
                          Foot, J. M. (2022). A Micro-history of Fascist violence. Squadristi,
Victims and Perpetrators. Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 27(4),
528-549. https://doi.org/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454

Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
License (if available):
CC BY-NC-ND
Link to published version (if available):
10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454

Link to publication record in Explore Bristol Research
PDF-document

This is the final published version of the article (version of record). It first appeared online via Routledge at
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454. Please refer to any applicable terms of use of the publisher.

University of Bristol - Explore Bristol Research
General rights

This document is made available in accordance with publisher policies. Please cite only the
published version using the reference above. Full terms of use are available:
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/red/research-policy/pure/user-guides/ebr-terms/

https://doi.org/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454
https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/en/publications/621eb0aa-662e-4a08-9703-44027127bb30
https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/en/publications/621eb0aa-662e-4a08-9703-44027127bb30


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmis20

Journal of Modern Italian Studies

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rmis20

A micro-history of Fascist violence. Squadristi,
victims and perpetrators

John Foot

To cite this article: John Foot (2022): A micro-history of Fascist violence. Squadristi, victims and
perpetrators, Journal of Modern Italian Studies, DOI: 10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 08 Apr 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 65

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmis20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rmis20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rmis20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rmis20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-08
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1354571X.2022.2045454&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-04-08


A micro-history of Fascist violence. Squadristi, victims 
and perpetrators
John Foot

University of Bristol, UK

ABSTRACT
Fascist violence, particularly with regards to Italy and the rise of the movement, 
has generally been played down by historians. Moreover, when it has been 
discussed, the focus has been on the perpetrators rather than the victims. This 
article looks to recentre the experiences of the victims of fascist violence 
through the use of methodologies drawn from everyday life approaches and 
micro-history. Using one case of ‘ordinary’ fascist violence in Italy in 1922, the 
article examines the outcomes and effects of this violence on the victims, the 
role of the emotions before, during and after violent events – fear, panic, 
revenge – and the understanding of this violence in the aftermath of the actual 
violence. Conclusions are drawn with regard to the role of violence and its 
historical framing in Italy in the 1920s and 1930s.

RIASSUNTO
La violenza fascista, in particolar modo in Italia durante l’ascesa del fascismo, è stata 
tendenzialmente sottovalutata dagli storici. Inoltre, quand’anche se ne è discusso, si 
è parlato molto più degli squadristi che delle vittime della violenza “nera”. Questo 
articolo si propone di mettere al centro le esperienze ed emozioni delle vittime della 
violenza fascista attraverso l’uso di metodologie elaborate a partire dagli studi sulla 
vita quotidiana e dalla microstoria. Attraverso la discussione di un caso di “ordinaria” 
violenza fascista in Italia del 1922, l’articolo esaminerà gli esiti e l’impatto di questa 
violenza sulle vittime, il ruolo delle emozioni prima, durante e dopo i fatti di violenza 
– paura, panico, vendetta – e il modo in cui questa violenza è stata rielaborata 
successivamente. In conclusione, si tratterà più in generale del ruolo della violenza e 
del suo contesto storico in Italia negli anni venti e trenta del Novecento.

KEYWORDS Fascism; violence; Squadrism; micro-history; victims

PAROLE CHIAVE Fascismo; violenza; squadrismo; microstoria; vittime

How can we produce microhistories of Fascism’s victims if we do not know who 
they are? (Michael Ebner 2017, 82).1

Introduction. A Fascist raid,1922

13 February 1922: It was dark; between 8.30 and 9 pm in winter. Most people 
in the countryside were already asleep. They had to wake up early, to work. 
Suddenly, at a place called the ‘old paperworks’, an isolated house close to 
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the Bisenzio river, near Prato in Tuscany in Central Italy, the silence was 
broken by loud knocking on the door and shouting. A number of armed 
men were outside, and they had been drinking. It was not their first raid of the 
night. The men described themselves as fascists, and were looking for specific 
people – communists, they said, and they shot at the door. Instead of giving 
themselves up, the men inside the house fired back. One of the fascists were 
killed outright, and another was injured. The rest fled. By the time the police 
arrived, all the men had gone on the run, leaving the women in the house 
alone. By February 1922, events of this kind were commonplace. Fascist raids 
had taken place across the country throughout 1921. This article will take this 
one moment of ‘ordinary’, everyday fascist violence, and the subsequent 
investigation and trial into those events, as a basis for a deeper understand-
ing of that violence in terms of emotions and victims in Italy in this key period.

From 1919 onwards, and with force between 1921 and 1922, groups of 
armed men in Italy carried out numerous raids, personal attacks and acts of 
destruction across the country. They beat people, murdered others, burned 
down houses and other buildings, and forced many into public acts of 
humiliation. Numerous others were threatened. This armed political move-
ment was known as squadrismo, after the groups, or squads, who were at its 
heart. Individuals within this movement were dubbed squadristi. Most, if not 
all, were also supporters of fascism. Squadrism was usually a form of collective 
paramilitary violence, which aimed to harm and hurt individual ‘enemies’, but 
also create fear amongst a wider group. Squads used a variety of weapons 
and tactics. Violence was also directed at buildings and symbols.2

Everyday, ordinary, unexpected fascist violence was an extraordinarily 
effective tactic in terms of taking control of the political landscape and 
destroying activism in the left and union movement. By taking an ‘insignif-
icant’ example from that period, and studying it in detail, from all points of 
view, we can further understand the power and effects of that violence. I am 
not arguing here that this moment was particularly important in itself, but 
rather that its very ordinary nature is significant, partly as similar events were 
repeated many times across Italy in this period. Ordinary violence when 
studied in detail brings out the power of fascist activity and why they were 
able to take power so quickly.

Historiography: violence and victims

In his study of fascism in Tuscany, Frank Snowden wrote that ‘we need not 
rehearse the dreary history of squadrist exploits, which are well known in 
outline and differ little from similar events elsewhere in Italy’ (1989, 70).3 

Snowden’s quotation summarises a certain attitude of historians towards 
squadrismo, as unworthy of study in itself, or something which is, to all intents 
and purposes, already known (D’Orsi 1985, 179). Yet we know relatively little 
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about squadrismo, in particular in terms of its victims, and the effects of that 
violence at a micro and everyday level. For example, there are still no reliable 
overall figures of the dead and injured in the violence which marked post-war 
Italy (Franzinelli 2019; Fabbri 2013, 615–622; Rossi (Tasca) 1938).

Only recently, except for a few isolated studies, has squadristi violence 
begun to be taken seriously by academics. As Alessandro Saluppo has argued, 
‘historians have been reluctant to examine squadristi violence in both its 
historical depth and its cultural specificity, the meanings that informed its 
actualisation and interpretation, as well as the ways in which violence dis-
solved and reconfigured communities’ material and experiential contexts’ 
(2020, 1). Moreover, until relatively recently, historians have been much 
more interested in the causes of violence, or its political impact, than the 
violence itself, especially in the Italian case. The reasons for this can only be 
guessed at (and have not been studied in themselves) but might include the 
concentration on the anti-fascist resistance amongst many scholars after 
1945, the duration of the regime itself (squadrism was not studied seriously 
when fascism was in power), and the domination of the Nazi model in terms 
of fascist violence (Ben-Ghiat 2004).

Many historians have also downplayed or ignored Italian fascist violence, 
particularly in comparison with the Nazis. In fact, the very comparison with 
Nazism reinforced cultural stereotypes about Italians and undermined 
a realistic assessment and understanding of fascist violence in Italy. Ben-Ghiat 
has written of a ‘a severe underestimation of Italian violence’ (2004, 145). See, 
for example, the work the word only is doing in this sentence from a historian of 
fascism: ‘“only” a few thousand suffered a violent death through political 
violence in Italy from 1919 to 22, and these were due mainly to street battles 
and attacks on left-wing local headquarters (although there were some delib-
erate assassinations)’ (Eatwell 2011, 178). Italian fascism has often been defined 
and judged by what it isn’t – Nazism – a comparison which, as Ben-Ghiat states 
‘fostered a witting or unwitting underestimation of Fascist violence and com-
mitted both within and outside of Italy’ (2004, 137). Nazism was the real deal. 
Italian fascism was a ‘fraud’ led by a ‘buffoon’. These stereotypes also fed into 
post-war politics, and the powerful and much-studied trope of the ‘good 
Italian’, which has deep roots. As Goeschel argues, ‘these popular stereotypes 
have long impeded a serious exploration of the comparative history of Fascist 
Italy and Nazi Germany’ (2016, 617; Focardi 2013, 2014, 5–8).

Italian Fascism itself, once it became a regime, generally had also played 
down the violence of squadrism, although this violence underpinned the 
regime throughout the period of its existence. Celebratory or commemorative 
tropes were employed. Many of the former squadristi leaders – Giuseppe Bottai, 
Giuseppe Caradonna, Achille Starace, for example – became respectable poli-
tical figures. Post-war interest in the squadristi was marginal, the subject was 
largely avoided in popular culture, a few monuments to victims of squadristi 
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violence were put up but nowhere near as many as those dedicated to the 
resistance, nobody interviewed the surviving blackshirts, a small number of 
memoirs were published but barely registered. A series of local studies did look 
at the period of the squads in the 1970s and 1980s, but often these works 
moved quickly onto the regime itself and the role of local leaders under fascism 
(Colarizi 1971; Kelikian 1986).

Where does squadrismo fit into theories of violence? It was both private 
and collective in form, although sometimes it veered towards both or either 
of these spheres. It was entirely criminal, but often not seen as such by the 
authorities, and certainly not by those involved. It was political, but also often 
social, and sometimes simply personal – the settling of local scores. Philip 
Dwyer has written that ‘there are no manuals on how to do the history of 
violence, and no clear-cut methodology’ (2017, 9). Violence often seems 
a messy, slippery concept, both in theory and in practice. It is also true that 
there were no manuals, no guides, as to how to carry out political violence 
itself. The playbook up until 1920–1921 largely included political riots and 
demonstrations and had been outlined by the left. Fascists created a new and 
original script, which had been experimented with during the period of 
interventionism and war. They also drew on past tropes, such as those from 
nationalist wars and slogans.

Violence was ritualistic, and carried symbolic power, but also highly . . . 
violent. Rituals hurt and killed. Symbols were attacked but also bodies – people 
and their heads, arms, guts, intestines. Fascists aimed to provoke real bodily 
harm, but also shame, disgrace, public humiliation, collective fear. What could 
be more humiliating than being forced to praise your enemies in public? What 
could be more demeaning, for anyone, than soiling yourself, in front of hun-
dreds of onlookers? Distinctions used within theories of violence don’t really 
work for squadrism, which aimed at a multiplicity of outcomes – forced migra-
tion of its victims, silence (to the point of death), destruction of an entire 
movement, party, and idea, but also social repositioning (the end of union 
power, strikes, economic struggle).

We thus know much about the symbolic and linguistic aspects of fascist and 
Nazi violence, but less about the realities of that violence. Moreover, and as 
a connected point, within this literature very little space has been reserved for 
the experiences and stories of the victims of fascist violence in Italy in particular 
(apart from in a few famous cases) during the period of the rise to power.4 

Statistics in this case tell us very little. This tendency mirrors the way that the 
‘years of lead’ of the 1970s in Italy were studied and understood – with 
a concentration on the perpetrators and their stories and experiences – until 
the ‘turn to the victims’ transformed the paradigm in the 2000s (Glynn 2013). 
Some victims were high profile in fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, but these 
tended to be the ‘fascist martyrs’ and those ‘civilians’ killed by socialists or 
communists thanks to ‘red’ violence – who were important for propaganda. 
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‘Ordinary’ victims – the vast majority – were removed from the story. Historians 
have shown little interest in the everyday victims of fascist violence, and their 
experiences. Even when research claims to be discussing the victims, it rarely 
does so (Saluppo 2020).5 The point of view and the main interest remains that 
of the squadristi and the fascists.

This article will argue that we need to turn the lens around. Can we see things 
from the viewpoint of those waiting inside farmhouses, late at night, for that 
knock on the door, or afraid to even go to a bar or take a train for fear of being 
recognised and beaten? This article will use tools linked to micro-history and 
everyday life studies to examine and tell the stories of a few ordinary victims of 
fascist violence in Italy – and the ways in which one moment of extreme 
violence changed their economic, physical, and emotional lives. It will also 
use that story of ‘ordinary’ violence from Italy in 1922 to draw and reflect 
upon more general conclusions. By 1922, for many Italians, violence had 
become ‘an everyday experience [and] Every new act of violence evoked past 
acts and induced new terror’ (Millan 2017, 29).

The experience of bodily harm, exile (internal and external), economic 
ruin, trauma, the witnessing of violence carried out to others and fear of 
further attacks – as well as the loss of homes, livelihoods, social roles, and 
professional work – will be analysed using archival documentation and 
other materials, and, following Carlo Ginzburg, by reading between the 
lines, looking for clues, signs and details (Ginzburg 2013). This project 
aims to use micro-history to dig down into the details of one ordinary 
event, as a way of creating a deeper understanding of fascist violence as 
a whole, and its power. Fascist violence was totalising and devastating. It 
was an extraordinary political tactic, which worked through repetition and 
intensification across the countryside and cities of Italy in 1920–1922. 
Fascism has too often been seen through its leaders; we need to turn the 
lens around. By analysing the victims, we can understand why fascism was 
victorious, and so innovative, in terms of its use of organised, brutal, 
targeted political violence.

Methodologies

Micro-history was born in the 1970s in Italy as a radical alternative to big, 
schematic historical methodologies, whereby history moved along 
straight, ideologically defined, teleological tracks. The reduction of scale 
and the overturning of hierarchies of ‘importance’ also entails the break-
ing-down of disciplinary boundaries. Micro-history naturally allies itself 
with anthropological methods of study, as well as ethnography and it 
has strong links with the approach and the ‘democratic’ understanding 
of sources which can be found in oral history. Geography also comes to 
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the fore, as Saraceno puts it, with ‘attention to the physical environment 
where daily life is located and where familial and kinship relationships take 
place’ (1991, 175).

Micro-history and oral history connect with an interest in everyday life, 
with the supposedly banal and the normal. As Lüd tke writes:

Historians of everyday life are interested in people’s practices. What do they do, 
and how do they do what they do, on workdays and on holidays alike? . . . How 
do they encounter space and time and appropriate those as spatiality and 
temporality? (2006, 4)

Trial documents, such as those available in the Fioravanti case, discussed 
below, allow us to hear the voices from the past, through testimony and 
witness statements, as well as letters and affidavits. There can also be seen as 
a form of filtered oral history (Seymour 2020).

Everyday life studies have repositioned the way we understand dictator-
ship and have helped historians and others move on from stale and politi-
cised debates (Lüdtke 1989b; Arthurs et al., 2017). In situations without free 
speech and open political discussions, everyday life can also be the only way 
we can try and understand how people experienced, supported or resisted 
dictatorship and repression. These micro and everyday ways of seeing things 
also provide fresh ways to understand archival materials. The tendency to see 
archives as ‘the truth’ and ‘the facts’ – a powerful trope in Italy through the 
hegemony of the work and culture inspired by the historian Renzo de Felice 
and his school, needs to be challenged. Police archives and spy reports are 
also highly subjective, telling us as much about the fascist state as they do 
about the people they are following and reporting on, and provide a mass of 
intimate details, letters, communications, which tell us a great deal, depend-
ing on how they are read, on subjectivities, daily life and micro-historical and 
personal reactions and lived experiences.6 They are a combination of fact and 
fiction, although they have rarely been seen as such (Zemon-Davis 1987; 
Franzinelli 2002: Brunello 2002).

In the context of this one incident, and through a micro-historical 
approach this article will now attempt to understand the influence of ordinary 
fascist violence at a human level, and to delve deeper into the physical and 
mental and social effects of that violence on people’s lives and bodies – and 
on their futures. In other works, micro-histories have been used to create 
‘collages of miniatures’ (Arthurs et al. 2017, 4). Here, we have one story at the 
heart of our analysis. By micro-history I mean the reduction of scale to a micro 
level, but also an attempt to embrace the ordinary, the everyday and the 
‘insignificant’ in order to explain wider trends and outcomes. It is more than 
simply a telling of one story, but a radical methodological argument which 
goes further than this: only by a study of the micro can we begin to 
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understand the macro. It is a rejection of big explanations and broad conclu-
sions. These victims matter, and their ordinary stories are part of history in 
a broader sense.

Violence in the rise of Italian fascism and Nazism has often been spoken 
about in the abstract, or described in cold, technical terms. But each beating, 
each blow, each death, each threat, every witness to violence carried a legacy 
of individual, physical and mental signs – which often led to trauma, fear, 
long-term physical and mental injury. Alessandro Portelli has interviewed 
those in Terni in Italy who had witnessed fascist violence. Many years later 
a man called Bruno Zenoni remembered that ‘the incident, I was a child, made 
a deep impression on me’ (Portelli 2014, 114).

Lives were destroyed forever, as were livelihoods and businesses. Violence 
was real, it opened skulls and left blood stains, but it also left mental scars and 
a deep-rooted and sometimes permanent fear of repetition, sleeplessness, 
limps and scars. It also left victims continually looking over their shoulders, 
anticipating the next attack. This visceral nature of violence rarely emerges 
from historical writing. Once Mussolini and Hitler were in power, everyday life 
was marked by the constant threat of violence and repression. There was no 
escape (Eley 2017, 248). Potential victims of fascism imagined a horrible future, 
every day and (especially) every night. For many, their uchronic dreams of 
socialism and communism and a new, more just, social order turned into 
uchronic nightmares, where the imaginary was employed to the full. As 
Corner has written, ‘terror was linked not only to fear of very real reprisals but 
also to the world of rumoured nemeses, in which the victim’s own imagination 
was brought powerfully and terrifyingly into play’ (2002, 331). ‘It was reported 
that people ‘constantly “fear the worst”’ (Millan 2017, 29).

Fascist violence created collective and individual trauma. Individuals who 
were targeted went on what can only be described as odysseys during which 
their lives were utterly transformed, in every way possible. Family and friend-
ship and political connections were severed in a brutal way. Identities were 
crushed. Names were altered. There was a brutal before and an after, as with 
the Fioravanti family in 1922, in the case discussed in detail below. As Corner 
has written, ‘people lived, moved, talked – in short, expressed agency – within 
this climate of fear’ (Corner 2017, 437). But how do we know there was fear? 
How did it manifest itself?

We have hard evidence of fear. It is mentioned in reports, such as this from 
a Police Inspector in the Province of Rovigo in April 1921, which described how 
fascist violence was deployed ‘to keep in a perpetual state of intimidation people 
who truly, in some places, are so traumatized and frightened, one could even say 
terrorized, that they completely avoid public places and never leave their homes’ 
(Ebner 2011, 23). Fear also brought stigma. Socialists were often accused of 
‘cowardice’. Fascists claimed that they were happy to die. These categories 
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were often linked to the war which had just finished, where socialists had been 
accused of being ‘shirkers’ and ‘saboteurs’, ‘deserters’ and ‘traitors’. If a socialist or 
trade unionist sought police protection, this was further proof of their ‘cowardice’.

Let us be clear here: the shooting incident in the ‘old paperworks’ on the 
12 February 1922 that forms the heart of this article was not important, in any 
classic historical sense. Nobody could argue that it changed Italy, or even Prato, 
or even the history of the zone where the Old Paperworks stood, in any 
significant way. This was a minor event – a footnote (and not even that) – in 
the bloody civil war which erupted across Italy after 1918. The Calamai raid and 
death barely merits a mention even in local histories of fascism. Nobody has 
bothered to find out what happened to the Fioravanti family after 1922. 
Nobody has studied the Fioravanti investigation and trial in 1924, whose 
documents can be found in a bulky folder in the Florence State Archive.

But as the history of micro and oral history has shown, ‘unimportant’ and 
minor events matter. As Portelli has put it ‘the death of an obscure factory 
worker in an obscure industrial town is a historical fact of great significance 
and deep implications’ (1991, viii; Lüdtke 1989b). These micro-moments can 
tell us much about what happened, on the ground, in those years – how 
fascist violence was experienced and how it was understood, subjectively and 
objectively, by the different actors involved – the victims, the perpetrators, 
the by-standers, the police, the judges, the jury, the journalists, the historians 
themselves – and how it was framed and spun and re-invented after it had 
happened. The detailed study of such micro moments is also important 
because they take us into the heart of the experience of those years. They 
were local, close to home, visceral and far more common than the big, set 
piece murders of famous politicians or trade unionists. The banal and almost 
accidental nature of these raids was terrifying. They also help us understand 
how effective fascist violence was. Fascists were good at violence. It worked. 
They used violence in ways that had never been seen before, and were 
copied by others in Germany, Spain and elsewhere. Their violence brought 
victory, and power.

Micro-history of a Fascist Raid,1922

Let us now return to the countryside around Prato on 13 February 1922, on 
that dark, silent night interrupted by loud knocks on the door, and shouts. 
OPEN UP! OPEN UP!7 Eight or nine men had turned up outside, uninvited – 
armed with guns, stones, batons and daggers. They were fascists and they 
were on the hunt for subversives – in this case, communists. It was the 
group’s second visit of the night to a private home in that area. Earlier that 
evening, they had carried out a similar raid nearby. They had also spent some 
time in a local bar, where they had a chance meeting with a young ex- 
communist (and now fascist) called Ischiras Calamai. They asked him about 
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local subversives, and he directed them to the Fioravanti family, while making 
the fateful decision to tag along himself. A local fascio group had just been 
formed in the area, and this was their first, organised ‘act’ – a Fascist-style 
‘punitive raid’ on a relatively small scale. It was their baptism, and it would 
end in disaster. The new group had announced its presence by putting up 
a large, pink poster around town. Include image?

One section read as follows:

WE WILL DEFEND THE SACRED FAMILY, OUR VENERATED FATHERLAND AND 
THE PROPERTY OF ALL OUR CITIZENS – WITH WORDS AND WITH ARMS – WITH 
ARDOUR AND WITH OUR HEARTS – FROM ANY ATTACKS AND FROM THE CRAZY 
IDEAS PUT AROUND BY EVIL RUFFIANS

‘With words and with arms’, they had promised – and they kept to their word. 
Stones and sticks were used to beat on the door, and shots, it seems, were 
also fired from outside (although all these events were contested at the 
subsequent trial). The short report in the Corriere della Sera the next day 
confirmed the threats and shots from the fascists: ‘the fascists . . . threatened 
to open the door and knocked violently . . . as well as firing revolver shots’ 
(Corriere della Sera 1922). There were no witnesses beyond those involved 
directly. Reports were based on testimony, although later a detailed forensic 
analysis of the event was carried out.

Stones were also thrown onto the roof.8 Inside, two women: Arista Benini 
and her daughter Giusta Fioravanti were in the kitchen, behind the front door, 
as were three men: Donato Fioravanti, 59 and his two sons Pietro, 22 and 
Enrico, 20. The three men were said to be ‘artisans’ (although elsewhere they 
were described as ‘rural day labourers’). Those inside shouted to those out-
side, asking who was there: the first reply was ‘friends’, the second was 
‘fascists’. We can assume that the Fioravanti family were terrified, and with 
good reason.

For the last fourteen months or so, across Italy, there had been constant 
stories in the press about fascist ‘punitive expeditions’ across Italy – and many 
of these raids had taken place in rural areas, and had often targeted isolated 
farmhouses, at night. This dramatic moment at the ‘old paperworks’ fitted that 
pattern. In a way, it was to be expected, especially by those connected to the 
left. Sooner or later, the fascists, the Fioravanti might reasonably assume, would 
presumably turn up at their front door. The Fioravanti family would have been 
well aware that trade unionists and others across Italy had been dragged from 
their homes in the dead of night and shot dead, sometimes in front of their 
families. From inside, Pietro told the fascists to return in the daytime. ‘At night’, 
he said, ‘we will not open our door to anyone’. Yet the fascists insisted, trying to 
break down the door.
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As communist sympathisers (we know this is true for at least one of the 
Fioravanti brothers, Ernesto, who was allegedly sometimes referred to as 
‘Lenin’ – a nickname recorded on trial documents) they would have been 
aware of the risks they faced, that night. They would have been afraid, but 
also ready. They might even have discussed tactics – and they could well have 
heard about the earlier raid in the same area that evening and seen the large 
and threatening poster that same day. They had purchased guns recently and 
naturally would have wanted to protect their family, and their own lives, as 
well as their property. Similar incidents had taken place close to home over an 
extended period. The Bisenzio valley had been the setting for intense local 
conflict throughout the post-war period, and high levels of violence.

The choices facing the Fioravanti family that night were therefore compli-
cated, but also stark. The stakes were extremely high. Should they hope for 
the best, and take (just) a beating, in the expectation that they would not be 
killed? Or should they fight back, and defend themselves, with all the con-
sequences that such an act would bring? Those who had attacked or killed 
fascists had usually been arrested and given long sentences, Revenge had 
often been swift and disproportionate.

Many others, they would have read or heard about, had been beaten 
savagely (Fabbri 2013, 615–622). Some had seen their houses burnt down. 
A few had been executed inside their own homes. A Socialist deputy had 
been murdered in the street – Giuseppe di Vagno in Mola di Bari in 
September 1921 (Franzinelli 2019). A councillor had been beaten to death. 
Others had been drummed out of their homes, stripped naked, or tied to 
trees, or thrown into freezing water. Thousands of incidents of this kind had 
taken place. A number had been forced out of their own hometowns and 
threatened with further violence if they attempted to continue trade union or 
left-wing activism (Fabbri 2013; Caretti 1983). Perhaps the Fioravanti had 
discussed this very eventuality, and their options, perhaps not. We will 
never know. We do know how they reacted that night.

So that dark night, when the knocking and the shouting and the shooting 
started, the Fioravanti family feared the worst. They knew, or thought they 
knew, what was coming next. This could be their last night on earth: it felt like 
a life-or-death moment (even if it might not have been). As Saluppo has 
written about the tactic of ‘raids’, ‘All contemporary accounts and memories 
convey images of families cast into a state of paralysing fear, crying for mercy 
or desperately trying to prevent the squadristi from taking away their loved 
ones’ (2020, 6). The actual events of that night were debated, and were 
discussed in depth at the trial which finally took place in Florence in 
November 1924.

Drawing on the historiography of the emotions, and everyday life and 
microhistory methodologies, we can now try to understand how that 
moment, and its aftermath, was experienced by all involved (Albanese 
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2012, 113–131; Bourke 2006; Gervasi 2018). Fear was experienced on both 
sides. We can also assume the young fascists felt afraid and were fortified by 
drink. Certainly, the way both ‘sides’ reacted betrayed this sense of collective 
fear and anguish – of the perpetrators, the victims and the by-standers. The 
outcome was tragic.

For the Fioravanti family, cowering inside their own house, guns in hand, it 
was a question of self-defence and self-preservation. A decision was made – 
perhaps on the spur of the moment, maybe thanks to a previous discussion by 
the family or the brothers. At the subsequent trial the defence lawyer talked of 
the reaction of those inside, of their fear, of the ‘cries and . . . shouts of terrified 
children’. Pietro then said, according to the version provided by the family, ‘they 
have opened the door’. Two shotgun shots were then fired from the inside, into 
the darkness, containing dozens of tiny metal pellets that fanned out over 
a wide area. The door had been ajar before the firing took place (there was 
a dispute as to who opened it). ‘The daughter Giusta’ then said, ‘oh God, Pietro 
has fired . . . take your clothes and run!’

One of the young fascists outside, Ischiro (or Ischiras) Calamai, 21, was 
fatally injured – the young man who had suggested going to the Fioravanti 
house in the first place. He fell face down onto the ground. Nine shot pellets 
(used for hunting) penetrated his chest. Some of these pellets, extracted from 
Calamai’s chest, are now in a tiny brown envelope in the State Archive in 
Florence. Calamai was a recent recruit to fascism. He had fought in the war 
but had also been a young communist activist after returning home. He was 
thus a former comrade (and, in some versions, even a friend) of Pietro 
Fioravanti. They knew each other. According to some reports both Calamai 
and another of the fascists, Alighiero Bini, had ‘a good relationship’ with the 
Fioravanti brothers. Micro-history allows us to unpack these familial and local 
relationships, to enter into the visceral details of what had become a kind of 
civil war.

There is also the question of context. Less than a month had passed since 
the high profile killing of the 23-year-old capo squadrista and ex-Legionnaire 
in Fiume – Federico Guglielmo Florio – in Prato by a communist (and 
‘deserter’) called Cafiero Lucchesi. Florio’s murder on 17 January 1922 led to 
days of fascist violence in and around Prato. The local fascists may also have 
been looking for revenge, that night, for that murder (Di Sabato 2003; Bici 
2014; Ferri 2001; Giaconi 2011). Lucchesi fled to the U.S.S.R. where he was 
shot during one of Stalin’s purges in 1938.

The Fioravanti brothers had not passively accepted their fate, whatever it 
might have been. In many other cases, in Italy and Germany, victims were 
‘literally paralyzed with fear’ (Corner 2002, 330). Meanwhile, the other fascists 
fled, leaving their dying comrade on the ground, All the Fioravanti family 
abandoned the scene. When the authorities turned up, alerted by a phone 
call, they found the house empty, with food still on the table and wet clothes 
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ready to be hung up to dry. Communist publications were discovered in the 
house. Calamai’s body outside had its hands in front of it, his hat still on and 
his fists clenched. His pockets contained five lire, a comb, a box of matches 
and a ribbon in the colours of the Italian flag

Everyday life theorists have stressed the importance of the normal and the 
banal in explaining how violence became justified and justifiable. The inci-
dent at the ‘old paperworks’ had become the new normal by February 1922. 
The raid itself was an example of pointless, copycat, almost senseless vio-
lence, leading to a needless tragedy. The squadristi were young, inexper-
ienced, small in number, poorly equipped and travelling on foot. Fascist 
violence over an extended period had created an aura. It was ‘constantly 
present even when it was not concretely put into action’ (Millan 2017, 28). It 
worked so well that, in the end (under the regime) it wasn’t needed except in 
exceptional circumstances. Without that aura of violence, would the 
Fioravanti brothers have stood behind their door with shotguns at the 
ready that night, and would Calamai’s life have been spared?

According to the Fascists in their witness statements their intentions were 
peaceful, noble even – it was even said that the fascists had been ‘holding out 
an olive branch’ and were ‘engaged in peaceful persuasion’. They were simply 
looking to ‘convince’ local communists – and in particular Ernesto – to 
renounce their ‘faith’ with a public statement of repentance. At most, they 
claimed they were aiming to intimidate and humiliate local ‘subversives’. 
Earlier that night, after all, they had visited the house of another ‘communist’, 
who had been ‘persuaded’ (at gun point) to sign a ‘retraction, written by his 
wife and dictated by the fascists’ (he was illiterate). This seemed to satisfy the 
fascists in that case, who then moved on to the fatal encounter at the ‘old 
paperworks’.

Why did the three Fioravanti men disappear, if they had acted in self- 
defence? By the point, the ‘normal’ rule of law was no longer offering any 
protection to the victims of fascist violence. The Fioravantis knew what 
the possible consequences were for shooting at Fascists – and especially 
for killing a blackshirt – were: possible summary ‘justice’, imprisonment 
until trial, brutal interrogations by the police or carabinieri – and a guilty 
verdict. Better to try and go on the run or emigrate and change your 
identity, even if this meant the abandonment of your job, home and 
family. But running away was also seen as an admission of guilt. Choices 
were limited. Fascist violence imposed its own rules beyond those of 
‘liberal democracy’.

It was a life-changing moment, for the whole family – a moment which 
signalled a before, and an after. Nothing, for the Fioravanti family, would ever 
be the same again. As Saluppo has written, ‘The viciousness and capillary 
character (almost private) of violence destroyed communities, scattered 
families and bankrupted people’s sense of reality’ (2020, 3).
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Historians have generally not looked at these ‘minor’ moments of 
violence and tragedy in any detail or seen them as objects of study. 
For fascism itself, as well, the incident at the ‘old paperworks’ in 1922 
was a relatively unimportant moment. Most attention under the regime 
was paid to the young dead fascist – Calamai – who became an official, if 
minor, ‘fascist martyr’ (Chiurco 1929, 44). Fascist martyrs were important. 
Being an official martyr implied an exalted status in Fascist Italy, with 
money, status and resources (and sometimes housing) for the family left 
behind, memorials, commemorations in large exhibitions and museums, 
a presence in histories and lists, and – in the 1930s – special tombs and 
crypts in places including Florence or Siena, alongside other fascist 
martyrs (Suzzi Valli 2008, 101–117). In Florence this new site was housed 
next to the glorious national space of the Santa Croce – and visited by no 
less an historical figure as Adolf Hitler, alongside Mussolini in 1938 
(Corriere della Sera 1934; Staderini 2008, 195–214). The elaborate opening 
of the martyr’s crypt in Florence took place in 1934, on the eve of the 
anniversary of the March on Rome. Squadristi from the post-war period 
carried on their shoulders the coffins (which were being re-buried). There 
were rounds fired and an orchestra was on hand.

Outcomes. Fear, Division, Dissolution

So, it could be argued that this story of a raid, a skirmish, of death and broken 
families near Prato in February 1922 is insignificant in the general scheme of 
things. But if we use the tools of micro-history, things begin to look very 
different, and can take on much deeper and significant meanings, as well as 
telling us much about the way fascist violence worked and was experienced. 
Violence moves from being a statistic, or a newspaper report, towards being 
an actual, bodily moment of emotional trauma and a turning point, which, 
when translated across thousands of similar incidents, helps us understand 
how fascism won and what its impact was. With a micro and everyday lens, as 
Lüdtke writes, we can:

. . . give (back) a human face to the victims of . . . fascism . . . the joys and 
sufferings, longings and worries of earlier generations have often left little 
more than a smudged imprint on the material sources that remain or are 
encoded there in a cryptic form. (Lüdtke 1989a, 13)

Violence, when we see it up close, and in detail, is no longer just a bland 
number, but something that wounds, traumatises and destroys.
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The Trial,1924

In 1924 the state was finally called upon to judge and pronounce a sentence 
in terms of the events at the ‘old paperworks’ from 1922. By then, fascism 
held the reins of power, including those of the justice system. The autho-
rities, as in many other cases, tried to distort the truth of that night, turning 
the victims into perpetrators, and the perpetrators into victims. For the 
Italian prosecutor the three Fioravantis were guilty of having worked 
together as one to murder Calamai and try to murder Bini, forming what 
he called ‘a single criminal chain’ (Di Sabato 2003, 247). Meanwhile the 
fascist aggressors were largely presented as rational, humane, even ‘peace-
ful’ (if perhaps over-zealous) patriots. Their actions that night were seen as 
normal, excusable, justifiable.

But Italy still had a jury system in 1924 – even if it would soon be 
abolished by the regime – and Donato, the father, was cleared. He was 
then released after more than two years in prison for a crime he did not 
commit, with only a cold bureaucratic document to accompany his 
return. Pietro and Enrico were absent from proceedings and still on the 
run, something which guaranteed a guilty verdict. If they had stayed for 
the jury trial, they might also have been cleared. The next day the two 
brothers were convicted by two judges in the absence of a jury in 
a separate and brief trial, as the rules permitted for absent suspects 
(Corriere della Sera 1924a). The lawyer representing the brothers argued 
that they had acted in self-defence, while the prosecutor called for 
a weaker version, citing ‘serious provocation’. They were fugitives now 
also with guilty verdicts on their head – having killed a young fascist and 
were both sentenced to 10 years, 1 month and 23 days in jail, of which 4 
years and 3 months was marked off thanks to various amnesties. It was 
a sentence that pleased neither side but was relatively mild given the 
climate of the times.9 Fioravanti’s lawyer, the well-known Socialist 
Ferdinando Targetti, argued that the men had only escaped to save 
themselves from a lynching, and spoke of ‘a large family [left] without 
a leader and without support’.

It is not clear if the brothers ever served any time in prison. The sons 
were separated from their father, the rest of their family, and their 
hometown – including their friends and former work, at least until the 
1920s. To complete the story I have discovered some traces of their 
presence in the central state archive. Both sons made it to France and 
attempts to bring them back failed. According to some reports they were 
arrested there, but not extradited, because the shootings had been 
‘political’ (Corriere della Sera 1924b). In 1926 one of the sons (the docu-
ments sometimes confuse them) was living under a false name in Paris, 
with a fake passport – and attempts to trace him further failed.10 He 
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seemed to be working in a factory but seemed to be constantly on the 
move. The rest of the Fioravanti family were said to be in a different if 
nearby town in Tuscany by then. At some point after that either one or 
both brothers returned to Italy and settled in the Pistoia area. In 1932, 
the ‘communist’ Pietro’s police file was closed in Pistoia and in 1936 he 
seems to have moved to the small mountain town of Pietrabuona.11 In 
1941 his central political file was also closed. It was said that he had 
‘provided evidence of repentance’. Even for the fascist state, this was not 
a high priority case, not worth putting on a show for, or even a show trial 
like those for other incidents of violence in 1920–1922.

Conclusion

Fascist violence carried out hundreds of raids similar to and often worse 
than that at the ‘old paperworks’ in 1922. These threats, burnings, humilia-
tions, actions penetrated deeply into the everyday lives of many people 
(even when they weren’t the actual victims) and transformed perceptions of 
space and time (Saluppo 2020, 4–5; Fincardi 2008, 17). Spaces which had 
seemed safe, welcoming, and secure – home, offices, workplaces, even 
Parliament itself – now became synonymous with vulnerability, insecurity 
and risk. People were increasingly afraid to go to out, visit local markets, 
taverns or even talk neighbours. They felt unsafe in their own homes. Their 
very language changed. Continued activism became impossible. Many 
Socialists and trade unionists had to go into hiding in their own country. 
Internal ‘refugees’ fled their hometowns or villages for the bigger cities of 
Milan, Turin or Rome, where they often moved from place to place and were 
assigned unofficial bodyguards. Many were eventually forced into exile. 
Personal and private spaces considered invulnerable and even sacred 
were swept away and ‘transformed into sites of fear of intimidation’ 
(Ebner 2011, 5).

For Saluppo:

The wave of punitive expeditions left behind immense material damages and 
uncountable disabled and scarred bodies . . . it undercut the basic sense of 
individual safety and security . . . whole communities were taken over by forms 
of paranoia and hyper-vigilance, which generated anxiety and insomnia. 
(2020, 8)

As Ebner has noted, ‘Although Fascists and their victims perceived squadrism 
as a continuation of the Great War, squads resorted to personal, highly 
symbolic, face-to-face violence and murder, rather than mass anonymous 
killing . . . although they could be exceedingly brutal, Fascist squads practiced 
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a selective, calibrated, and choreographed economy of violence’ (2011, 34). 
While they were on a raid, fascists were on a high. They enjoyed their work. It 
gave their lives meaning.

Our micro-story of ‘ordinary violence’ quickly slipped into obscurity, like 
many thousands of other similar moments in Italy after 1919 – which 
marked the rise and eventual triumph of fascism in every corner of the 
country. In this period, thousands more victims were added to the hundreds 
of thousands created by World War One. They died in their homes, in public 
squares, in the street, in bars and trade union offices, inside police and 
carabinieri stations, in prison. Additional widows and orphans were added 
to an already huge list. Their deaths, like those of the war itself, were 
contested, and quickly became ammunition in vicious and violent ‘memory 
wars’. Certainly, the fascists argued that ‘their’ victims had given their lives 
for the fatherland (and this was officially enshrined in law by an amnesty 
and other measures in 1922) and claimed many non-fascist victims of 
‘socialist violence’ as their own. Socialist and trade union deaths were either 
not acknowledged officially, or framed as part of a battle for order, and 
necessary revenge.

Despite not being a moment that made history, the shoot-out at the ‘old 
paperworks’ had vast repercussions for all the people involved – as did all such 
incidents. It had ‘historical’ consequences for the Fioravanti family and the 
Calamai family – separated and economically ruined in the first case, mourning 
the loss of a young son who had survived the war in the latter. When seem from 
above, that incident is banal, meaningless, of little importance. When seen from 
below, it is central and brutal, a turning point in the lives of those involved. 
Micro-history forces us to engage with what had become normal, by 1922.

Victims were forced to lead double or hidden lives as regimes took hold. In 
Italy some maintained their socialist or anarchist anti-fascist ‘faith’, but only in 
private, and often in secret. It was an almost schizophrenic existence. Anti- 
fascism was self-suppressed – it could not be expressed. Many ‘chose’ normal-
ity over socialism and resistance (as in the oft-repeated phrase ‘left politics 
altogether’). Some went right ‘over’ to fascism itself, either out of conviction 
or, in many cases, because they really had little option. Others pretended to 
do so, going through the motions. Those who didn’t submit at least publicly 
were repeatedly beaten, arrested, and lost their livelihoods and their families. 
It was a savage choice – and in many ways not a choice at all.

For the Fioravanti family, the outcomes from that night were nothing short 
of catastrophic. Donato, the father, was arrested soon afterwards (it is not 
clear if he was intending to go on the run definitively or not). He then spent 
more than two years in Florence’s forbidding, dark Le Murate (the walls) 
prison before trial. This led to pain and suffering (he was 59 years old) and 
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it also threatened the whole extended family with economic ruin as the 
women and children were left behind (accompanied by the stigma of the 
death of that young fascist).

As for the women and small children, we know little about their stories, apart 
from what we can glean from Donato Fioravanti’s increasingly desperate letters 
from prison, pleading for his case to go to trial. Their voices were heard at the 
trial, but only as witnesses, never as protagonists, and rarely as victims. Fascist 
‘violence . . . struck not only its victims but also its spectators’ as well as those 
who read or heard about incidents (Millan 2017, 29). Violence was widely 
publicised, both by the fascists and by the victims, and in newspapers as well 
as demonstrations, speeches, leaflets, posters and books. In the case of the 
fascists, publicity was crucial to strategy of terror. Both the fascists and the 
socialists published books listing incidents of violence by the other side, which 
tried to depict their opponents as brutal and heartless, and themselves as 
victims, or practitioners of defensive, noble, or preventative violence (Partito 
Socialista Italiano 1963; Fasci Italiani di Combattimento 1921). Competing 
martyr rituals were part of the divided memory of that period, which was 
fought out on the streets in a violent memory war. The fascists were the clear 
victors in that war, and the memory of their violence was sanitised and made 
‘honourable’ in the narratives which then took control (Foot 2009).

Let us imagine, if we can, the trauma, loss, fear, and economic insecurity 
wrought upon the Fioravanti family by a combination of fascist violence and 
state oppression and multiply those effects across Italy in the countryside and 
the cities. It is not difficult, in such a context, to understand how fascism was 
able to win the civil war. Fighting back made things worse. You were better off 
taking your punishment and hoping for the best and getting out of political 
and trade union life as soon as you could. Most of the time, the police and 
judiciary would not protect you, and would actively shield and support the 
fascists. It was a war with unequal sides and resources, and one which the main 
set of victims could never win. Squadrism was an extremely effective example 
of politicised, organised, domestic, illegal, and collective violence. Even when it 
failed, as in January 1922 in our own micro-story with its botched raid, it 
succeeded more generally. In a relatively short period of time, fascism routed 
its enemies, dividing and eviscerating them, and an entire mass movement, 
destroying buildings and organisations, and even entire institutions. Violence 
performed several functions at the same time, intimidating any possible oppo-
sition, and wiping out any material means of resistance (Saluppo 2020, 5). The 
Fioravanti family would never recover from that dark night at their home in 
January 1922. As with so many other raids and moments of fascist violence, the 
effects of those moments was totalising. One side was defeated, the other was 
victorious (despite its losses, which created martyrs). That one night, replicated 
many times, was enough to destroy any contemporary, or future opposition to 
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fascism’s consolidation of national power. Intimate, political, communal and 
emotional connections were wrecked. Fascist violence was effective on so 
many levels. It created the space for a regime which would last for twenty years.

Notes

1. Key work here includes Forgacs (1994, 2021). A crucial and almost unique 
comparative work, concentrating on the fascists and Nazis, is Reichardt 
(2009). For recent work on squadrismo and violence see Saluppo (2020), 
Millan (2013), Corner (2013), Baldassini (2002), Albanese (2006, 2014), which 
underlines the violence before and during Italian fascism’s seizure of power, 
and Suzzi Valli (2000) Millan (2014). More generally, with relation to debates 
around ‘consensus’, Corner (2002).

2. See also Millan’s definition of squadrism as of people: 

. . . acting as a group, and organising and planning according to paramilitary 
procedures; the use of military weapons as well as clubs and nightsticks; the 
performative and intimidatory nature of the violence, focused above all on 
instilling terror and distress; the refusal of legal justice and the recourse to 
summary forms of justice and vengeance; and the support of large swaths of 
the elite establishment. (Arthurs et al. 2017, 21).

3. In a similar vein leading Italian historian Paolo Spriano described fascist violence 
in the 1920s as ‘a story that has meanwhile been told down to its minutest 
details’, cited in Petersen (1982, 277).

4. See for Germany, where the study of the camps system has often (but 
certainly not always) concentrated on the victims Goeschel and Wachsmann 
(2012). Studies of stormtrooper violence often neglect the emotions and 
experiences of the victims in favour of an explanatory point of view which is 
centered on the perpetrators of violence, see for an example of this, Reichardt 
(2013).

5. There have also been several important social histories of fascism which have 
included violence as central to the understanding of the rise of the movement 
and the regime, see for example Dogliani (2008).

6. See, for a recent fascinating example, the use of the archives in De Grazia (2020).
7. This section is based on archival material in the Florence state archive relating 

to the investigation and trial which followed this incident, Archivio di Stato di 
Firenze, Tribunale di Firenze Atti in Materia Penale, Rito: Processi d’Assise, 1925, 
pezzo 25 and the written sentence, Sentenza, 1924, 86, newspaper reports and 
secondary historical material.

8. ACS, Processi d’Assise, 1925, pezzo 25. The fascists themselves were initially 
charged with ‘private violence’; one was arrested in possession of a gun.

9. The sentence for the brothers read as follows ‘conspiracy in murder . . . the 
evening of 13 February 1922 . . . at the Old Paperworks . . . voluntarily, and with 
the aim to kill using a rifle against Calamai Ischiras which caused his death 
una . . . Each of the two accused is given a sentence of ten years one month and 
23 days in prison . . . of which 4 years and 3 months is taken off due to 
amnesties . . . 12.2.1925’, Tribunale di Firenze Atti in Materia Penale, Rito: 
Processi d’Assise, 1925, pezzo 25.
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10. Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Rome, Casellario Politico Centrale, Pietro 
Fioravanti.

11. Archivio Centrale dello Stato, Rome, Casellario Politico Centrale, Pietro 
Fioravanti.
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