific reason to live there. The law was intended to reduce urban unemployment
and counter the depopulation of the countryside. Moreover, anti-urbanism —
conceived by the Duce as a restraint on large and potentially revolutionary urban
masses and consistent, as Carl Ipsen has observed, with Mussolini’s ‘general
revolt against urban culture’ — served an unintended political purpose in 1939,

giving authorities and especially propaganda organisers a new tool with which to

also hit Bari and Naples, causing the death of 984 people. See Alan Kramer, Dynamic of
Destruction: Culture and Mass Killing in the First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2007), pp. 55-58.

%8 See, for example, W. Vincent Arnold, The Illusion of Victory: Fascist Propaganda and the
Second World War (New York: Peter Lang, 1998).
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justify the necessity of emptying the cities and overcrowded areas as a precaution
against the potential danger of air war. %

When the international situation became tenser and the German-Polish
crisis seemed to foreshadow dramatic developments, the Mcp sought to adopt a
more systematic approach, passing instructions to newspapers on how to present
the precautionary measures the authorities had adopted as soon as circumstances
worsened. On 29 August editors were told that newspapers were allowed, ‘also in
front-page headlines’, to record the measures regarding road traffic, one-course
meals and evacuation. The censor underlined that, as no bulletin had been issued
about evacuation, ‘short articles’ should explain ‘how, after general reflection and
in line with provisions that have been taken everywhere, it is a good idea for those
who are able to leave built-up areas, especially women, the elderly and children’.
The directive suggested that government measures should be highlighted, and
said, ‘the Nation, even though it retains calm and discipline, is preparing itself for
the developing situation’. Editors and journalists were advised not to emphasise
headlines and comments, and to handle the issue as routine business: ‘No
alarmism’. %

The media complied with this order even when a personal message from
Franklin Delano Roosevelt to the leaders of the five European countries involved
in the international crisis openly evoked the spectre of the consequences of air
war. On 1 September 1939, the day of the German attack on Poland, the us
president addressed an urgent appeal, requesting an immediate reply,

to every government which may be engaged in hostilities publicly to affirm its determination that
its armed forces shall in no event, and under no circumstances, undertake the bombardment from

2% «Contro I’urbanesimo’, Corriere della Sera, 27 August 1939; Law of 6 July 1939 n. 1092
(Provvedimenti contro I’urbanesimo), Gazzetta Ufficiale del Regno d’Italia, 9 August 1939 n. 185;
Carl Ipsen, Dictating Demography: the Problem of Population in Fascist Italy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 119. Felice Guarneri, Minister of Foreign Exchange from
1937 to 1939, confirmed after the war this side effect of the law, recalling in his memoirs that
‘almost no importance is attributable, within the economic policy of the regime, to the law of July
1939, which, intending to stem the flow to big cities of destitute and jobless people, basically
echoed the dramatic appeal Mussolini had made to inhabitants to evacuate without waiting for the
eleventh hour’. See Felice Guarneri, Battaglie economiche fra le due guerre, ed. Luciano Zani
(Bologna: Il Mulino, 1988), p. 887-888.

% |a stampa del regime 1932-1943, ed. Tranfaglia with Maida, pp. 388-399 (instructions of 29
August 1939).
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the air of civilian populations or of unfortified cities, upon the understanding that these same rules
of warfare will be scrupulously observed by all of their opponents.®

While the appeal was widely reported abroad, together with the response of
concerned governments, Italian newspapers were forced to disregard it, limiting
themselves to short (and even inaccurate) news pieces, without referring explicitly
to the message in headlines and without hinting at the official Italian answer to the
American president’s letter. 3 A few days later, a vague allusion to the American
appeal was a pretext to repeat that, ‘the official declarations made to ban any
military action against civilian population do not mean that the necessity to
evacuate urban centres has lessened’. The article pointed out that evacuation
‘must continue without waiting for extreme urgency’, given that, ‘air bombing can
sometimes achieve different targets from those intended and can endanger
civilians’, women’s, and children’s lives’.*® Discrediting Roosevelt had been a
constant fixation of Fascist propaganda even before the war. In 1938 and 1939 the
MCP circulated several instructions with this aim, laconically summarised in one
sent to editors and journalists on 17 April 1939: ‘Attack Roosevelt’.®*

Despite all efforts at censorship, in the days before the outbreak of war the
message the Italian authorities conveyed through newspapers and other media
remained confused and worrisome for the public. On the eve of Mussolini’s ‘non-
belligerence’ decision, Italians felt frightened and vulnerable. At the end of

August, readers were informed that the Vatican had distributed gas masks among

3! Documents on American Foreign Relations, July 1939-June 1940, Vol. 2, ed. S. Shepard Jones
and Denis P. Myers (Boston: World Peace Foundation, 1940), p. 352.

%2 <Le Président Roosevelt demande que la population des villes ne soit pas bombardée’, Le
Figaro, 2 September 1939; ‘Air bombing of civilians. US President’s appeal to five nations’, The
Times, 2 September 1939; ‘Roosevelt pleads for bombing curb’, The New York Times, 2
September 1939; ‘Gli Stati Uniti devono rimanere neutrali’, Corriere della Sera, 2 September
1939; ‘Roosevelt riafferma la neutralitd americana’, La Stampa, 2 September 1939 (owing perhaps
to a flaw in the channel of information from government offices to newsrooms, the Turin-based
newspaper stated that Roosevelt’s appeal included a request that open cities be spared). In an oral
statement from the Foreign Ministry to the American ambassador to Rome on 1 September, the
Italian government replied that, ‘since the Fascist Government after today’s meeting of the
Council of Ministers has officially declared and announced, “that Italy will not take any initiative
in military operations”, the possibility which formed the object of the message from the President
of the United States dated September 1 is therefore to be excluded as far as concerns Italy’
(Documents on American Foreign Relations, July 1939-June 1940, Vol. 2, p. 354).
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the Swiss Guards.*® On 27 August, Richard G. Massock, head of the Rome bureau
of the Associated Press, on his way to the censor’s headquarters at the Mcp saw
signs of war everywhere: ‘In the streets one might have thought that Italy was
going to war. The city was darkened in an all-night blackout experiment’.*® Two
days later, Galeazzo Ciano noted in his diary that the Duce was setting out ‘a
series of military and civilian measures of warlike nature, which, in my opinion,
need not be taken at this time”.*’

Official instructions were deliberately not clearly defined, with
newspapers reporting a dispatch from Stefani (the news agency which acted as the
official voice of the Fascist regime) encouraging people living in large cities in
Piedmont, Lombardy, Liguria, Tuscany, Latium, Campania, Sicily and Sardinia
‘who are in condition to do it’ to move to the country or to small towns. An
anonymous Corriere della Sera columnist pointed out that, ‘the quiet behaviour
and serene calm of the Italian people in these heated days of European life’ did
not disguise ‘the gravity of the situation” and ‘the risk of war” — an ambiguous
message which tried to balance the necessity of early warning with an image of a
resolute and fearless country.*® Government instructions were scarce and vague
and caused discontent even among the most committed Fascist and pro-Fascist
figures. The uncertainty and hesitation of censors and journalists mirrored the
disorientation and division noticeable within the Fascist leadership. Giovanni
Ansaldo, editor of the Livorno-based daily Il Telegrafo and a close friend of

Ciano, recorded this sentiment at the end of August in his diary:

We are sailing more than ever out to sea. To understand as much, it would suffice to read the
instructions received by the press, which contradict one another daily. The day before yesterday,
for instance, the order was: ‘Do not stress the solidarity within the Axis’. This evening: ‘Do stress
the solidarity within the Axis’. Verbatim.*

% ‘Misure precauzionali di protezione antiaerea’, Il Messaggero, 31 August 1939.

% Richard G. Massock, Italy from Within (London: Macmillan, 1943) pp. 156-157.

%" The Ciano Diaries 1939-1943, ed. H. Gibson (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1946), p.
132.

% “Invito alla popolazione ad abbandonare i grandi centri’, Corriere della Sera, 29 August 1939.

% Giovanni Ansaldo, Il giornalista di Ciano. Diari 1932-1943 (Bologna: il Mulino, 2000) pp. 193-
194 (entry for 30 August 1939). On Ansaldo’s role in Fascist journalism during the war, see Mario
Isnenghi, Storia d’Italia. | fatti e le percezioni dal Risorgimento alla societa dello spettacolo
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On 31 August and 1 September Giorgio Pini, the editor-in-chief of Il Popolo
d’Italia who was in constant contact with Mussolini, reassured the Duce that, ‘in a
recent unforeseen exercise the whole of Milan was totally blacked out at night,
with a good demonstration of readiness and discipline’. However, Pini could not
help complaining that, ‘perhaps clearer directions to the press would be
appropriate, because strange attitudes are being noticed’. Nevertheless Mussolini
—who had prevented newspapers from being hawked in the streets because ‘boys
have a bad habit of shouting false headlines and crackbrained sentences that they
invent in order to attract people’s attention” — was convinced that government

instructions were sufficient and clear.*

1.4 Beyond the Authorised Version: Life in a ‘Non-Belligerent’ Country

On 1 September the council of ministers opted for non-belligerence, the formula
Mussolini devised to give diplomatic plausibility to the choice of ‘neither peace
nor war’ and to disguise both the unreadiness of the military and the aversion of
the Italian people to entering conflict. The following day, newspapers reported
that Rome ‘will take no initiative in military operations’ and that ‘the adopted
measures are and will remain simply precautionary’.** The authorities persisted in
underlining the precautionary nature of such measures in the attempt to avoid the
alarming confusion of the preceding days; total blackout measures in large cities
from 31 August with neon signs switched off, car lights dimmed and shopping
hours reduced all spread anxiety and fear among the civilian population.
Therefore precautionary measures were reassuringly described as ‘exercises’ and
newspapers articles praised the perfect discipline and cooperation of civilians: in
Rome, traffic conditions were improved and the blackout was working perfectly.
At the same time, authorities insisted that families with no reason to stay should

leave the largest cities. Again, these were unplanned directives circulated locally

“% Giorgio Pini, Filo diretto con Palazzo Venezia (Bologna: Cappelli, 1950), pp. 196-197.

* Harry Cliadakis, ‘Neutrality and War in Italian Policy 1939-40°, Journal of Contemporary
History 3 (1974), p. 190; ‘L’Italia non prendera iniziativa alcuna di operazioni militari’, Il
Messaggero, 2 September 1939.
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through official announcements and posters which stressed the voluntary nature of

evacuation:

Voluntary evacuation means you can choose where to go .... Voluntary evacuation means not
waiting until the last minute, but to give oneself in time while transport is still fully available ....
Voluntary evacuation is not a privilege reserved in practice only for the wealthy, but a provision
that aﬁec}zs all social classes. Voluntary evacuation is a real necessity that every family must
consider.

Yet, in practice, only the rich could leave urban areas by their own means. In the
last days of August 1939 the families of senior officials, landowners, industrialists
and traders left Rome for the Castelli Romani area, Abruzzo, Umbria or other
nearby smaller places.”® Guido Gonella, who wrote frequent anti-German
columns as foreign affairs commentator for L 'Osservatore Romano, was an eye-
witness to the first evacuation on the day of the Anglo-French declaration of war,
after a police officer had picked him up from his country house to take him to the
questura in Rome in line with an arrest order personally issued by Mussolini:

We set out immediately along the Cassia Road, and looking out of the window | could see an
appalling scene: very long queues of cars were leaving Rome carrying on their roofs mattresses,
family objects and other useful things for those who had to abandon their homes. It was a sort of
evacuation from Rome, since it was feared that Germany would go to war at once and that Italy
would join at the same time.**

Further south, in Campania, Enrico Rocca, a Jewish writer and journalist who
could not work as a result of the 1938 racial laws, recorded a similar scene: ‘Some
cars go past with blue-screened lights and roofs full of chairs and bags
recognisable under tarpaulin. Families evacuate the city’.*® In the north in Venice

the last holiday-makers of the 1939 season suddenly left hotels and holiday

#2 e disposizioni prefettizie per I’oscuramento della citta’, 11 Messaggero, 1 September 1939.
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homes. The Seventh Film Festival — which had been running for 24 days without
interruption even when a blackout experiment darkened calli and canals — ended
abruptly on 31 August. Foreign guests fled and the international jury vanished. In
the days to follow, news from the German-Polish border forced organisers and the
authorities to cancel the award ceremony.*® The writer Ugo Ojetti, who was in
Venice at the time, recorded in his diary:

The porter on my floor, Puppin, tells me that in two or three days more than 300 guests out of 600
had left. War, war, war, requisitions, one course meals, the elderly, women and children requested
to leave the city and to go to the countryside. Some think that it is a game of bluff. But the
majority is frightened.*’

People who left urban areas to find a place in the countryside or in small villages
often fell victim to profiteers who offered evacuees any form of rented
accommodation at exorbitant prices. The authorities soon became aware of this
and, on 6 September, Mussolini personally cabled all prefects that it was
necessary to quickly crush ‘deplorable and dangerous phenomena’ such as ‘the
rent profiteering in small centres’.*® Newspaper reports blamed profiteers not for
breaking the bond of solidarity in a troubled community, but for unfairly
competing and breaking rules that had been adopted to carry out the Duce’s will.
In the Rome area, the Fascist Union of Landlords reminded its members of their
duty to comply with rules on controlled rent. Infringement and abuses ‘would
demonstrate, especially at the moment, the lack of a basic sense of moral, political
and union-minded discipline’.*® In the north, La Stampa pointed to ‘the provident
and well-timed instructions’ sent out to put an end to activities that ‘in the Fascist
climate cannot and must not exist’, whereas the prefect of Milan issued a decree
on the matter, praised in the Corriere della Sera for its ‘ethical significance’: the
greedy exploitation of a situation in which people were confronted with
circumstances beyond their control was politically and economically

inappropriate.
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The evacuation of the large cities, urged by the Regime as a precautionary measure in the general
interest, cannot turn into an occasion of exaggerated profit without becoming an outrageous abuse.
It is not fair that city-dwellers should suffer the disadvantages of a provision essential to the
peaceful life of the Nation, while the inhabitants of small villages benefit from it.*

Profiteering and other unlawful practices such as hiding foodstuff or goods
beyond normal business needs, infringements of blackout rules or more
imaginative expedients like the unauthorised selling of gas masks (UNPA had a
legal monopoly on their sale) were seen as an inconceivable crack in the wall of
discipline and commitment that the official propaganda regularly described in
reporting people’s attitudes to war restrictions. Newspaper stories about the
infringement of rules and non-compliance with precautionary measures
stigmatised them as rare, disgraceful and swiftly punished with exemplary
sanctions. In Somma Vesuviana, in the countryside near Naples, the federale
(provincial party secretary) withdrew the party membership card of a man held by
police after having asked an inflated rent from families fleeing the city. In
Bazzano, near Bologna, a landlord was arrested for renting two rooms and Kitchen
at 450 lire per month.™

People who stayed in cities and urban areas did not suffer this kind of
trouble, but were forced to live with partial and total blackout experiments and
other restrictions. Citizens in Florence were described as adapting themselves to
the new rules ‘with a genuine sense of discipline” and the city, ‘covered with soft
clear blue lights, follows the rhythm of its normal life as if using a mute’. In
Bologna, ‘the faint and veiled lights give roads and squares an aspect of quiet
mobilisation. Citizens have conformed dutifully to directives’.> In Turin the

26,000 lamps illuminating the city ‘change colour, go blue’. Homeowners and

%0 “Disposizioni del prefetto contro le illecite speculazioni in danno degli sfollandi’, La Stampa, 6
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capifabbricato were mobilised to prevent tenants from opening windows.> All
city dwellers had another duty: ‘Not to wait for the eleventh hour’ but to
immediately ‘provide themselves with gas masks’.>* According to the press,
therefore, discipline and order reigned in Italy, but in fact evidence of scepticism,
resistance in adhering to emergency regulations, and profiteering, underlined
Mussolini’s failure in attaining one of his most valued goals — building what

Pierre Milza has described as, ‘that belligerent and fanatic race he dreamed of>.*

1.6 A Temporary Relief

The choice of non-belligerence was a temporary relief for Italians, as even the
police and party information had to record. The chief of police, Arturo Bocchini,
reported to Mussolini and Ciano that the country was and remained
‘fundamentally anti-German’.>® “The word “neutrality” has not been spoken’, the
French ambassador to Rome Francois Poncet wrote to Foreign Minister Georges
Bonnet on the night of 1 September, ‘but it is in precisely this way that people
have interpreted the decision not to take any military initiative’. The diplomat
observed that the council of ministers’ decision, ‘has marked at once a feeling of
pleasure and comfort which changed almost immediately the dismayed face the
capital offered this morning’.>” The authorities insisted on strict observance of the
precautions but, as another privileged observer pointed out in a memoir written a

few years after the end of war,

The country was pleased and reassured and nerves were soothed, after some enormously tense
weeks, during which Mussolini had enjoyed creating an atmosphere of war and unnecessary alarm
among the public: ordering blackouts, troop displacement, requisitioning and so forth .... there

53 “Torino con serena tranquillita completa I’attrezzatura di protezione antiaerea’, La Stampa, 1
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was also an order that by midnight on 3 September, no private cars were to circulate without
special permission.®®

On 7 September McCP instructions to newspaper editors explained that, ‘Italy’s line
of conduct has been clearly marked out in the council of ministers’ statement, and
it is solely necessary to refer to this, without pointless and detrimental signs of
impatience and without hysterical conjecture’. The censor stated that Italians
knew they were “so prodigiously protected by the Duce in peace and war’.>® Two
days later more bombastic and historically contextualised instructions came

through:

Today’s Italy is not that of 1914: seventeen years of the Regime have made it powerful, respected
and feared. The Ethiopian conquest, the victorious Spanish campaign, the swift occupation of
Albania have proved Italy’s great military abilities, our prestige, and our might. The Italian people
can therefore return to work and live in the usual atmosphere of calm and discipline, while of
course being ready for any necessity that may be imposed by developing events.®

Newspapers sought to conform to the rules. They continued their pedagogic
function, instructing people on how to behave and comply with the precautionary
measures, but adopted a less urgent, less martial tone. The Corriere della Sera, for
instance, made practical proposals to readers, advising them on how to clear attics
of rubbish and how to prepare an underground shelter. Around the middle of
September an exercise at Lovere, a village on the shores of Lake Iseo, in which 13
female volunteers assigned to an UNPA squad succeeded in clearing the Museum
of the Accademia Tadini in 45 minutes, was an occasion to praise ‘the technical
and spiritual preparation of women in the mobilisation of the civilian population’
and to publicise that performance in a newsreel promoted by the Ministry of
National Education and screened all over the country. Ingenious systems for

%8 Aldo Valori, Il fascista che non amava il regime (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 2003), p. 286. During
the regime Valori was an influential journalist, chief of Corriere della Sera’s Rome bureau,
wartime radio commentator and an expert in military affairs.
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%0 |_a stampa del regime 1932-1943, ed. Tranfaglia with Maida, p. 325 (instructions of 9
September 1939).
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protecting paintings, sculptures and tapestries were shown to Minister Giuseppe
Bottai, among a cheering party of balilla and piccole italiane.®*

Editors and journalists thus had a new opportunity to epitomise ‘the
thematic and linguistic conformism’ typical, according to Mario Isnenghi, of the
press in Fascist Italy, squandering in the service of Mussolini’s propaganda the
lexical heritage built during their professional experience under dictatorship. This
new language was crowded with awkward oxymorons (‘the orderly alert” or ‘the
quiet mobilisation”), redundant adjectives and reassuring metaphors.®? Writers and
artists were also enlisted to depict life and restrictions during alarms and
blackouts as a sort of aesthetic and romantic experience. ‘When the lights go off”,
Anselmo Bucci (a painter and engraver who had volunteered in the Great War)
speculated in a long article on the literary page of Corriere della Sera, ‘the city
turns into a work of art .... | bless the faint lighting. At last we can move around.
In fact it seems that we live again .... In normal times we never see the night’.%
At the end of the month lighter, sometimes frivolous, news also began to appear,
such as the caption to a photograph portraying a woman dressed in a checked
patterned outfit: ‘Fashion does not abdicate in wartime: here is a dress that elegant
ladies should wear during night warnings’.**

Barely a week after Mussolini’s decision of non-belligerence, the foreign

press noticed that Italy was easing its precautions and Italian propaganda hastened
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to rejoice, underlining that from abroad the media ‘continues to point out the
admirable tranquillity which reigns everywhere in our Country’.%® On 12
September, during the regular meeting at the mcp, journalists were told in self-
congratulatory tones that, ‘we receive from several sources, Palazzo Venezia
included, signals that public opinion is calm’ and that credit for this should go to
‘the well-balanced stance of the official Agency and newspapers’.®® The press
reported that sleeping-car trains from Rome to Paris had restarted, international
shipping had resumed, wooden air-raid shelters had been dismantled, and the
closing times of places of entertainment had been extended to midnight. Italian
newspapers tried to stem popular feelings of uncertainty and restlessness. As The

Times Rome correspondent pointed out,

it is being emphasised that this is not the moment for marking time. The whole Press has been
mobilised to preach the necessity of Italy’s carrying on and even increasing her normal
commercial and industrial activities, which must become ever more important as war causes
devastation in Europe.®’

On 16 September Mussolini cabled King Vittorio Emanuele to reassure him on

improved public morale:

From the reports of prefects, police, Carabinieri, federali and so forth it appears that the Italian
people, after the emotion of the first days, are recovering their usual equilibrium. Small episodes
of confusion were due to the evacuation from cities, the total blackout, the recall to arms, the
hoarding of food. All that resulted in a lot of rumours that, like all rumours in extraordinary times,
rise, spread and die away and are trusted only by that proportion of half-wits which exists in every
nation. The resumption of ocean navigation, the end of the blackout, the sanctions against
profiteers and other measures have restored the calm that was only disturbed by the nervous
crowds of the big cities.®

Therefore, according to the Duce, it was not reticent and confusing official
directions, but anxiety in overcrowded urban areas that was to blame for the

% Italy relaxes precautions’, The Times, 8 September 1939; ‘Lavorare serenamente’, La Stampa, 9
September 1939.

% |a stampa del regime, ed. Tranfaglia with Maida, p. 325 (instructions of 11 September 1939).
%7 Italy Not To Mark Time’, The Times, 11 September 1939.

%8 Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini, Vol. 43, p. 19. On rare occasions reports from prefects, who
were in charge of the exercises in their provinces recorded episodes of malfunctioning or
misbehaviour: in autumn 1939, for example, minor faults were only reported from Bologna and
Aosta (ACS, MI, DGPS, DAGR, 1939, b. 7/J, reports of May-December 1939).
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previous days’ excited climate. In fact, even once alarm was no longer so
immediate after the government had declared non-belligerence, Italians were not
truly relieved and remained pessimistic about their chances of receiving clear
directions from above. Among those who had agreed to leave their cities, there
were many who were particularly disgruntled when, in the second half of
September 1939, propaganda described the situation as quiet or less alarming.
Mussolini insisted, in a speech given on 23 September to Fascist party leaders in
Bologna, on the necessity of mobilisation and military preparation, but people in
Genoa were reported as criticising ‘the chaos’ of ‘orders and counter-orders’ in
Rome. Many evacuees returned to the city, complaining about ‘the rash alarmism
created by the government itself in the first days of September that induced them
to leave facing huge damage and expenses’.”

The Italian people kept living through restrictions and precautions with
anxiety and concern. Family life, hours and habits were unsettled. The peremptory
tone of official instructions, even more than their unruly and confused practical
execution, echoed in the recollection of a child who lived in central Italy. As an

adult, he recalled those months clearly:

Danger was declared for civilians and cities. ‘Silent zones” were established against rare car horns,
imposed by large signs of black lettering on squares of white lime painted on walls at the entrance
from lower to upper Perugia. | can still vividly remember the total blackout ‘dress rehearsal’,
probably a few months after the war had begun: it was already dark before dinner .... The total
blackout exercise, which at the start had been received almost cheerfully with a thrill at the
novelty, left all of us a bit upset: and mummy made us recite aloud together three Hail Marys and
one Glto)ry Be. In the evening, when dad came back home, the disquieting event was talked about
again.

1.7 New Men for Irrevocable Choices
Recalling the atmosphere in Italy during the months of non-belligerence, the
Italian ambassador to France, Raffaele Guariglia, observed that, ‘the less [Italians]

were prepared for war, the more [they] wanted to put on a fierce look’.”* During

% ACS, MI, DGPS, Divisione polizia politica, categ. |, b. 224, cited in De Felice, Mussolini il
duce. 1l. Lo stato totalitario 1936-1940, p. 693-694 (report of 28 September 1939). For
Mussolini’s speech, see Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini, Vol. 29, pp. 311-313.

% Ugo Baduel, L’elmetto inglese (Palermo: Sellerio, 1992), pp. 37-38.

" Raffaele Guariglia, Ricordi 1922-1946 (Napoli: Edizioni Scientifiche Italiane, 1950) p. 408.
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the nine months preceding entry into war, the Duce had in mind a scenario in
which at least two outcomes were possible, both of which required a wise
deployment of propaganda to steer Italian public opinion at home and to send
clear signals abroad. Since Mussolini did not exclude entering the war at some
point, he considered it necessary not only to test the reactivity of the military but
also to put pressure on the domestic front in order to verify the resistance and
morale of his compatriots. In addition, the Duce wanted to keep the only promise
he had made to Hitler when he confessed that Italy could not directly take part in
the war — committing himself to support Germany and showing the world that
even a ‘non-belligerent’ country could act as a disciplined and steadfast nation. At
the end of August 1939, indeed, the Fiihrer had been relieved at Mussolini’s
decision of neutrality, but had asked him to intensify preparations for war in order
to deceive the enemy.’? The German military attaché in Rome noted in his
memoir that, seeing the movement of military transport and increasing imports
and preparations of material for anti-aircraft protection set in motion by
Mussolini, the other European powers did not know what to think of the Italian
attitude and could not predict what Mussolini would actually do.” “Not being able
to wage war’, Ciano maliciously hinted, ‘he makes all the necessary preparations
so that in case of a peaceful solution, he would be able to say that he would have
waged it’.”

With those aims in mind in October 1939 Mussolini, unsatisfied with
the conduct of several civilian and military figures during the previous difficult
months, decided on a change of guard in key party and government positions to
adjust the regime to the new international situation, replacing the most
controversial or worn-out men with more trusted and younger politicians. Ciano,
who had a decisive say in the reshuffle thanks to his familiar and political bonds
with the Duce, seized the opportunity to promote his most trustworthy associates,
who shared the foreign minister’s mistrust of Hitler and his will to avoid a war

alliance with the Germans. Among other changes Achille Starace, the party

"2 De Felice, Mussolini il duce. I1. Lo stato totalitario 1936-1940, p. 664.
"® von Rintelen, Mussolini als Bundesgenosse, pp. 71-72.
™ The Ciano Diaries 1939-1943, p. 133 (entry of 30 August 1939).
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secretary who had devised the most choreographed Fascist rituals that showed
Mussolini deceptive images of a country enthusiastically ready for war, was
replaced by Ettore Muti, who had served as an airman under Ciano in the
Ethiopian campaign and had fought in the Spanish war. The undersecretary of
Foreign Affairs, Giuseppe Bastianini, was sent to London to replace the
ambassador Dino Grandi. Alessandro Pavolini took over from Dino Alfieri at the
Mcp. Both Muti and Pavolini were very close to Ciano. Alfieri had been deputy
minister for press and propaganda and had handled the campaign in 1935-1936
preparing Italians for the conquest of the Empire, for which service he had been
put at the head of the new mcp in 1937, holding the office for two years.
Mussolini made him Italian ambassador to the Holy See to make room for
Pavolini at the ministry.” Alfieri’s successor, an early member of Florence action
squads and a journalist turned politician, continued the propaganda of non-
belligerence and devoted himself to the task of interpreting Mussolini’s wishes.
Since he had not risen to prominent roles in the Party or in the press beforehand,
Pavolini’s promotion to ministerial rank was mostly attributed to his closeness to
the foreign minister. According to Giovanni Ansaldo — himself a leading member
of Ciano’s clique, and therefore open to suspicion of jealousy, yet a shrewd

observer of the Italian journalistic milieu — Pavolini was

a kind of young literary arriviste, a man who started his career organising ... the Balilla in
Florence. More intelligent, more well read and more informed than Alfieri, yet he is less frank,
less loyal and less gentlemanly. He will be not an easy minister for the press, because he certainly
has friends to ‘place’ as editors.”

Under Pavolini’s guidance, without sacrificing its highly centralised bureaucratic
model, the Ministry assumed a more aggressive image and a more combative

stance, mainly due to the character and temperament of the new minister.”” From
the very beginning of his tenure, Pavolini aimed at making clear one fundamental
directive: to contain and fight, mostly on the domestic front, the ‘oscillations’ and

" De Felice, Mussolini il duce. I1. Lo stato totalitario 1936-1940, pp. 701-705; Giuseppe
Bastianini, Volevo fermare Mussolini. Memorie di un diplomatico fascista (Milan: Rizzoli, 2005,
first publ. 1959), p. 79.

’® Ansaldo, 1l giornalista di Ciano, p. 207.

"7 Cannistraro, La fabbrica del consenso, p. 162.
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‘disbanding’ that occurred between the end of August and the first two weeks of
September, and ‘to raise the temperature’ of the Italian people.” In the last month
of 1939, the appointment of a new chief of Italian propaganda who was rumoured
to be closer to Ciano than to Mussolini could signify that censorship and media
control were to be adapted to the foreign minister’s priorities. Yet future events
would show that, although most government ministers were not inclined to war,

the Duce was the figure in the regime who made the final decisions.

Conclusion

With Europe on the brink of a new war in September 1939, most Italians were
still under the influence of the jingoistic complacency that followed the Ethiopian
and Spanish campaigns. The spectre of a future, total, war was still confined to
fiction or to initiates in the military or academia. Yet beyond the propagandistic
curtain, people feared Hitler and did not want alliance with Germany. Open
dissent did not exist, but Mussolini was constantly informed in police and party
reports that his country, which since coming to power he had been seeking to
transform into a nation of ‘citizen soldiers’, was not ready for war, and neither
was the military machine. ‘The Italian race’, he told Ciano in January 1940, ‘is a
race of sheep. Eighteen years are not enough to change it>.”

Yet Mussolini was adamant in supporting Hitler and in giving both the
Germans and the democratic powers the impression that Italy could join the fight
at any moment. To achieve this aim, he needed a propaganda and media narrative
that could compensate for what the country lacked in substance. Hence the
frequent press and radio reports on successful exercises and displays of discipline
among civilians. The mcp, under the Duce’s supervision, was in charge of the
construction of that narrative, maintaining control over not only the press, but also
cinema, theatre, the arts and all forms of popular culture. The promotion of
Alessandro Pavolini in autumn 1939 to the head of the Ministry was instrumental

in that project.

"8 De Felice, Mussolini il duce. I1. Lo stato totalitario 1936-1940, p. 710.
" Ciano’s Diary 1939-1943, p. 203 (entry for 29 January 1940).
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Chapter 2. From Non-Belligerence to the First Air Raids

The mission the Duce assigned Pavolini in autumn 1939 was not an easy one.
Italians were to be prepared for the gamble that the regime was increasingly more
determined to take — entering the war alongside Hitler to claim a share of the
booty. Military chiefs had made clear that the country was unprepared and that
civilians did not have sufficient protection from the hazards of total war, but the
expectation of a swift victory and the intention of containing operations within a
small theatre inclined Mussolini to take the risk. In the transition from non-
belligerence to war, Italian propaganda was mostly engaged in highlighting the
German military effort; the mainstream media did not expound on details that
might give the public an idea of how remote Italy’s abilities were from the might
of Hitler’s machine.

When war was declared on Britain and France on 10 June 1940, Pavolini
issued a few general instructions on war reporting, the most important being that
underestimating enemy military power would be ‘politically foolish’. Aware of
how zealous newsrooms could be in this respect, he wanted to give a pre-emptive
warning. In addition, he ordered that Italian military operations be reported with
‘sober headlines’ avoiding ‘lyricism’. Journalists were allowed to use news from
British and French official sources only ‘if they confirmed or amplified” German
and Italian bulletins. They were told neither to hint at peace prospects nor to
comment on the speeches of US President Roosevelt. Any mention of new
‘offensive or defensive devices’ was prohibited.! However, whereas skilful
choreography in newspaper pages could invent battlefield successes — though the
increasing number of listeners to the BBC’s Italian service soon allowed the public
an alternative to Fascism’s lies — it was difficult to escape reality when the enemy
attacked Italian cities. Experiencing their own vulnerability, people realised that
the dictatorship’s pose as an effective and war-like regime was a pretence.

This chapter examines the policies the regime adopted (or failed to adopt)

in the delicate passage from non-belligerence to war and how they were translated

1 ACS, MCP, GAB, Ordini alla stampa, b. 52, fasc. 316 (instructions of 10, 11 and 15 June 1940).
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in the propaganda material. The focus will be mostly on civil defence and
evacuation, which had been a critical faultline in Italy since September 1939
which the first air raids exposed. An analysis of the impact and representation of
some key figures charged with responsibilities on the home front aims to show the
frailty of Fascism’s ability to establish a working and credible hierarchical

apparatus.

2.1 The Truth about Civil Defence

Despite the optimistic and self-congratulatory tone of press reports during the first
months of non-belligerence, at the end of 1939 Italy had a poor system of active
and passive defence. The anti-aircraft apparatus was suffering from serious
shortages and was absolutely unprepared for war. There were few fighters to
intercept enemy aircraft and responsibility for civil defence was shared between
the army, navy, air force and the Fascist militia.” Only 225 outdated batteries were
available in the country, and even fewer in the overseas territories (13 in Libya, 14
in the Aegean and three in Albania). There were no uniforms for soldiers who
served in the DICAT, the branch of the army charged with intercepting enemy
planes. Military facilities, although better equipped than the structures devoted to
civil defence, lacked effective means of protection: 40 new batteries were deemed
necessary to protect ports and navy bases. Airfields and air force stations were
exposed to enemy air raids. The military forecast that those requirements would
not be met until summer 1942.% On 18 November 1939 chief of staff Pietro
Badoglio, chairing a meeting of the supreme command, raised the issue of anti-

aircraft protection with a scathing preamble:

It is a painful subject. There has been a great deal of scepticism about this: it always happens in
peacetime, but no longer in wartime. Other nations have prepared their anti-aircraft defence
according to extensive criteria, giving it the importance that it deserves. For the time being we

2 Giuseppe Santoro, L "aeronautica italiana nella seconda guerra mondiale (Milan-Rome: Edizioni
Esse, 1957), p. 463.

* Diario storico del comando supremo, Vol. 1.2 (11.6.1940-31.8.1940), Appendice numero 13,
Situazione delle forze armate alla data del 1° novembre 1939, ed. Antonello Biagini and Fernando
Frattolillo (Rome: Stato maggiore dell’esercito-Ufficio storico, 1986), pp. 157-158.
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have only decommissioned, unsuitable material, made good as best we can. When we have a 90
mm gun, we can begin to say that we have an anti-aircraft gun. *
The conference minutes offer an extraordinary insight into the deficiencies of
anti-aircraft defence on the eve of Italy’s intervention into the Second World War.
Badoglio claimed he had in vain told the government since the early 1930s that
factories should be forced to provide themselves with the means of air raid
protection but was persuaded that an acceptable level of preparation could not be
achieved until 1942; he therefore invited the chiefs of the three branches (army,
air force and navy) to adopt a united front with the political authorities in order to
channel funds towards the updating of material and equipment.®

At the beginning of 1940 the situation had not improved and the
government failed to acknowledge that the problem was one of resources. In
February the issue of anti-aircraft protection was put on the agenda at the 17th
session of the supreme defence commission, a body where both civilian
authorities and military chiefs met. The anti-aircraft services were badly trained
and short by 50,000 men. They lacked 30,000 uniforms, 30,000 overcoats and
10,000 pairs of shoes. Raw material was needed to provide the civilian population
with seven million new gas-masks. The failure to address such problems is
epitomised by Mussolini’s appalling comment on the issue of inadequate air raid
alarms. When the meeting dealt with a request to install alarms inside blocks of
flats because the sirens were barely audible in buildings when the windows were
closed and people were asleep, Mussolini said that, ‘in wartime the sensitivity of
human hearing sharpens and therefore it is foreseeable that, in any residential
building, hypersensitive people will raise the alarm and sometimes false alarms as
well. The ruckus they make will be enough to warn the building, the road and the

whole neighbourhood’. According to the Duce, the problem could be solved ‘by

* Diario storico del comando supremo, Vol. 1.2, Appendix n. 14/bis, Verbale della seduta del 18
novembre 1939 presieduta da Badoglio, Capo di Stato Maggiore Generale, ed. Biagini and
Frattolillo, p. 167.

> Ibid., pp. 168-171.
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itself, through that permanent state of excitement which people are in when an air
raid occurs’.’

In public, Mussolini made every effort to hide the widespread
unpreparedness for war and to present his compatriots with his usual image of
confident and pugnacious leader — an image which press, newsreels and radio
reports were ready to circulate among the public. On official occasions, words and
tones were carefully chosen to convey confidence, as during an inspection of the
central artillery school for anti-aircraft troops in Nettuno, near Rome on 6 April
1940, when the Duce gave a short speech aiming at boosting morale. Newspapers
reported that Mussolini ‘had expressed his deepest satisfaction at the perfect
training of the troops’.” Obviously the media could not reflect the military’s
widely held worries because their mission was to set a fictitious scene, for both

internal and international audiences.

2.2 Preparing Civilians for War

Besides bragging and issuing reassuring reports, censorship authorities were
interested in giving the public clear instructions, anxious not to repeat the lack of
unequivocal direction lamented during the days preceding Mussolini’s decision to
opt for non-belligerence. Editors and journalists were also briefed on the best way
of presenting news from belligerent countries and were explicitly requested to
describe, when reporting air raids, the exact nature of the objectives. For instance,
it was stipulated that, ‘when it comes to reporting the bombing of ports, it is
necessary to specify that military structures have been hit and not merely to name
the place’.  The aim of such instructions at this stage was to present the war, and
primarily the air war, as a fight that did not affect civilians. Besides, such a
representation allowed German attacks on enemy territories to be framed through
a narrative in which honourable combatants did not involve innocent civilians in

their action.

® Della Volpe, Difesa del territorio e protezione antiaerea, p. 39-40 (conference of 8-14 February
1940).

’ Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini, Vol. 29, p. 372; Il Popolo d’ltalia, 7 April 1940.

8 ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 49, Rapporto giornalisti, Instructions of 11 May 1940.
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In the autumn of 1939 the Italian media had reported on the consequences
of the initial phase of war in the European countries involved without any sense of
hostility. Civilian life in those countries had been depicted without mockery or the
air of superiority. The Istituto LUCE’s newsreels accurately reflected the efforts
made to protect people from air attacks in France and Britain, sometimes in
almost emotional tones. For example, a short film recounted the departure of
children from Paris and the sadness of their mothers ‘bravely facing the painful
parting, certain of the loving assistance their sons will receive’ far from the city,
‘safe from the air dangers’.? Three weeks later the anti-aircraft measures adopted
in London had also been accurately and almost dispassionately described: the
increasing number of signs showing the closest shelter, people carrying gas
masks, small crowds commenting on the political and military situation in front of
maps. ‘Curiosity was aroused’, the announcer said, ‘by female volunteers in fire-
fighting squads’, adding that, ‘it is not unusual these days to see King George
inspecting anti-aircraft shelters in London boroughs’.*

In that autumn the mcp promoted Cronache della guerra, a new weekly
publication with a wide circulation that specialised in reporting on war operations
and in the analysis of military topics. Although biased in favour of Italy’s German
allies, the magazine tried to maintain an informed and technical tone with
commissioned articles by expert writers put together in a style that managed to
combine specialisation with popularisation.* From 1940, material for publication
was also provided by the press office of the supreme command and in February a
new column began to appear devoted to analysing the home front in the
belligerent countries. In the first months of war, even before Italy’s entry,
Cronache della guerra dedicated great attention to air war and its repercussions
on civilian life. The newspaper popularised the idea that in modern wars a clear
distinction between fronts and safe areas could no longer be drawn. Because of

the newly available military technology, civilians were exposed to the same

% Giornale LUCE B1595, 4 October 1939, ‘A Parigi misure di protezione della popolazione civile
per la minaccia di bombardamenti aerei’.

1% Giornale LUCE B1608, 25 October 1939, ‘L’incubo delle incursioni aeree ha tappezzato Londra
di cartelli indicatori dei piu vicini rifugi ... la gente gira con la maschera antigas a tracolla’.

1 Isnenghi, L ’Italia del fascio, p. 325.
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dangers and subject to the same restrictions as soldiers. Remote villages that at
other times had been the ideal hideouts for evacuees could be suddenly
transformed into war zones: ‘The important thing is for civilians to be
permanently mobilised. For them the state of readiness is in force. The whole
country is a “war zone” and there are no longer people exposed to danger and
privileged citizens’.*?

The organisation and functioning of anti-aircraft protection was described
at length and illustrated with drawings and detailed captions.*® Specialist articles
focused on the most modern technology such as the listening devices invented to
locate enemy aircraft or the newest kinds of bombs.* This attention to technical
and often esoteric aspects of war — from the media of a country that lacked the
most important instruments in the field of air war — focused on the German,
French and British forces. Mostly such articles appeared between September 1939
and June 1940, since later the press could not even hint at delicate areas like the
Italian (lack of) preparation for war in industrial output, availability of raw
materials and fuel, and troop training. Indeed, Italian fighters and anti-aircraft
batteries did not have until 1943 the capacity for detection and communication
(based on radio and radar) that had been available to the Germans and the British
since 1940. No modern instrument was available to provide early warning and
continuous observation. In the 1950s, for example, on the Gran Guglia, a
Piedmontese mountain not far from the French border, it was still possible to see
the bell that in June 1940 still had to be rung to signal the presence of French
aircraft to the barracks, 3,280 feet below, where there was a telephone to alert

anti-aircraft batteries in Turin.®

12R.C. ‘Scomparsa della “zona di guerra’, Cronache della guerra, 18 May 1940, n. 20.

3 ‘Mezzi semplici di protezione’, Cronache della guerra, 16 March 1940, n. 11;
‘L’organizzazione e il funzionamento della difesa contraerea passiva in un agglomerato urbano’,
Cronache della guerra, 30 March 1940, n. 13.

14 < Apparecchi d’ascolto per la ricerca degli acroplani’, Cronache della guerra, 13 April 1940, n.
15; ‘Bombe multiple a doppio effetto per bombardamento di obbiettivi sparsi su vaste zone di
terreno’, Cronache della guerra, 20 April 1940, n. 16.

> Giorgio Rochat, Le guerre italiane 1935-1943. Dall’impero d’Etiopia alla disfatta (Turin:
Einaudi, 2008, first publ. 2005), pp. 248-249 and p. 342.
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The last months of non-belligerence were therefore also devoted to
preparing the Italian media for the task of reporting war at home. In March the
MCP, without the Ministry of War’s permission, banned the publication of
panoramic photographs of military and industrial areas which could be of interest
for Italian defence. The same instruction urged the provision of ‘lots of space to
photographs regarding civilian life’, not only to divert attention from the
preparations for war but also to project the image of a country carrying on as

normal.®

Yet, in spite of all the Fascist propaganda efforts, even on the eve of
Mussolini’s decision to enter the war, during the chaotic and confused days of
September 1939 before the Italian position of non-belligerence became clear,
concern about the efficiency of anti-aircraft protection was widespread among
Italians. ‘The paramount concern of the wealthy Genoese’, a party informant
reported to Rome, ‘is finding good, quiet accommodation in case they are
requested, as happened last September, to leave the city’.'” As a matter of fact, in
Genoa ordinary people pointed at rich families leaving for their country houses
and commented that, ‘those who want the war are the first to flee from the city’.
In Naples the authorities were being blamed for the lack of measures to protect
civilians, and police information referred to growing scepticism among ordinary
people who were reportedly criticising the inefficiency of protection. At this stage
the figure of the Duce seemed immune from criticism: for instance, civilians were
reported as commenting that it was the military which was not equal to the
challenge issued by Mussolini or that the bombs dropped on Italian cities were
guided by spies who were betraying their country. On 24 June, the questore of
Milan wrote to the chief of police saying that the air force was being harshly
criticised, that citizens complained about the lack of shelters and that most people
could not understand how it was possible that the defence of such important cities
as Milan and Turin was entrusted to unprepared men struggling with obsolete
material. In Milan tenants protested against landlords who used cellars as

improvised shelters, while factory workers in Sesto San Giovanni lamented that

6 ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 52, fasc. 316, Ordini alla stampa, Instructions of 5 March 1940.
7 ACS, PNF, Situazione politica ed economica delle province, b. 1, fasc. situazione Genova,
Report of 29 May 1940.
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they had no shelter at all.'® Reports of improvised and unsafe shelters became
more numerous as the weeks went by, whereas the local Fasci di combattimento
weekly paper published accounts describing the incessant activity of the federale
to persuade landlords to comply with anti-aircraft protection rules.™ In Turin,
where the city council had drawn up plans to build 23,000 metres of shelters
under public parks and squares with space for 76,000 people, works did not begin
until 10 June 1940, the day of Italy’s war declaration, and were stopped soon
thereafter.’ Mussolini himself, recalling the first days of war and the preparation
of protection measures at his house in Rome, wrote in 1943 that, ‘in June 1940,
after the outbreak of war, the first anti-aircraft shelter at Villa Torlonia was built
in some caves’. The Duce remembered that, ‘it was deemed absolutely safe. But,
after an inspection, the competent authority stated that it was a death-trap’.*

Aware of Italy’s unpreparedness, the British were puzzled by the contrast
between reports indicating Mussolini’s ambitious offensive intentions in the
Mediterranean, the Balkans and the Aegean, and the persistent absence of defence
measures in urban areas. On 17 May the War Cabinet noticed the ‘present strength
of the metropolitan army (over 1,400,000), the concentrations on the French and
Yugoslav frontiers (23 and 14 divisions respectively), a concentration at Bari’,
and ‘eastward movements of troops in Libya’. But alongside those indications,
they remarked, ‘may be placed a number of independent reports of lack of
military activity in centres such as Rome, Naples, Ancona, Bari and Brindisi, the
number of untrained recruits now serving and the seeming lack of A.R.P.

measures’.?

2.3 Evacuation: a Policy Bound to Fail
Transport requirements for the mobilisation of troops and armaments on a limited

railway network was one of the main obstacles to civilian evacuation. Two weeks

18 Aurelio Lepre, Le illusioni, la paura, la rabbia: il fronte interno italiano 1940-1943 (Naples:
Edizioni Scientifiche Italiane, 1989), pp. 21-25 and 58-70.

19 Ganapini, Una citta, la guerra, p. 17.

20 Gioannini and Massobrio, Bombardate |ltalia, pp. 92-93.

2! Pensieri pontini e sardi, in Opera Omnia di Benito Mussolini, VVol. 34, p. 34.

2 TNA, CAB/66/7/38, War Cabinet, ‘Weekly Résumé of the Naval, Military and Air Situation
from 12 noon May 9th to 12 noon May 16th 1940 n. 37, p. 10.
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before Italy entered the war, the media was instructed not to discuss the
compulsory evacuation of cities and was ordered to confine itself to the
communiqués issued by the mcp, ignoring any initiative adopted by prefects in the
provinces. As a consequence, even provincial newspapers were instructed not to
publish bulletins issued at a local level. Such news, censors explained, ‘often give
rise to a mood of distrust and fear which leads to the same hurried decisions and
unruly exodus we were witness to last September’.? The directive reflected
Mussolini’s growing scepticism about a policy that both authorities and the media
still largely championed at the end of 1939, echoing the Fascist ‘struggle against
urbanisation’, but which was deemed not to have produced valuable results. ‘Italy
is small’, the Duce told government colleagues and military chiefs in February
1940, ‘and evacuation of cities does nothing but cause overcrowding elsewhere’.?*

However, despite Mussolini’s opinions on the subject and the subsequent
directives from senior propaganda figures, the authorities’ stance on clearance of
largely populated areas remained contradictory and ambivalent both at central and
local levels, disguising the incapacity to prepare in advance a functional
machinery for doing so under the new refrain of ‘voluntary evacuation’. On 3
June 1940 secret instructions from the Ministry of War confirmed that the
evacuation of civilians from large cities was ‘absolutely voluntary’ and drew up
two lists of cities from where departure ‘will take place according to two levels of
urgency’. On 8 June, only two days before Italy entered the war, the same
Ministry ordered compulsory evacuation in Aosta, Turin, Cuneo and Imperia
provinces from villages on the frontier with France: paradoxically, 9,000 people
living in Ventimiglia and 2,628 residents in the small village of Pigna were told to
move to Genoa and Savona respectively, two of the few Italian localities targeted
by the first French and British attacks.”®

The media did not manage to adapt to the lack of a uniform and coherent

policy. In May, for instance, Cronache della guerra had run a long and detailed

2 ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 49, Rapporto giornalisti, Instructions of 25 May 1940.
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% ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 117, Diradamento delle popolazioni civili dai grandi centri ai fini della
protezione antiaerea, Instructions of 3 June 1940; ACS, MCP, GAB, b. 117, Esodo popolazioni da
determinate localita, Instructions of 8 June 1940.
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analysis of the reasons supporting the necessity of drafting timely evacuation
plans. The argument was that people who moved to the countryside were more
difficult to target and easier to feed; in addition, services for those who stayed in
the cities could be streamlined as provisions could be supplied and distributed
more smoothly. The article drew on the German experience in 1937, when
105,000 people had moved from Berlin to the countryside, organising their lives
according to the principle of autarchy: families that had ‘almost no need for
others’. The author praised that experience because it benefited from early
planning and preparation, unlike evacuation which, ‘as has happened elsewhere’,
took place ‘out of fear or in a chaotic way’. The sudden inflow ‘of an enormous
metropolitan crowd to some provincial places creates all kinds of serious
troubles’. A hint, not so veiled, at the haphazard exodus from Italian cities in the
late summer of 1939.%°

When the Italian war began, the press did not publish the instructions of
the prefects which, tailored as they were to meet local contingencies, might stir up
public confusion and alarm. Nevertheless, they went on reporting news and
practical advice and, most of all, attesting that everything was taking place in
absolute calm and discipline. For example, Corriere della Sera wrote about what

was going on in Milan:

City dwellers accepted to a great extent the advice to leave and many citizens are now moving to
the small villages which, for many, are the very places where they spend their summer holidays.
Women, children, the elderly, in short all those who do not to have to stay in Milan, are leaving
without haste in an intense but peaceful exodus.?’

Two weeks later the same newspaper had to disavow its hasty analogy between
evacuation and holidays, noticing that the departures were unlike the usual
summer moves, for they were governed ‘by a conscious and quiet prudence, not
by the annual hedonistic care of enjoying the good weather on the beach or at the
mountains’. Destinations were chosen for their proximity to large cities (where

most men continued to work, often commuting daily or weekly to join their

% R.C., ‘Abbandonare le citta’, Cronache della guerra, 11 May 1940, n. 19, p. 732.
2" <Giorni di partenza’, Corriere della Sera, 14 June 1940.
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families) and for other practical reasons — certainly not for leisure.?® The media
directors were aware of police reports that since the first alert in September 1939
had been emphasising the anger of ordinary people at those who had the means to
leave dangerous places and find comfortable accommodation elsewhere.

On 20 June the Ministry of Interior told prefects in the north-western
Italian provinces that voluntary evacuation had reached “unjustified proportions’
and must be limited. Those who could not be persuaded to stay at home had to
leave by their own means.”® As a matter of fact, evacuees benefited only from
subsidised railways ticket and exemption from the visitor’s tax (in spite of the
aversion of some podesta to such allowances), but had to meet all other expenses.
The authorities limited themselves to some measures to curb profiteering and
abuses, for example imposing controlled prices on landlords and farmers in the
countryside or organising at interchange train stations assemblies of party
members cheering and refreshing passengers travelling to their new destinations.
Some employers decided to help their staff by contributing towards moving
expenses. The Corriere della Sera publishing company, for instance, proudly
announced its decision to give their employees 250 lire for every child under 12
years sent away from Milan.*® Newspapers began to praise employers that met the
expenses of sending their employees’ children to places deemed safer than the
densely populated industrial areas, but the authorities neither planned nor
organised a systematic evacuation of children until November 1942, when the
Ministry of Interior and the Gioventu Italiana del Littorio signed an agreement
which defined the responsibilities of the Fascist Party’s youth organisation in
organising the voluntary evacuation of children aged between 6 and 14 from poor

families.!
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2.4 The First Air Raids On Italy

On 14 June 1940 the press reported on the air raids carried out on Italian cities
during the night of the 11th. The previous night, Aldo Valori had read the casualty
list to EIAR listeners: “They are all workers, family men, women’.*? For the first
time in two years of war games, the danger was real and people could see the
enemy over their heads. The Mcp issued instructions not to report news of alarms,
incursions or bombing attacks that had not been recorded in the general army
headquarters bulletin.®® Turin was the most affected area: Fiat factories at
Mirafiori and a railway junction had been damaged, a gasometer gone up in
flames, and a market hit in the densely populated area of Porta Palazzo. Fifteen
people died and 30 were wounded. Air raids were also attempted on Milan and
Piacenza but, according to the official report of the supreme command, anti-
aircraft artillery managed to repel the attacks. The following morning British
planes flew over Rome, Gaeta, Leghorn, La Spezia and Genoa without dropping
bombs.3* The press did not mention the air and naval attacks by the French on 13
and 14 June on Imperia, Savona and Genoa which killed ten people and injured 36
more.*

Newspaper front pages were full of headlines about the exploits of Italian
ships, planes and troops in the Mediterranean and on the North African and
French fronts. Il Regime Fascista, Roberto Farinacci’s Germanophile daily,
published excited articles that praised the raids on Toulon and other places near
Italian borders while the Germans had already brought France to its knees.*® Yet,
as far as enemy air attacks on home territory were concerned, editors were

instructed to publish casualty lists ‘with a two-column headline and without
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emphasis’.*” The press complied, briefly describing the facts and praising the
Fascist leadership on its decision to hide nothing from the Italian people: the
regime ‘can look the truth in the face and make it known in full, without feigning
or distortion’. Comments on the front page of La Stampa, the Turin newspaper,
were more wide-ranging than such concise reports, attacking ‘the false champion
of civilisation that bombed an open city, playing havoc with the the elderly and
defenceless workers’ and denouncing ‘an abominable aggression, carried out
against the law of nations’.*® According to Corriere della Sera, ‘Turin was
bombed by planes that flew high and therefore hit only at built-up areas, since at
that altitude they could not aim at specific targets’.*

This kind of argument ignored the fact that British bombs hit populated
areas only because precision bombing of industrial and military objectives was
impossible on account of the short fuel distance, ba