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After a slow takeoff following the 2004 publi‐
cation of a study by Benedetta Garzarelli on fas‐
cist  propaganda  abroad  focusing  primarily  on
France and Germany, scholarly interest in the cul‐
tural diplomacy of Benito Mussolini’s regime has
gained momentum in the last few years.[1] Within
the context of the various dimensions of Il Duce’s
resort to soft power, historiography has progres‐
sively  addressed  the  sponsorship  of  Italian
schools and the promotion of the Italian language
and culture outside Italy as surreptitious means to
build  up consensus for  fascism among the emi‐
grants from the peninsula and the Italophiles in
foreign  countries.[2]  An informative  addition  to
the latter  trend results  from Tamara Colacicco’s
monograph.  Specifically,  the  author  walks  in  a
heretofore rather uncharted territory, except for
her own preliminary research,  and reconstructs
the fascist endeavors to spread and, consequently,
to exploit Italian studies in British universities for
propaganda purposes in the two decades preced‐
ing Rome’s entry into World War II.[3] 

The  author  aptly  places  the  fascist  strategy
against  the backdrop of  the centrality  of  educa‐
tion and the latter’s connections to political issues
that Mussolini’s regime inherited from the previ‐
ous liberal governments, which, especially under
Francesco Crispi, had tried to capitalize on the dif‐
fusion of Italian culture abroad in order, for in‐

stance, to involve the expatriates in their mother‐
land’s  colonial  ventures  in  the  late  nineteenth
century.  This  diachronic  approach  in  the  first
chapter of the volume, however, soon yields to an
almost literally geographical mapping of the histo‐
ry of Italian studies and their political use at the
University College of London and the University
of Oxford, the two bailiwicks of the discipline in
the United Kingdom thanks to the work of respec‐
tively  Camillo  Pellizzi  and  Cesare  Foligno  (both
initially lecturers,  then professors of Italian lan‐
guage and literature), as well as at the Universi‐
ties of Bristol, Cardiff, Leeds, Liverpool, and Man‐
chester.  Such  a  perspective  offers  detailed  ac‐
counts  of  the  development  of  Italian  studies  at
those  single  institutions  of  higher  education,
along with an accurate chronological description
of  the  efforts  and  activities  of  their  promoters.
However, a more solid history of both the fascist
soft power in the British academia and the coordi‐
nation of Mussolini’s cultural diplomacy with his
foreign policy in the interwar years would have
arisen from a parallel analysis of the events con‐
cerning the ups and downs in the overall expan‐
sion of Italian studies in Great Britain rather than
from  a  separate  examination  of  the  diverse  re‐
gions of the country. 

With  its  summaries  of  the  main  issues  dis‐
cussed in the previous sections at the end of each



chapter, the structure of the volume reflects less
the framework of an academic monograph than
the outline of a doctoral thesis. The fact that the
latter is the genesis of Colacicco’s research is also
revealed by some naiveté,  such as,  for example,
the implicit  attempt at  distinguishing the fascist
government  from  the  fascist  regime  (p.  183).
Moreover, the author’s repeated stress on the nov‐
elty of her work, achievements, and findings also
risks  dissatisfying  many readers  other  than  the
faculty members on her original dissertation com‐
mittee. 

Yet, drawing on extensive and previously un‐
tapped archival sources in both Italy and the Unit‐
ed Kingdom, Colacicco did write an original book.
She  really  casts  light  to  largely  ignored—but
nonetheless relevant—features of Mussolini’s cul‐
tural diplomacy in Great Britain and other related
matters, even if her volume does not raise many
problems and is sometimes more descriptive than
analytical. 

Colacicco persuasively argues that the fascist
regime relied on the enhancement of Italian stud‐
ies at the university level for propaganda purpos‐
es in the face of its failure to establish both the
Gruppi  Universitari  Fascisti  (Fascist  University
Circles)  and  the  Comitati  d’Azione  per
l’Universalità di Roma (Action Committee for the
Universality  of  Rome)  across  the  Channel.  She
identifies the Italian professors and lecturers, op‐
erating in the United Kingdom, who directly or in‐
directly supported Mussolini’s scheme, reapprais‐
ing their relations with the regime and conclud‐
ing  that  only  Pellizzi  and  Foligno  were  deeply
committed to fascism and actively contributed to
Rome’s  propaganda  machinery.  Others—such  as
Mario Praz, a lecturer at the University of Liver‐
pool from 1923 to 1931 and a professor at the Uni‐
versity  of  Manchester  from 1932 to  1934—were
chiefly fellow travelers with an apolitical attitude.
In the case of Foligno, Colacicco specifically revis‐
es  an  earlier  assessment  of  his  stand  by  the
Dizionario biografico degli italiani as an alleged

dissenter  who  sought  abroad  the  freedom  of
thought he could not enjoy in Italy. In particular,
she  maintains  that  his  belated  application  for
membership  in  the  Fascist  Party  in  1932  was  a
mere stratagem, which was intended to prevent
suspicions about his propaganda activities.[4] 

The  gallery  of  the  academicians  in  Italian
studies  at  British  universities  also provides  an
overview of both Italy’s intellectual expatriates in
the United Kingdom and their response to the fas‐
cist regime. A few pages also deal with anti-fascist
exiles, such as Gaetano Salvemini who vainly ap‐
plied for  a  professorship  in  history  at  London’s
Bedford  College,  and  scholars  who  pursued  job
opportunities by crossing the Channel to flee the
thick  political  and  cultural  cloak  of  Il  Duce’s
regime in Italy. Conducting a probe into the fascist
appeal to the native high cadres in Great Britain,
too, the volume muses over the Italian and British
elites  and appropriately  offsets  previous  studies
focusing on the reaction of the masses in the larg‐
er and primarily working-class Italian communi‐
ty, even when that research has addressed the po‐
litical role of an academician such as Pellizzi, who
was also the cofounder of the Italian fascist club
in London in 1921 and held the office of state del‐
egate for the network of these associations in the
United  Kingdom  from  December  1922  to  July
1925, when he resigned amid criticism for his ef‐
forts to reach out to English aristocrats and bour‐
geois ultra-rightists to the detriment of concerns
for immigrant laborers.[5] 

Colacicco concludes that the Italian language
made little inroads into Great Britain mainly be‐
cause  of  the  English  persuasion  that  this  idiom
was less useful than others, while, in the milieu of
such  an  industrial  city  as  Manchester,  socialist
feelings also helped curb the use of Italian culture
as a propaganda tool. Furthermore, she holds that
a  favorable  reception  of  fascism was  limited  to
small circles of British Italianists, conservative in‐
tellectuals  fascinated  mostly  by  theories  of  the
corporativist state, and Catholics who appreciated
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Mussolini’s  settling  of  the  Roman Question.  The
latter  were  also  the  longest  supporters  of the
regime  because,  instead  of  withdrawing  their
backing in the wake of  the Italo-Ethiopian War,
they maintained it until the late 1930s, when it be‐
came clear that Il Duce was a threat to peace. 

Colacicco makes a cursory reference to Folig‐
no’s role in the establishment of a lectureship at
the University of Dublin. However, with respect to
Catholics’ advocacy of Mussolini, one might won‐
der why she did not extend her study to Northern
Ireland, where fascist groups operated in the Ital‐
ian communities  of  Belfast  and Londonderry.[6]
One could also easily take issue with the premise
of Colacicco’s research, namely, the thesis that the
United Kingdom was the main target of fascist cul‐
tural  diplomacy,  especially  in  the  mid-1930s  be‐
cause, among other reasons, the regime was inter‐
ested in securing London’s green light for Rome’s
colonial  venture  in  Ethiopia  and  recognition  of
the subsequent proclamation of Italy’s empire. In
fact, Mussolini paid equal—if not even greater—
attention to the United States, not only for his in‐
terest in Washington’s response to the war in east‐
ern Africa for diplomatic and commercial reasons
but  also  on the grounds that,  unlike the British
case, smooth naturalization procedures after five
years of residence could turn Italian immigrants
in  North  America  into  an  influential  pro-fascist
political  lobby.[7]  Nonetheless,  Colacicco  has
made a  valuable  and praiseworthy contribution
to the knowledge of the teaching of the Italian lan‐
guage and culture in Great Britain in the interwar
decades as well as to a better understanding of Il
Duce’s soft power in that country. 
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