
 

 

 

  
 

 

 
  

 

  

  

  

 

 

 14 From “state protection” 
to “private defence” 
Strikebreaking, civilian armed 
mobilisation and the rise 
of Italian fascism *

 Matteo Millan 

On 14 July 1919, the Italian Parliament was discussing a vote of confidence in 
Francesco Saverio Nitti’s cabinet. Often accused of being an opportunistic politi-
cian and a cold-hearted economist, unable to grasp the passions and the new situ-
ation created by the end of the war, Nitti’s legacy has often been surrounded by a 
general antipathy. 1 However, at the time, the government that Nitti was going to 
lead was seen with great hope. It was born with the ambitious purpose of moving 
the country away from the legacies of the First World War towards a new future 
of prosperity. 2 Nitti’s internal policy reflected his economics-oriented background 
and was well exemplified in the motto “consume less, produce more”, that he 
repeated again and again during his parliamentary speeches. Usually tolerant and 
neutral in economic disputes, Nitti’s government was nonetheless harsh and repres-
sive against any real or perceived political demonstrations, often interpreted as 
the prelude to social revolution and a waste of energies and productive resources. 3 

While parliament was discussing the vote of confidence, Nitti, in his capacity 
as minister of the interior, issued a circular letter to all the prefects of the King-
dom of Italy. The circular was part of a broad set of measures that the government 
was taking in response to the impending “super strike” (scioperissimo) called by 
left-wing organisations, parties and unions in solidarity with the Bolsheviks and 
against the intervention of western powers in Russia.4 Nitti invited the prefects 
to “keep in touch” with reliable members of liberal “groups [fasci] and veterans’ 
associations” in order to obtain their “collaboration at times when public authori-
ties cannot remain isolated and only rely on public officials and the public force”. 
Nitti also invited the prefects to prevent any autonomous initiative: 

if such groups want to cooperate to enforce law and order and to repress 
violence and attempts at revolution, they will act patriotically by voluntarily 
observing the orders of the authorities and by accepting their leadership in 
accordance with the regulations, which cannot be but unique.5 

Interestingly, Mussolini’s newly established  Fasci di combattimento were among 
those patriotic organisations that the authorities considered potentially useful for 
deployment in strikebreaking services.6 
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Nitti’s instructions came at a time of panic over the potential revolutionary 
consequences of the general strike. In March, the leadership of the Italian Social-
ist Party asserted that the general strike was the main instrument for establishing a 
socialist republic.7 Despite these proclamations, however, the strike was a general 
fiasco for reasons both international and domestic in nature. Not only did other 
international organisations, and in particular the French General Confederation of 
Labour, refuse to join the international mobilisation, but, more importantly, lead-
ing Italian unions, such as the railway workers’ unions, kept working. 

Many historians have considered Nitti’s 14 July dispatch as part of a political 
strategy to obtain the approval of ultra-nationalist movements and associations 
both within and outside parliament.8 Others saw in it tangible proof that the politi-
cal authorities of the liberal state had given up the Weberian state monopoly of 
physical violence.9 According to Emilio Gentile, such “patriotic” groups reflected 
a process of “secondary mobilisation” in reaction to the primary mobilisation of 
left-wing parties and unions. Although they could not be put down to any actual 
attempt at revolution, nonetheless mass mobilisation during strikes and other dem-
onstrations, requests for wage increases and better working conditions, the con-
tractual power of left-wing organisations and their significant success at general 
and local elections “were perceived as a real danger by the bourgeoisie and the 
middle-classes, prompting them to mobilise”.10 

There is no doubt that these forms of secondary mobilisation were fertile 
ground for the development of fascism, in terms of both political cultures and 
membership. At the same time, the huge impact and massive scale of later fascist 
violence helped cast a shadow on the concrete organisational and violent practices 
of these former associations, and their cultural and political background has been 
generally described in the light of a vague anti-socialism.11 

This chapter argues that strikebreaking – in terms of both work replacement and 
auxiliary police functions – was a veritable obsession for significant sectors of the 
middle classes and was at the heart of their armed political mobilisation. Within 
a broader framework the focus is on the two paradigmatic cases of Bologna and 
Milan in the immediate post-war years (1919–20).12 The first two sections show 
how the founding of strikebreaking groups reflected the crucial role played by 
work replacement and anti-strike activities in shaping outlooks and mentalities 
in broad sectors of Italian society. In this regard, the concluding section claims 
that post-war forms of bourgeois mobilisation can be fully appreciated only by 
situating them within a longer tradition of armed civilian cooperation between the 
state authorities and discrete social sectors, especially in the case of major strikes 
involving public services. This long-term interpretative perspective offers new 
insights into the origins of the crisis in the Italian liberal state and ultimately can 
help explain the consensus enjoyed by the armed fascist reaction.13 

Looking for the support of honest citizens 
The circular letter of 14 July was a response to the genuine panic that had spread 
among the political elites and large sections of the bourgeoisie following a 
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dramatic series of popular protests against the high cost of living, the so-called 
moti per il caroviveri. In such a state of affairs, Nitti’s entire policing policy was 
ambitious but also extremely difficult to implement. In his directives, he always 
stressed the need to rigorously repress social disorder, but at the same time to also 
“avoid making people think that we want reaction”. “I approve whatever has to 
be done against reckless strikes”, he told the prefects, “as long as this does not 
give the impression that we are carrying out a reactionary policy”. His policy 
may be summarised not so much as “anti-popular and anti-socialist” but rather as 
“anti-revolutionary”14 and resulted in the issuing of uncertain and contradictory 
directives which did nothing but upset everyone. It was with these directives in 
mind that police authorities dealt with a number of incidents, upheavals, small 
revolts, riots and lootings. The response usually fell under the banner of bloody 
repression. In the first two weeks of July 1919 alone – that is, in the period imme-
diately before the circular was sent – about 30 people were killed by police forces; 
many were wounded and hundreds arrested.15 This was largely the result of the 
panic and fear which invested police forces, who were largely undertrained and 
deficient in number. 16 

Nitti’s 14 July circular aimed to be a response to the serious lack of available 
forces by resorting to the complementary assistance and support of trustworthy 
social sectors of civil society. This was conceived as an emergency response prior 
to full implementation of a civilian police force, the Royal Guard of Public Secu-
rity, that Nitti and the chief of police, Vincenzo Quaranta, worked to establish and 
that became fully operational in January 1920.17 

Although determined to obtain the support of reliable citizens, Nitti was also 
fully aware of the risk that he was taking and was worried – with good reason – 
that things might get irretrievably out of control. In an “urgent telegram” sent just 
five days after the original circular letter, he insisted that “cooperation must be 
regulated and follow obediently the orders of local political authorities”; autono-
mous initiatives would be “illegal and reckless” as these “would do nothing but 
fuel dangerous reactions”. The prefect, he concluded, “is the only one who has 
the duty and responsibility to defend public order in the exclusive interests of the 
country”.18 The effectiveness of such measures is, of course, debatable. Nitti’s 
insistence on local police and political authorities having exclusive control and 
leadership over forms of civilian collaboration indicates a full awareness of the 
state’s prerogatives. However, he was also convinced that state forces alone would 
be insufficient to deal with the massive disorders and demonstrations that the 
country would probably experience. That being so, the support of patriotic citizens 
and associations in law enforcement and strikebreaking operations was deemed 
necessary, though extremely dangerous, given the extreme counter-positions and 
panic over an impending revolution. Nevertheless, Nitti and other government 
officers decided to play that card, maybe in the hope that this would strengthen the 
loyal classes’ support for the government. At the same time, Nitti’s frequent letters 
and telegrams are telling of his worries over the actual capacity of the authorities 
to control delegation of the power to enforce law and order to private citizens that 
he had unleashed.19 
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Although the scioperissimo of July 1919 was a flash in the pan, Nitti and other 
government officials did not abandon the idea of seeking the support of good 
citizens. On 19 January 1920, the minister of justice and acting prime minister 
(Nitti was at that time in London), Ludovico Mortara, issued a circular letter to all 
the prefects in preparation for an upcoming massive railway and postal workers 
strike. Mortara invited prefects to act with the “most absolute rigour” in order to 
protect rail infrastructures and passengers. “Using weapons in cases like these”, 
he added, “is a form of self-defence on the part of the homeland [Patria ] and 
civilisation against any wild aggression”. Faced with the “too scarce presence 
of deployable military units”, Mortara requested prefects to establish “volunteer 
vigilance squads to effectively enforce public order”. “Such squads”, he stated, 
should be formed of “honest citizens” and “could be armed, if necessary”.20 

Mortara’s initiative was soon taken up by other ministers and state officials. 
Minister of Transport Roberto De Vito invited former railway workers to join 
the anti-strike squads comprising Navy sailors and engineers, though with little 
success.21 Government directives were immediately implemented in many Italian 
cities. On 20 January, the prefect of Milan, Angelo Pesce, invited industrialists, 
employers and local politicians to “foster citizens’ reactions against the strike 
and collaboration with government authorities to overcome deficiencies in public 
services, and establish squads of volunteers to support the public force”. When the 
strike broke out the following day, Pesce and the local chief of police ( questore) 
organised a corps of about 40 volunteers to take on public order functions. 22 Over 
50 volunteer engineers were recruited in southern Italy and dispatched to the north 
to replace the striking workers.23 There were also attempts to recruit retired engi-
neers as strikebreakers.24 Secondary school and university students were particu-
larly keen to offer their time and energies as strikebreakers. In Venice, students, 
boy scouts and women of the Red Cross worked on trains to secure passenger 
services.25 In Florence, 160 volunteers from the Alliance of City Defence took 
up service in post offices to substitute for strikers. 26 The young black-shirt Mario 
Piazzesi was proud – though a little bit fatigued – to act as a crumiro, a deroga-
tive Italian term to indicate a blackleg.27 He also mentioned, with a touch of envy, 
that volunteers armed with regular Army rifles had been sent to Bologna to act as 
strikebreakers.28 

In Bologna, Mortara’s directive was indeed followed to the letter. From 24 to 
29 January, “volunteer vigilance squads” were set up to perform “public order 
duties”, enjoying the full support of the local military command, the prefect and 
police authorities. The 123 volunteers, led by “9 officials”, were deployed to pro-
tect a train depot and coal yard, substituting for regular troops, which could then 
be deployed for patrol and public order services. The volunteers were all armed 
with carbines provided by the military authorities and wore civilian clothes with 
a “white and red armband”. Improvisation and lack of proper training led to a 
couple of accidental injuries resulting from the misuse of firearms. Despite such 
incidents, official reports all agreed that the volunteers were quite effective in pre-
venting thefts of coal and other materials.29 According to the prefect of Bologna, 
“their action has been broadly appreciated and should be further encouraged”. 
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Students from the “pre-military training battalion” also cooperated to substitute 
for striking postal workers.30 Military authorities committed to responding to the 
strike in a similar fashion. General Ugo Sani, the local military commander, issued 
a wall poster calling for volunteer motorists to transport food and other supplies 
during the strike. Sani invited “veterans” and “citizens” to enlist in special corps 
“for the exclusive interest of the country”, in the name of the same “patriotism” 
that they had shown during the war. 31 Sani’s words are particularly interesting, as 
they indicate a substantial overlap between external and internal enemies. 

The establishment of civilian-government cooperation initiatives stemmed 
from joint bottom-up and top-down efforts. Patriotic associations dedicated to 
strikebreaking and work replacement were autonomously mushrooming through-
out the country. These included the Permanent Committee for National Defence 
in Vicenza, 32 the National Alliance in Venice, the Alliance of City Defence in 
Florence, the Association of Volunteers for Public Services in Rome, the Associa-
tion for Social Renewal and Defence led by future Prime Minister Ivanoe Bonomi 
in Mantua and, as we will see, the Association of Social Defence in Bologna and 
the Committee of Civil Organisation in Milan. 33 These largely spontaneous forms 
of mobilisation had several points in common with the government’s outlook and 
actions. While the postal and railway workers strike was still going on, Nitti sent 
the umpteenth circular letter explaining how to manage the protesters and enforce 
law and order. The prime minister exhorted prefects to “try to encourage a spirit 
of resistance in all kinds of forms”. He added that 

Citizens in the first place must resist abuses. If people understand the dangers 
of the present situation, then they have the duty to organise themselves and 
react. Repression can be avoided only if resistance increases. I approve any-
thing people do in response to excessive strikes, as far as people do not want 
to merely react.34 

As Nitti explained, one of the main reasons for preventing and, if necessary, 
repressing strikes lay in the weakness of the Italian economic system, still largely 
subject to foreign imports and credits. 

It is no surprise then, that what were, for certain sectors of the middle classes 
and for the authorities, manifestations of patriotism in a collaborative and col-
lective effort to preserve peace and order, for socialist organisations were mere 
acts of strikebreaking and reaction. According to the Socialist Party’s newspa-
per L’Avanti!, the capitalist bourgeoisie, the government, the conservative press 
and the bourgeois parties were all working together to call for “the support of 
self-styled citizens of order to restore public services”. These “so-called citi-
zens” were invited to act as crumiri. Some of them, the “daddy’s boys”, “stu-
dents” and other “loafers by definition”, were deployed for work replacement, 
substituting for rubbish collectors, stokers and tramway drivers, often ineffi-
ciently or unsafely. Others, the newspaper claimed, the more “violent men”, 
were instead called upon to collaborate in quashing the emancipation of the 
working classes.35 
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The January 1920 strike in many ways paved the way for new forms of bour-
geois mobilisation. From then onwards, civilian volunteering in the case of a strike 
had two forms. On the one side, there was the defence of public order through the 
organisation of units of armed volunteer auxiliary police with the aim of support-
ing and assisting ordinary state police and military forces. On the other side, the 
mobilisation of citizens responded to the imperative of securing public services, 
from train and tram services to sanitation, food supplies and street lighting. Strike-
breaking practices and volunteer work replacement were, therefore, considered 
vital to the defence of the social fabric and public order, along with more direct 
and confrontational forms of repressive intervention. These attitudes mirrored 
deep-seated and long-standing outlooks and political cultures in large sectors of 
the Italian middle classes. 

Loss of support 
Faced with the perceived threat of complete disruption to the foundations of 
the social order, various sectors of Milan civil society established a Committee 
of Civil Organisation ( Comitato di organizzazione civile) in January 1920. The 
committee was an “association based on the principles of order and aimed to 
fight any kind of social movement acting against the principle of state author-
ity and social peace and preventing public services from operating”. It fostered 
inter-class cooperation to prevent social struggle and, at the same time, claimed 
to help “the poorest people”. It gathered together veteran groups, monarchical 
and liberal clubs, professional associations of shopkeepers and tenants, industrial 
associations and Benito Mussolini’s  Fasci di combattimento.36 Following the 
great postal and railway workers’ strike in January 1920, the committee “organ-
ised and provided personnel to replace workers on strike”37 and became the main 
“reservoir” of patriotic citizens from which volunteers could be recruited. On 19 
February 1920, the prefect of Milan, Angelo Pesce, put out a call to raise a corps 
of “Volunteers of Order”. Their aim would be to cooperate with police forces 
to prevent and repress crimes against “persons and properties” and so quash 
the wave of criminality that was plaguing the city, also as a consequence of the 
continuous social disorder. Both private citizens and patriotic associations could 
apply to become volunteers. All members would be armed with “revolvers or 
rifles”, and those without “gun licences” were provided with “special authori-
sations”. The volunteers were to be organised under the command and respon-
sibility of police officers. Although open to “upright and courageous citizens 
belonging to any social class and political party”, the volunteers received no 
remuneration and were to patrol the streets in their spare time, so that despite 
claims of inter-class cooperation, it is somewhat doubtful that the working class 
played any part in the initiative.38 The prefect’s proposal was warmly received 
by employers, patriotic associations and politicians.39 The newspaper Corriere 
della Sera enthusiastically welcomed his commitment to fighting crime and saw 
in it a prelude to the establishment of a real “city militia [milizia comunale]” 
that could enforce law and order more effectively and more promptly than the 
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ordinary police forces.40 Others agreed: a private citizen asked the prefect to 
create a “corps of Citizens’ Patrols, like those operating in other cities”. 41 As we 
will see in the last section, these references to militias and Citizens’ Patrols are 
not accidental. 

Although the Volunteers had the approval of the local bourgeoisie, the prefect’s 
initiative immediately provoked the opposition of Milan’s socialist mayor, Emilio 
Caldara. In Caldara’s view the Volunteers were a serious threat: “in an atmosphere 
of passion and high tension [elettricità]”, in which people continuously “fire 
revolver or rifle shots”, arming volunteer citizens and giving them “the authority 
to use weapons” was an extreme danger in itself, not to mention a serious embar-
rassment to “the authority of the state”. The creation of the Volunteers, Caldara 
prophesied, would mean “the reactionary elements, who had carried out the most 
provocative strikebreaking actions during working-class agitations, will be able 
to get a foot in the door of the state police”. This, Caldara concluded, might result 
in “civil war”. In linking the activities of the Volunteers with those of strikebreak-
ers, Caldara was not simply resorting to the usual socialist argumentation but was 
stressing the crucial role that the newly established militia would play in social 
conflicts and, therefore, their implicit partiality. 42 Just a few days after the calls for 
volunteers to enlist had been put out, Minister of Justice Mortara aligned himself 
with Caldara’s positions. In fact, given the strong presence of an “anti-socialist 
party” in Milan, Mortara feared that direct, institutional support for the recruit-
ment of volunteers would have severe political repercussions for the government. 
At the same time, loyal to his long-lasting commitment to recruiting auxiliary 
volunteers, Mortara invited Pesce to leave these sorts of initiatives to private citi-
zens and associations, so that the government would not be deemed accountable 
for their actions.43 This is a crucial turning point in the attitude of the government. 
Without formally delegating a portion of the state monopoly to recognised private 
organisations, but by simply turning a blind eye to forms of vigilantism, Mortara 
only unleashed forms of organised private violence against the so-called subver-
sives. The consequences would be felt for a long time. 

The need to maintain good relations with Milan’s moderate and reformist social-
ist city administration eventually obliged the government to appoint a new prefect 
to replace Angelo Pesce. 44 His successor, Enrico Flores, nevertheless pursued the 
same policy of collaboration with the city’s patriotic forces as his predecessor had 
done. In June 1920, it was again an impending railway-workers’ strike that pushed 
the government to look for the collaboration and support of “experienced citizens 
willing to operate in the public interest”.45 Nitti asked prefects to collaborate with 
industrialists and employers, who “are among those most affected by the strike”, 
in order to create “squads of volunteers” to replace the striking railway workers. 
Moreover, the support of “citizens willing to cooperate with the authorities to 
enforce law and order” was extremely welcome as long as they remained under 
the orders of police officials, Nitti concluded. 46 

In Milan, prefect Flores soon started organising “squads of volunteers” to serve 
both as replacement workers and as “armed squads” to protect infrastructures, 
industrial premises, banks and warehouses.47 Again, however, collaboration with 
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local patriotic associations under the auspices of government directives was frus-
trated by political qualms and perplexity. On 17 June, just three days after issuing 
his first order, the national chief of police, Vincenzo Quaranta, urged the prefect to 
avoid establishing a “special corps of volunteers to support the police forces” as it 
was deemed politically compromising for political authorities to take full respon-
sibility for the action. Again, Quaranta suggested not giving “official character to 
the institution” of the volunteers and “letting private citizens take the initiative”.48 

Despite advice to the contrary, prefect Flores made further agreements with 
the local military authorities to establish “a civil organisation against popular 
upheavals”. Again, the “civil organisation” would be formed of two branches. A 
first group, composed of “elements with technical functions” to be recruited with 
the support of the Regional Federation of Industrialists, would serve as a work-
replacement unit to be deployed in case of “interruption to public services”. A 
second group, the “military auxiliaries”, would be in charge of enforcing public 
order under the command of military personnel; all members of this group would 
be armed with regular military rifles. When popular upheavals broke out on 24 
June, a first unit of 200 auxiliaries was recruited.49 As Flores stated, the “use 
of every single piece of civilian energy” and the “spirit of initiative”, shown by 
the city’s “social organisations”, “in support of state powers against any form of 
public disturbance” had been “my first concern since taking office”. The “patrio-
tism”, proof of which the good citizens of Milan had demonstrated during the war, 
had now, according to the prefect, to be redirected in support of “state authority” 
against internal enemies.50 The case of Milan clearly shows how the government’s 
contradictory policies and attitudes towards bourgeois mobilisation contributed to 
create subversive attitudes among the middle classes. 

Milan was not the only city were such dynamics occurred. The Association of 
Social Defence in Bologna is also a somewhat paradigmatic case. It is usually 
analysed by scholars as a forerunner of local fascism,51 although its strikebreaking 
activities have been generally overlooked. Again, this is not to underestimate its 
connections with the first fascist squads in the city, but rather to stress that those 
connections were made possible first and foremost by the common ground of 
anti-strike mobilisation. 

The association’s early origins lay in the spontaneous reaction to a massive 
strike. In April 1920 local trade unions and the Chamber of Labour called a gen-
eral strike in protest at the massacre of Decima di Persiceto (5 April 1920), in 
which eight day labourers were killed and 45 wounded by the Army. The strike 
immediately progressed into an almost complete stoppage of public services and 
factory work, which was on a much wider scale than the railway strike of January. 
Tired of “those who wanted to suppress the most elementary liberties”, a group 
of citizens established a Civic Committee and prepared an exonerating report to 
be presented to the government.52 In the document delivered to Nitti and Quar-
anta, the citizens stated that the recent strike was “the last event in which we are 
prepared to take part without the vigorous engagement of volunteer defence and 
protection”. What made them furious, in particular, was the tolerant attitude of the 
authorities towards strikes that interrupted public services: they had, they claimed, 
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to suffer the “outrageous event of the suspension of public lighting at night”. The 
complete interruption of public services and production was considered danger-
ous not only for economic reasons, but also because “it created a situation of 
anxiety and distress, made worse by the spread of false news (voci fantastiche)”. 
Panic also spread as soon as the workers at the city bake-house went on strike, as 
they were immediately accused of starving children. “What else should we wait 
for”, clamoured one of the leaders of the committee, “no bread can be bought”, 
“the city has been in darkness for three nights”, “trains have stopped”, there is “no 
mail”, “no sanitation”.53 

In the face of such a state of affairs, the report condemned the change in gov-
ernment policy: “not having been invited to give a show of civilian resistance”, 
as in the past, the “citizens” had no other option than to organise themselves. 54 

Faced with the government’s impotence, many citizens started to think they would 
exercise their natural right of “self-defence”. If the good citizens had so far been 
“trustful in the very concept of liberty” and “had yielded to the government their 
means of defence”, now these means had to be “created by ourselves”, the commit-
tee declared.55 According to the supporters of the Civic Committee, the rise of “civil 
conscience” was first and foremost because of their “loss of confidence” in govern-
ment action.56 As soon as the report spread across the city, conservative and social-
ist newspapers alike spoke of the return of the so-called pattuglioni (big patrols),57 

although the committee deemed this a “fantasy”.58 As we will see, the pattuglioni 
referred to were vigilante formations which had been organised in the pre-war 
period and had clear connections with the Citizens’ Patrols, a long-established mili-
tia that had been cooperating with police forces in patrolling the streets of the city 
since the early nineteenth century. The issue reached parliament, where the socialist 
member Lionello Grossi asked the government to explain why a “Committee of 
citizens in Bologna” wanted to create “organisations with the same duties as those 
of the State, including those of armed police”. The answer from the under-secretary 
for home affairs was telling: while he excluded any informal or formal authorisation 
by the government, “civilian volunteering . . . responded to a free and fully legal 
individual activity” that the government had to protect from interference.59 

Established in June 1920, the Association of Social Defence represented the 
institutionalisation of these first forms of civilian mobilisation. Its statute clearly 
stated the aims and objectives of the association: “to cooperate . . . in continuing 
absolutely necessary public services in case of major general or partial strikes, 
thus making the authorities’ tasks easier”. Strikes were not to be banned, but the 
freedom to work had to be secured along with the “freedom to strike”, the only 
“exception” being public service strikes, which had to be absolutely outlawed 
and repressed.60 In the following months, the association was involved in mul-
tiple propagandistic activities as well as concrete strikebreaking mobilisation. In 
November 1920, for example, the association created a substitute urban public 
transport service using lorries supplied by local employers and agricultural entre-
preneurs to be deployed in case of strike.61 

Feelings of betrayal and disdain towards the government did not change when 
seasoned politician Giovanni Giolitti took office as the new prime minister in 
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June 1920. In July 1920, the association warned that if the prefect did not prevent 
a socialist rally from taking place, the “healthiest segments of the citizens would 
rise up and act in self-defence” against the enemies of “social coexistence”.62 In 
October, an implicit threat was made by several members of the association and 
local politicians: they repeatedly stated that in the name of “self-defence” they 
were ready to react against the “State within the State” represented by socialist 
local administrations. That these were not just words soon became clear. In a 
memorandum to the authorities, the leaders of the association publicly stated that 
their aim was to gather, “always in arms, and always together”, all those men who 
were ready to “defend with any means our principles and our sacred right”.63 On 
at least one occasion, in November 1920, members of the nationalist paramilitary 
formation, Sempre pronti (Always Ready), guarded the premises of the associa-
tion.64 To bolster their propaganda efforts and even their strikebreaking activities, 
in September the association decided to hire a group of “300 young men, to be 
armed”.65 The association also made contact with the local fascists led by former 
anarchist Leandro Arpinati, although it, is unlikely they recruited any of them. The 
local black-shirts soon assumed a role as the armed wing of fearful citizens. As 
many historians have reconstructed it, the Association of Social Defence in some 
way paved the way for the full development of local fascism, which found spaces 
of initiative and a broad consensus for its violent and brutal methods among 
wide sectors of the respectable bourgeoisie. The so-called massacre of Palazzo 
D’Accursio, in which fascist action squads from Bologna, Ferrara and other cit-
ies of the Po Valley provoked a series of incidents and violent confrontations on 
the day Bologna’s new socialist administration was inaugurated (21 November 
1920), left 11 people dead: ten socialist militants and one nationalist councillor, 
Giulio Giordani, who quickly rose to become a “fascist martyr”. According to 
the national chief of police, the event was the starting point of a process of legal 
and illegal dismantling of socialist presence in the economic, political and social 
life of the province and, more generally, the beginning of a mass campaign of 
destruction carried out by fascist squads throughout northern and central Italy in 
the months to come.66 

Long-lasting self-defence of the bourgeoisie 
As the examples cited have shown, strikes were not merely economic manifesta-
tions but a genuine obsession and a real nightmare for large segments of the 
Italian middle classes. The Association of Civil Defence’s report clearly out-
lined the true panic that strikes aroused. References to dark cities without public 
lighting, dark hospitals where patients were left without care, fathers unable to 
feed hungry children, the spread of false news that “nobody can confirm”, con-
jured powerful images of a social order shaken to its foundations.67 The very 
same Volunteers of Order in Milan were (allegedly) established to counter the 
spread of crime that was making the city unsafe. Right-wing newspapers, civilian 
associations and state authorities alike used highly politicised and almost apoca-
lyptic terms. The Volunteers were needed to carry out the “sound work of civil 
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preservation” in order to “eradicate once and for all the evil tree” of criminality, 
claimed prefect Pesce.68 Mortara, in urging prefects to organise corps of volun-
teers, contrasted the efforts of “honest citizens” with the “wild aggression” of 
subversives.69 

While Italian authorities did not underestimate the potential threat represented 
by the strike wave that hit the country in the immediate post-war months, they 
probably failed to fully grasp what the strikes, disorder and protests represented 
for “honest citizens” and certainly failed to appreciate the lack of trust held by 
these good bourgeois citizens in how the state was dealing with the increasing 
social conflicts. This contributed to a significant underestimation of the inherent 
psychological and emotional power of the strikes. Those involving public ser-
vices, in particular, were seen as a threat to the entire foundation of society, not 
only because their supposed aim was to ignite revolution, but also because they 
prevented the orderly functioning of society and caused a waste of public money. 
Behind the interruption of the electricity supply, many saw the spread of crimi-
nality in dark cities; behind the stoppage of local trains and tramways, a blow to 
individual freedom of movement; behind the strike of municipal bakeries, a threat 
to children and the sanctity of the family; behind the strike of agricultural day 
labourers, the first step towards collectivisation and a threat to national wealth. 
Such fears could not simply be considered propagandistic claims; they in fact mir-
rored deep-seated political cultures and outlooks that made it almost impossible to 
see strikes anything other than clashes of “civilisation”. 

Faced with what they believed was an impending revolution, local associations 
and committees and state authorities spoke of the necessity for “self-defence”. 
Self-defence soon became a social imperative, totally unrelated to the very rigor-
ous and limited specimens of criminal law. 70 Referring to popularised versions of 
the social contract and natural law doctrines, honourable citizens always insisted 
on their right to defend themselves where the state failed to provide protection and 
defence. In a letter to the local prefect, the Association for Social Defence spoke 
of the need to act in “self-defence against the wounded dignity” of “citizens”.71 

An article in the conservative newspaper Il Progresso was even more explicit: 

in the same way the Law forbids individuals to use weapons, but allows it for 
legitimate self-defence, so, too, should the community be allowed legitimate 
self-defence. The bourgeoisie, stifled by insane and criminal people, see their 
own existence as being in great danger. . . . They have not only the right but 
the duty to resist and fight.72 

Mortara himself – despite his legal education and his position as a senior 
magistrate – stated that “using weapons” in cases of major strike was a “form of 
self-defence to protect the homeland (Patria) and civilisation against any wild 
aggression”.73 

Undoubtedly, the deep political crisis that affected Italy in the aftermath of the 
Great War was largely the result of huge problems inherited from the war period. 
However if we look at it from a specifically strikebreaking angle, interesting 
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continuities with the pre-war period emerge. The introduction of the 1889 Penal 
Code recognised workers as having both the right to strike and the right to work. 
After some years in which the code was not substantially implemented in terms 
of concrete protection of workers’ rights, Prime Minister Giovanni Giolitti intro-
duced a new policing policy based on state neutrality in social conflicts. There 
were, however, significant exceptions. Pasquale Arena, a professor of law, claimed 
in 1908 that the state should act according to the “holy right of self-defence” and 
use both repression and replacement workers in response to public service strikes. 
“No one can deny the state the opportunity to ban public service strikes in order to 
defend its own existence”, stated his colleague Guglielmo Sabatini.74 

Continuities also emerged in terms of actual practices of civilian mobilisa-
tion. Throughout the chapter we have seen that in Bologna, in particular, but 
also in Milan, patriotic citizens or organisations referred several times to patrols 
or pattuglioni (i.e. big patrols). The terms come from a very specific institution 
particular to Bologna, the so-called Citizens’ Patrols ( Pattuglie cittadine ). Estab-
lished in 1827, under papal rule, the Patrols were intended to support local police 
forces in patrolling the streets at night, a task they retained after Italian unifica-
tion. Although largely ineffective and disorganised, they nevertheless represented 
an institutional opportunity for the grouping of bourgeois reaction during the 
major strikes of 1906 and 1908 and again during the so-called Red Week of 1914. 
The pattuglioni were in fact groups of “good citizens” which took to the streets 
shoulder to shoulder with members of the Citizens’ Patrols, forming indeed “big 
patrols”. They performed strikebreaking tasks, which soon degenerated into vigi-
lante activities. They made arrests and carried out searches autonomously and on 
one occasion tried to destroy the local Chamber of Labour. 75 

In the new and highly conflictual context of the immediate post-war years, it is 
interesting that references were made to Patrols and pattuglioni to justify legitimised 
forms of strikebreaking and vigilantism. According to the conservative, but pro-
government, newspaper,  Il resto del Carlino, the Association of Social Defence had 
tried to resurrect the pattuglioni of 15 years earlier. True “liberal consciousness”, 
the newspaper claimed, “rejects this: it rejects this because it is against the very 
conception of state authority and the modern state”.76 Others, in contrast, whole-
heartedly praised the re-establishment of pattuglioni as the sole and unique reaction 
against impotent authorities.77 The “myth” of the Patrols helped place the new phe-
nomenon of fascist  squadrismo within a longer tradition of civilian mobilisation 
and violence. Writing a few weeks after the March on Rome, a semi-unknown law 
scholar, Ettore Vulterini, resorted to the example of the Citizens’ Patrols (“a private 
armed corps”) in Bologna to justify the violent actions perpetrated by fascist squads. 
According to Vulterini, to save the state and social order, citizens had the right to 
organise themselves and, weapons in hands, to react against “delinquency and 
thugs”. This was what citizens in Bologna had done as members of the Patrols 
and the pattuglioni before the war and immediately after the end of the conflict, and 
what fascists had done in more recent times, Vulterini sustained. Such forms of 
self-organisation were considered a fully legitimate reaction to mortal threats to 
the nation once the ordinary police forces proved to be impotent and weak.78 
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By looking at the interplay and mutual relationships between state authorities 
and patriotic associations through the lens of armed voluntarism, this chapter has 
highlighted the crucial role played by strikebreaking in radicalising the social 
struggle and making private intervention a fully legitimised course of action. 
The persistence of patterns, experiences and models, for example in terms of the 
debate on state intervention in public service strikes or anti-strike activities, made 
post-war strikebreaking a plausible, thinkable and ultimately legitimate course 
of action. 

Mortara’s and Nitti’s attempts to involve “honest citizens” in the defence of 
order and “civilisation” was a huge political gamble. However, this did not nec-
essarily represent a dismissal on the part of the Italian authorities of the state 
monopoly on physical violence. As many scholars have shown, forms of coopera-
tion between legal authorities and good citizens precisely in the case of major 
strikes were common throughout Europe, both before and after the Great War. 79 

However, civilian mobilisation in Italy took on quite strong vigilante implica-
tions, as the recurrent references to self-defence testimony. 80 Members of the 
Association of Social Defence or the Committee of Civil Organisation were not 
hotheads or ultra-reactionary mobs; they were men wholly concerned with the 
need to restore order and the correct functioning of society and the economy 
disrupted by strikes and popular upheavals. While they wanted to restore law and 
order and strengthen state authority, their very existence was the consequence of 
a derogation from the principle of state monopoly on physical violence. We have 
seen that Nitti’s and Mortara’s instructions, as well as those given by prefects at 
the local level, clearly testify to an acknowledgement of the state’s prerogative 
to have exclusive and full control over the civilian volunteers. However, this pre-
rogative could in many cases be ignored in the light of contradictory instructions 
and political opportunism, as happened in Milan after Mayor Caldara’s protests. 
This had the effect of paving the way for forms of autonomous mobilisation by 
“honourable citizens”, completely outside state control and legitimisation. After 
all, calling for the support of patriotic citizens was a risky political gamble: if the 
state was strong, credible and legitimised, then both state authorities and private 
citizens would feel themselves part of the same community of destiny; if the state 
was de-legitimised and there was a wide discrepancy between rulers and civil 
society, then a call for help and support would be perceived as a sign of weakness 
and would encourage vigilante (i.e. anti-state) initiatives. What is paradoxical 
is that Nitti and other government officers justified their contradictory attitude 
towards supporting civilian mobilisation in the name of political impartiality, 
electoral opportunism and, ultimately, respect for the state’s role as a neutral and 
impartial mediator in social conflicts. It was this perceived betrayal in the name 
of democratic and liberal principles (no matter how opportunistic they might 
be) that pushed the now mobilised “honest citizens” to go it alone, precisely in 
the name of self-defence. In the face of a weak state and an impending socialist 
threat, breaking the law was the only way, they believed, to restore law and order. 
It was in the grey zone between the defence of public order and fears of subver-
sion that fascism could prosper. 
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This does not mean, however, that the ultimate convergence of these “good 
citizens” into fascism was inevitable. The contradictory attitudes of the political 
elites towards the involvement of private citizens in public order and strikebreaking 
tasks helped shed light on the difficulties the liberal elites encountered in finding 
a credible balance between order and freedom in times of rapid social and politi-
cal change. The political system was “incapable of answering citizens’ requests 
for change but nevertheless capable of preserving and reproducing itself”.81 Nitti’s 
attempt to involve private citizens in the defence of the state was just the last stage in 
a long and conflictual relationship between the Italian state and its “loyal classes”. 
In the context of the liberal state’s enduring crisis of legitimisation, solutions were 
extremely hard to find, if they might be found at all. In a speech in 1914, Alfredo 
Rocco, a law scholar and future minister of justice during the fascist dictatorship, 
spoke of the necessity to substitute “state protection” with “private defence”. “The 
private intervenes”, Rocco argued, “when the State has broken down. . . . Therefore, 
what should be condemned is not private defence in itself but the return of the State 
to past eras of juridical evolution”.82 In the light of these words, we may won-
der whether the involvement of private citizens in public functions might have had 
some chance of success in strengthening the shaken legitimacy of the liberal state. 

Nitti’s gamble was an attempt to bring the country out of political stalemate. In 
the end, all it did was open a Pandora’s box. Paradoxically, the fragile legitimacy of 
the liberal state was ultimately destroyed by neither popular upheaval nor the con-
sequences of full democratisation but by those forces mobilised to oppose them. 
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