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Plan of Investigation 
 

The aim of this investigation was to understand how the fascist Italian leader 

Mussolini is portrayed in modern day Italy through a study of my family and personal 

experiences of Italy. 

 

I started my investigation with some general reading on Mussolini and his 

regime in Italy during the 1920’s and 1930’s. I continued my investigation in Rome 

and had debates with my friends on the growing issue of Mussolini. In history class, 

we had read about oral history, so on arrival in Milan, I interviewed my grandmother 

about what life was like during Mussolini’s regime. This became my first source. I 

also researched on the Internet on both Italian and English websites. Through an 

Italian website, I found an article from the Guardian, discussing how Italy’s growing 

nostalgia for the former fascist leader. This was to become my second major source. 

The idea of nostalgia interested me, and I started to read David Lowenthal’s books, 

The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, and The Past is a Foreign Country. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Summary of Sources 

 

My interest in the idea of a resurrection of fascism started during a debate in 

history class concerning to what extent was fascism, and Mussolini, still accepted in 

modern day Italy. The argument was based around the ability of buying posters 

adorning Il Duce on the streets of Rome.  

 

I decided to broaden my understanding of Mussolini and his regime and 

started to read texts concerning the fascist period. Such texts primarily included books 

by Mark Robson1, John Whittam2, and Emilio Gentile3. I wasn’t so much concerned 

about the actual politics and ideals behind Mussolini’s Italy, but more the social 

aspect. I wanted to understand what the lives of young Italians were like then, and if 

there was any hint for an explanation for the apparent rebirth of the fascist dictator. 

From my reading, I found that people were happy during the days of Mussolini, 

because their lives were greatly improved. But mainly, it was how Mussolini coerced 

the population with his youth clubs and Dopolavoro organisations that created this 

sense of wellbeing. Mussolini took away the political link from these activities by 

creating slogans: “Here we work, we do not talk about politics.”4 The ideas of society 

during those days were to become the foundation for my interview. 

 

During half-term break5, I went back to Italy to visit friends in Rome. There I 

discussed the issue with them, and even argued that it was possible that because of our 

present leader Silvio Berlusconi, and his near admiration for Mussolini, might be 

perceived as the wishes of Italy as a whole, ignoring the detail of what is really going 

on. I also took the idea of the older generation’s longing for Mussolini, and when I 

later arrived in Milan, I decided to interview my grandparents about what it was like 

living during the days of Il Duce, and their regards towards him today.  

  

I had initially planned to interview both of my grandparents, but upon facing 

my grandfather, I decided against it. Politics is often the cause of many discussions in 

                                                 
1 Italy: Liberalism and Fascism 1870-1945, Mark Robson 
2 Fascist Italy, John Whittam 
3 The Sacrilization of Politics in Fascist Italy, Emilio Gentile 
4 Fascist Italy, John Whittam, pg. 66 
5 Exact Date: 23rd October – 3rd November 



my family, and I also didn’t feel comfortable asking my grandfather about a period in 

which he’d been captured by the fascist and Nazi soldiers. I may have lost some 

valuable information, but I did not want to risk upsetting my grandfather. And so I 

eventually sat down with my grandmother. From her interview, I learned that under 

Mussolini, her life was filled with both benefits, and fear. I learned how hard and 

desperate the conditions were for many people, and therefore Mussolini appeared like 

a saviour as he improved certain conditions. At the same time, however, she described 

to me the fear that many non-fascists felt, including her father, and the consequences 

that they therefore suffered. From my oral recording of history, I learned about the 

more personal aspect of history. The stories such as my grandmother hiding in her 

neighbour’s bed when their house was filled with fascist soldiers gave me a stronger 

understanding of those days. My grandmother didn’t say that she wished for the days 

of Mussolini, but she mentioned her longing for the respect of those days.  

 

 When I arrived back home I searched the internet to see if there were any 

important articles concerning Mussolini in today’s Italy. I stumbled across an article 

printed by the Guardian6. From the article I learned that Italians are preserving the 

fascist leader by turning his former homes into hotels and restaurants, and also by the 

fact that his face appears in souvenir shops and wine bottles7. However, the article 

was a generalised and biased view. The idea of nostalgia, however, stuck in my head.  

  

I continued my research by reading two of David Lowenthal’s acclaimed 

books.8 Through this, I learned about nostalgia, and its origins. Coming from the 

Greek9, nostalgia was first associated as a medical illness10 rather than something 

abstract, as is its contemporary association. With my new knowledge of nostalgia, I 

was able to understand my grandmother’s feelings, as well the Italian’s behaviour 

more clearly.  

 

                                                 
6 Article from The Guardian  entitled: Italians Grow Nostalgic for the Days of Mussolini (see 
appendix) 
7 Wine bottles produced by Allesandro Lunardelli (photos and article in Appendix) 
8 The Past is a Foreign Country, David Lowenthal 
   The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, David Lowenthal 
9 The word nostalgia is formed by the Greek: nosos: to return to ones native land, and algos: suffering 
or grieving 
10 Diagnosed as a medical problem by James Hofer, 1688 



Evaluation of Sources 

 

Source A    

An interview with my grandmother, Lucia Pettinicchio October 31st, 2004 

  

My first source is an interview that I held with my grandmother, Lucia 

Pettinicchio. My grandmother was a young girl during the fascist period of Mussolini. 

The source interview was conducted on the 31st of October, 2004. This date is about 

60 years after the regime of Mussolini which implies a possibility that my 

grandmother’s memory might not be as good as it was some years ago, therefore a 

possible lack of information. The purpose of this source was the help me understand 

the situation of the Italian people during the time of Mussolini. This is valuable as it 

means that the interview was not altered in any way to hide information as might have 

been done if it was a public interview. The source has both values and limitations. 

Firstly, the source holds great value as it is an interview with somebody who lived 

during the time period that I am investigating. This also gives me the advantage of 

seeing the way people lived under Mussolini. It opened my eyes to the cultural and 

social situation.  

 

However, this source also has its limitations. It is very important to consider 

the fact that this source only looks at the lifestyle of a certain and very small class of 

Italians at that time. Also, I didn’t manage to gain all of the exact information that I 

hoped to acquire. This was partly because my grandmother didn’t remember 

everything clearly, but also because I was afraid of touching some hard areas and 

offending my grandmother. However there was one thing that made this source 

extremely valuable to me, and that was that I knew the person I was interviewing, 

therefore I was able to put into context everything she said to me. I knew the places 

and people that she was talking about and this made it easier for me to realise what 

she was describing.   

 

Source B 

An article from The Guardianm, Italians Grow Nostalgic for the Days of Mussolini 

(September 10, 2001) by Rory Carroll 

 



The purpose of the source is to reveal an apparent social phenomenon in 

present Italy. Probably the most evident value of the source is that it is taken from a 

legitimate and respected British newspaper. Although written four years ago, the 

article is still recent concerning what I am investigating. In regard to the writing of the 

source, I find that the source presents a good amount of examples to support the 

writer’s claims. Also, there are many quotes from specialists in the field of Italy’s 

fascist nostalgia.    

 The limitations of this source, however, affect its credibility in quite some 

depth. Firstly, the reporter is not Italian, therefore he can only see the events from an 

outsider’s point of view. Although he may have spent time in the country and 

researched the events, it will still be difficult for him to know the true perception of 

the Italian attitude towards this subject. His language is also more emotional than 

factual. This in turn, although not necessarily done on purpose, gives the article a 

sense of bias and even created some offence in certain readers. While reading the 

article, I also managed to find many counter-arguments to many of the points the 

journalist made, however no attempts by the journalist himself. This means that the 

article is merely a generalisation of Italians and their attitudes, hiding the reader from 

the complete truth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Analysis 

 

 When I asked my grandmother whether or not she missed Mussolini and his 

days, the first thing that she answered me was she missed the respect.  Michael Wood 

supports this idea. “Most old folks can remember a time when beer was cheaper … 

and people had more respect.”11 However nothing about his political policies was 

mentioned. Later in the interview, my grandmother discussed how she had a good 

view of Mussolini and how as a girl she wanted to meet him, but when she talked 

about this, it was all as part of the past. Her high opinion of Mussolini was based upon 

the improvements that he brought to her and many people’s lives, and in particular the 

activities that he provided the Italian population with. It has been said that Mussolini 

“addressed the problems… by establishing huge, national organisations…”12 

However, this does not mean in anyway that my grandmother wants another figure 

like Mussolini. In fact when asked this, she immediately started recalling all the terror 

that was inflicted during Il Duce’s reign. Her father was forbidden from selling certain 

books in his shop, and school lessons were conducted with the use of physical pain in 

order to maintain respect and order. She closed the interview saying that things were 

much easier and conditions much better for me and my generation, but that in the end, 

“Tutto e meglio quando sei giovane.”13  I think that therefore, it isn’t so much 

Mussolini himself that is missed, but more the fact that he was part of my 

grandmother’s life when she was young. Lowenthal vitally supports this hypothesis 

by explaining how things “seemed brighter” back then because “[people] live more 

vividly when young…”.14 He explains that this is because when one looks back, they 

are able to exclude all the unpleasant memories: “…nostalgia is memory with the pain 

removed.”15 

  

 According to the Guardian Article, Italy is growing nostalgic of the days of 

Mussolini. However, I don’t find that the article portrays the entire truth of the 

situation. The fact that the article is heavily biased shows how there are no provided 

                                                 
11 Michael Wood from The Past is a Foreign Country, David Lowenthal (pg. 7) 
12 “After 1922 the state and the PNF had addressed the problems associated with the new ‘age of 
masses’ by establishing huge, national organisations…” from Fascist Italy, John Whittam (pg. 65) 
13 “Everything is better when you’re young”  -Lucia Pettinicchio, from my interview 
14 “Life back then seems brighter not because things were better but because we lived more vivdly 
when young…” from The Past is a Foreign Country, David Lowenthal (pg. 8) 
15 From The Past is a Foreign Country, David Lowenthal (pg. 8) 



counter arguments. Carroll mentions how Italy’s nostalgia is represented through the 

conversion of Mussolini’s houses into hotels and restaurants, and how our souvenir 

shops are flooded with his image. The fact that we are transforming his previous 

houses shows that the Italians are not preserving his reign, but in fact continuing with 

their lives and putting the remains of a terrible dictatorship to use.16 As for the 

souvenirs, they are purely a way of making money. In the end, money also has a 

major role with the presence of Mussolini. People are fascinated by history, and 

apparently the more horrific the century, the more we feed our need of understanding. 

The Mussolini merchandise exploits this situation and its primary function is to make 

a profit, not promote.  

 

 The article, however, does not entirely justify why Italy should be considered 

nostalgic. Lowenthal suggests nostalgia is a feeling of want for the familiar and past. 

In many cases, nostalgia is a physical pain, rather than emotional. Lowenthal also 

states that for many of the older generation, nostalgia is not felt because of the old 

political policies or the standard of life. More than anything it is the fact that the days 

of Mussolini were also the days of their youth. In our youthful days, our perception of 

life, even the downfalls, is always more positive then when we are older.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 Germany has recently done the same with Hitler’s retreat in the Bavarian mountains. 



Conclusion 

 

 To conclude, nostalgia is a feeling of longing for something, whether concrete 

or abstract, that reminds us of a time in our lives when we were happiest. Although 

the reality of the circumstances of those days may not be as blissful as we may recall, 

nostalgia gives us the power to eliminate the negative.  When concerning modern day 

Italy and her suggested nostalgia towards Benito Mussolini, I find that the selling of 

merchandise does not suggest this. Lowenthal implies that, “Nostalgia is often for past 

thoughts than for past things.” And while it may be true that Italy’s nation has allowed 

certain people such as Mussolini’s grandchildren to speak of their admiration for him, 

the political talks cease to go any farther. As for people like my grandmother, it is 

almost impossible for them to escape nostalgia. Every generation is taught that theirs 

is the best, and it is not always entirely false. When Mussolini dictated Italy, he 

brainwashed the Italian population into thinking that Italy was a superior country. Is it 

right to blame people for following and believing what they were taught? The same 

will happen to me and my generation. Even now, I start to feel nostalgia about ‘the 

good old days’, when all that was truly important was when my nap time was.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography 
 
 

Bibliography 
 
Lowenthal, David The Past is a Foreign Country, Cambridge University Press, 

1997 
 
Lowenthal, David The Heritage Crusade, Cambridge University Press, 1998 
 
Robson, Mark Italy: Liberalism and Fascism 1870-1945, Hodder and 

Stoughton, 2004 
 
Whittman, John Fascist Italy, Manchester University Press, 1995 
 
Gentile, Emilio The Sacraliszation of Politics in Fascist Italy, Harvard 

University Press, 1996 
 
Smith, Denis Mack Mussolini, Granada Publishing Limited, 1983 
 
 
Websites 
 
The Guardian Newspaper  
www.guardian.co.uk 
 
TIME Magazine  
www.time.com 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendices 
 

 
�� Interview with my grandmother 

Interview with Lucia Pettinicchio on October 31st, 2004 
- Original interview notes (photocopy) 
- Translated version (printout) 

 
�� Guardian article 

Article taken from Guardian website, by Rory Carroll written on September 
10th, 2001 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/international/story/0,,549154,00.html 

 
�� Storia in Rete article 

Website where I found the article from the Guardian.  
http://www.storiainrete.com/nosta-mussolini.php 

 
�� Wine Bottles 

- Photographs taken by myself in Rome in October, 2004 
- Article taken from TIME Magazine, article written by Michael 

Blumenthal, July 26th, 2004 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Internal Assessment – Appendix 
Photograph of win bottles adorning Mussolini taken in Rome, Italy in October 2004 
 
 
 
 


