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Power of Parole: The Influence of Fascism on the Italian Language 

 If someone from Milan said parla come te manget — “speak as you eat” — and a 

Sicilian said parla comu t’ha fatto màmmata — “speak as your mother made you,”1 both 

would mean the same thing (DeMauro 105).  Each would be speaking in his native 

Italian dialect, which dates back to the nation’s earliest years, when regions existed as 

separate political and cultural bodies.  A tie between nationalism and the Italian 

language dates back to Dante2 — the poet identified the different dialects as versions of 

the same language and encouraged other Italians to use a standard form “to defend its 

purity and increase its expressive capacities” (Breuilly 3).  Though the language of Dante 

— the Florentine Italian dialect — was made the national language of the Kingdom of 

Italy when it was established in 1861, it was years before the different geographical 

sectors began to speak it regularly (Tosi 3).  At the time, it was hard to make a 

Neapolitan motivated to learn anything other than his native Neapolitan dialect — 

likewise with those from Venice, Sardinia, Piedmont, or any other region — for he 

simply would not have much use for it in his daily life. 

 World War I shed light on a problem with the dialects: The soldiers in the Italian 

national army needed a way to communicate with one another.  In the initial stages of 

the war, some were not able to understand military orders.  However, the war eventually 

																																																								
1 Additionally, a Roman could say “come parleggiate scicche” — “how chic you talk” — to the same effect. 
2 Dante did so in his work “On Vernacular Language” (Breuilly 3). 
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ended, with Italy on the winning side — a victory that ushered in feelings of patriotism 

and a population of soldiers from across the country that had at least a working 

knowledge of the Florentine dialect (Tosi 7).  This paved the way for a dramatic shift in 

Italian linguistics during the Fascist era. 

 The Fascist party drew heavily upon the post-World War I sense of nationalism in 

Italy to achieve its rise to power.  The movement — a shift towards a radical, 

authoritarian form of government — eventually dictated rules and regulations that 

allowed the party to influence almost every aspect of Italians’ lives.  Arturo Tosi — a 

professor of Italian at Royal Holloway, the University of London, and a sociolinguistics 

professor at Siena University — argued that the Fascist campaign pushed for three main 

objectives in regards to linguistics: “(1) repression of dialects; (2) opposition to the 

linguistic minorities; (3) purification of the national language through the exclusion of 

more foreign words, and the prescription of selected forms considered to be more 

‘Italian’ (the allocution voi instead of lei)” (7).  Tosi also said though Fascism left a mark 

on the “style of communication with the public” in Italy, its objectives were mostly 

ineffective in regards to linguistics because Italians continued to use dialects until the 

urbanization of the country and its transition to a more industrial economy (11). 

 Indeed, the demise of the Fascist party came about and the nationalistic ideology 

that had surged across Italy died down — as did the drive for a pure Italian standard 

language.  The number of Italians speaking the national standard did not start to really 

grow until the late 1960s and 1970s, a result of an expanding consumer economy and 

the spread of mass media3 (Ruzza 175).  However, though the first of Fascist campaign’s 

linguistic “objectives” — as detailed by Tosi — failed, the movement exerted a lasting 

																																																								
3 Ruzza elaborates on this idea on pp. 175-176. 
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influence on the modern Italian language in other ways (7).  According to a study by Pier 

Vicendo Mengaldo, a professor emeritus of the University of Padova, a significant 

portion of the words introduced to the Italian vocabulary during the Fascist era are still 

in use — just not always with the same meanings or with an interchangeable “foreign” 

synonym.  These words and phrases — alla frutta, assenzio, autorimessa — stand as 

examples of the Fascist period’s influence on Italian linguistics, a small but important 

chapter of the complex history of the modern Italian language.  

1. The Strength of Tradition: Meddling with Language in Italy 

 The Italian Fascist movement placed an emphasis on Italy, its history, and its 

power.  From 1922 to 1943, large amounts of propaganda and film allowed the Italian 

standard language to reach many people for the first time, according to Carlo Ruzza, a 

professor of political sociology at the University of Trento (174).  Fascism also created an 

almost-universal education system in Italy, introducing standard Italian to some of the 

poor or rural dwellers for the first time.  The Florentine dialect was Italy’s national 

dialect — and that was something the Fascists took pride in (Ruzza 174).  With the 

media and schools as its arms, the government was able to both make a push for using 

this form of Italian for all types of communication and alter aspects of the language —

 its grammar or vocabulary — to make it better fit with the Fascist agenda. 

 The Fascists seized all major Italian newspapers in 1925.  Before long, they were 

using the major radio stations to control their flow of propaganda.  By regulating all 

major outlets, the Fascists controlled both the information that was disseminated and 

the language in which it was communicated.  Tosi said the goal of Fascist diction was to 

“incite the masses” (9).  Fascist leader Benito Mussolini himself described the language 

and style of speaking as “a language which is precise, serious, and energetic instead of 
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the pompous, wordy, rhetoric of liberal regimes”4 (qtd. in Tosi 9).  It was a very basic 

thing to control, but made all the difference in the Fascists’ eyes.  One of the key 

components to a single national ideology was linguistic uniformity. 

 

Benito Mussolini gives a speech to “incite the masses” on January 28, 1932 in Rome at the 
National Congress of the trade unions (Buscemi). 
 

 By enforcing the use of the standard Italian in primary schools, the Fascists were 

able to bring up a new generation accustomed to the language.  Schools were 

reorganized around a more uniform curriculum taught in a uniform tongue (Thompson 

Schnapp et. al. 17).  Organizations such as the Dopolavoro (After-Work Clubs), the 

Gioventù Italiana del Littorio (Italian Youth), and the Gioventù Universitaria Fascista 

(Fascist University Youth) allowed the party to spread its ideological reach into more 

social aspects of students’ and young adults’ lives (Ruzza 174).  By extending their arms 

into the education system, the Fascists were able to influence and control a whole other 

part of public society — once again, manipulating social constructs so Italians had no 

choice but to use the standard language. 

																																																								
4 This quote is a translation.  Mussolini’s direct words, in Italian, were: un linguaggio preciso, serio ed 
energico in luogo della retorica poposa e parolaia del regime liberale (qtd. in Tosi 9). 
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 By 1933, the Fascist regime was ignoring the very existence of the Italian dialects, 

following a ten-year period of increasingly strict censorship.  The government 

suppressed Il Successo, a newspaper in Genovese dialect, demonstrating both “Fascist 

intolerance of regional cultures” and “the weakness of a regime that feared any popular 

initiative which might emerge outside its control” (Tosi 7).  Clearly, however, the 

Fascists were tolerant to some extent — for their shift away from the dialects didn’t take 

hold, even after 20 years under the Fascist regime.  Even if more people learned 

standard Italian in their newspapers and in their schools, they still used their dialects 

for everyday business and conversation (Ruzza 174). 

 

One of the major Italian newspapers controlled by the Fascist regime, used to disseminate 
propaganda (“Buscemi”). 

  

Similarly, minority languages were banned, gradually at first — as to not offend 

Italy’s powerful neighbors — and completely by the second decade of Italian Fascism 

(Tosi 7).  In regions bordering other states, the government made an effort to stamp out 

German, Croatian, and Slovene from schools and public offices.  People were forced to 

change their last names and replace them with something more Italian — in some cases, 

people had to adjust inscriptions on tombstones.  However, as happened with the 

dialect, this push was met with resistance.  In some areas, citizens opened secret private 
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schools.  Others simply refused to learn more Italian than was required to get by (Ruzza 

174).   

 All in all, the ideological appeal of a uniform language was simply not enough to 

motivate Italians to give up their dialects or, in some cases, foreign language ties.  

Fascism was not enough.  In the past — just as Dante had tried to do — literacy had been 

a strong enough vehicle to spread the Italian language, Ruzza said (174).  In the 1900s, it 

was economic trends, mass migrations, and new forms of media that eventually spurred 

the spread of a relatively uniform spoken language. 

2. A Xenofobic Language: The Push to Exclude Foreign Phrases 

 Not only did the Fascist regime attempt to make standard Italian the only 

language spoken in the country — they also tried to tailor the national language to fit 

their needs and ambitions.  They tried to prevent the use of words that were clearly 

borrowed from foreigners by banning words like “garage” and “cocktail” and replacing 

them with Italian translations, such as autorimessa and Coda di Gallo (Ruzza, 174).  

They were purists in regards to linguistics, changing anything they thought undermined 

the traditional Italian culture. 

 The Fascists did not simply come in and bully the Italian public until they 

changed the linguistic culture of the nation.  That would never have succeeded; it would 

have caused riots and rebellions.  No, the reason the Fascist regime was able to influence 

the Italian language and infiltrate almost every other aspect of Italian life was because 

they used existing systems to twist the values of society.  Force was used — especially 

during the earlier years of the Fascist regime to “break up the institutional centers of 

working class opposition to fascism” (De Grazia 241).  However, without its presence in 

the schools, work associations, and media, the Fascists could not have achieved the 
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totalitarian power they did.  Sure, some of the Fascist initiatives were seen as oppressive 

and, sometimes, were ignored.  But Fascism was ultimately rooted in populism and 

nationalism — it only succeeded, especially in its initial stages, because it was able to 

garner the support of the masses. 

 It was this infiltration of institutions — acquired with the support of the general 

population during the regime’s rise to political power — that allowed the Fascists to 

impose their values in more subtle ways.  In 1931, for instance, an Italian family in Turin 

opened a department store named Società anonima Magazzini Standard.  The Fascist 

government did not like the English word “standard.”  So, the firm changed its name to 

the more Italian-sounding Standa, which was an acronym for Società tutti articoli 

nazionali dell’arredamento e abbigliamento — for a few outlets of the stores had 

opened, and each sold furniture and clothing at a fixed, standard price (“Standard”).     

 

The logo for Standard in 1935 and Standa in 1958, after the Fascists made the store change 
it (“Standard”). 

 

 Similarly, Fascists replaced a number of foreign-sounding everyday terms with 

new made-up Italian equivalents.  These words and phrases survive in today’s spoken 

Italian in a number of different ways.  “Absynthe” became assenzio; the Italian word has 

since been adopted into the modern language, replacing its foreign counterpart. 

“Cheque” became assegno; the two words are now used interchangeably, as synonyms.  

“Buffet” became rinfresco; while both words are still in use, they have developed 
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different meanings.  “Slalom” became obbligata; the Italian term coined by the Fascists 

has since disappeared5 (Tosi 8).  The Fascists were inconsistent with their purist 

agendas, allowing words like “sport,” “film,” “tennis,” and “tram” to remain a part of the 

language (Tosi 8).  The regime clearly did not have a holistic approach to their 

“purification” of the Italian language, picking and choosing which foreign words to 

exclude — and doing so to varying degrees of success. 

 Because they also controlled the flow of information in many aspects of Italian 

life, the Fascists were able to institute a rhetoric that promoted their values, “designed 

to contrast the strength, energy, and virility of the ‘Latin’ tradition” (Tosi 10).  They used 

metonymy and metaphors to create more of a sense of uniformity amidst the Italian 

population.  They used a very particular rhetoric, full of words that invoked both a bit of 

power and fear, reminiscent of Rome’s powerful past.  Words like guerrafondaio 

(warmonger), fregarsene (not give a damn), incrollabile (unshakeable), and slombato 

(spineless) helped create an environment of national pride and obedience.   

3. Talking Today: A Survey Study of Fascist Effects on Modern Italian 

 To test the influence of Fascism on today’s Italian, I prepared a short survey and 

distributed it to a group of Italians.6  I looked at five words and their meanings under 

the Fascist regime, taken from Tosi’s research and my own literature review: alla frutta 

(dessert), ouvo scottato (eggs a la coque), autorimessa (garage), invigliacchito (become 

																																																								
5 More words and phrases can be found in Tosi pp. 8. 
6 The sample size for my test was 25 people, which I realize is much too small by normal standards in the 
social sciences.  However, for the purpose of this research paper, I am assuming the sample more or less 
represents the population of Rome. 
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cowardly), and tirapiedi (footdragger).  For each of these words, I asked respondents 

four questions:7 

1. Do you know this word? 

2. If yes, how do you define this word? 

3. Do you use this word to express the definition you just wrote? 

4. If no, what word do you use instead to express the definition you just wrote? 

I distributed the survey to the students in my class at Roma Tre, most of who were from 

Rome.8  Though I received responses from a few older students, a majority of 

respondents were from the ages of 19 to 25.  There was a fairly equal proportion of males 

and females. 

 The responses to the survey are broken down and analyzed below, categorized by 

word: 

1. alla frutta: All respondents said they were familiar with the phrase, and all 

respondents said they used the phrase.  However, none of the respondents 

defined the phrase as “dessert” — the foreign word the phrase was supposed 

to replace during the Fascist era.  Instead, they used the term as a figure of 

speech, similar to “arriving at the end of your rope.” 

2. uovo scottato: None of the respondents said they knew the phrase, and 

none of the respondents said they used the phrase.  This was the word that my 

classmates started getting excited over; I had at least five people come up to 

me to explain that scottare is not a verb that applies to eggs.  They started 

telling me how to say “fried egg,” “sunny-side up egg,” and “over-easy egg” —

																																																								
7 The survey was written in Italian.  The questions have been translated for the purpose of this research 
paper. The full survey is attached in the Appendix. 
8 One student was from the Dominican Republic and indicated that Italian was not her native language. 
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 one of the older students, a man, even mentioned “eggs a la coque,” the term 

the Fascists had intended to replace.  However, no one recognized the phrase 

as a part of regular speech. 

3. autorimessa: Of the 25 respondents, 23 said they knew the term (92 

percent) and 18 said they used it (72 percent).  Three people said they would 

use the word “garage” instead; three others included the word “garage” in 

their definition.  It seems as if the Fascist-created word has survived alongside 

its foreign counterpart, “garage.”  As Tosi said happens in some cases, the two 

are now used fairly interchangeably. 

4. invigliacchito: This time, 17 of the 25 respondents said they knew the word 

(68 percent) and 11 said they used it (44 percent).  Invigliacchito was one of 

the words Tosi said was used to contrast the strength of tradition with the 

“feeble tendencies of modern liberalism” (10).  A majority of the respondents 

wrote down the correct definition, but five said they would use codardo in its 

place.  Perhaps this word was simply one of the era — akin to “kibosh,” from 

America in the 1950s, for example.  I know what the word “kibosh” means, 

and I couldn’t necessarily give a synonym that I use frequently in its place.  

However, “kibosh” is a bit outdated and not used all that regularly in a normal 

context nowadays. 

5. tirapiedi: Lastly, 22 out of 25 respondents said they knew the word (88 

percent), while only 15 said they used it (60 percent).  Most people defined it 

as “someone who follows someone in a position of power,” with many 

responses including a negative connotation when referencing the person in 

power (using terms like cattivo and “villain”).  This is once again a word that, 
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though invented during the Fascist era, has since changed its definition.  

According to Tosi, tirapiedi was one of the words used in Fascist propaganda 

invented by Mussolini himself (10).  This could partly explain the negative 

associations Italians have with the words — they are an extension of their 

feelings towards the former leader and his oppressive regime. 

4. Conclusion  

        

Autorimessa signs near Ponte Sisto and Campo di Fiori in Rome today. 

	
As both research and the results of my survey show, hints of the influence of 

Fascism present themselves in different parts of modern spoken Italian.  Many of the 

words and phrases have since been adapted, taking on new meanings or gaining a 

“foreign” synonym.  However, despite the failure of the Fascist regime’s full plans for 

Italian linguistics — neither the regional dialects nor minority languages were ever 

wiped out — the era’s influence does show in modern Italian.  Like it or not, the Fascist 

period was a significant part of recent Italian history.  The cultural, political, social, and 

economic forces present during the time helped shape the country into what it is now.  

Likewise, Fascism was an important chapter of the history of the Italian language — not 
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only because some of the regime’s effects can still be seen today, but also because 

perhaps the Fascists’ lack of success using ideology to push for the use of a uniform 

Italian language served as a guide and example for those using economic and cultural 

forces to succeed in such a feat later on in the nation’s history. 
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Appendix: Survey 

Quanti anni hai?   _______________     Sesso:    F  /   M 
 
 
Di dove sei?  ___________________         L’italiano è la mia madrelingua:   Sì   /   No 
 
A seguire una lista di parole.   Guarda la lista e indica se tu conosci la parola e se la 
utilizzi nel tuo dialetto quotidiano. 
 
 

Conosco la 
definizione 
di questa 
parola. 

 
Scrivi “sì” 

o “no.” 

SE SÌ, la definizione di 
questa parola è 

____________. 
 

Scrivi la definizione nelle 
caselle sottostanti. 

Uso questa 
parola 

quando 
voglio 

esprimere 
la 

definizione 
che ho 
appena 
scritto. 

 
Scrivi “sì” o 

“no.” 

SE NO, 
preferisco usare 

quest’altra 
parola quando 

voglio 
esprimere la 
definizione 
nella terza 
colonna: 

 
Scrivi la parola 

che usi nelle 
caselle sotto. 

alla frutta     

uovo scottato     

autorimessa     

invigliacchito     

tirapiedi     

 



 Galioto 14 

Works Cited 

Breuilly, John. Nationalism and the State. Manchester University Press, 1993. 

Buscemi, Francesco. “Mussolini’s Speech to Trade Unions.” Remedia, 3 April 2017,	

https://remedianetwork.net/2017/04/03/mussolinis-speech-to-medical-

doctors/. Accessed 4 May 2017. 

De Grazia, Victoria. The Culture of Consent: Mass Organisation of Leisure in Fascist 

Italy. Cambridge University Press, NY, 1981. 

De Mauro, Tulio. Storia linguistica dell’Italia republicana: dal 1946 ai nostril giorni. 

Gius. Laterza & Figli, 2014. 

Ruzza, Carlo.  “Language and Nationalism in Italy.” Language and Nationalism in 

Europe, edited by Stephen Barbour and Cathie Carmichael, Oxford University 

Press, 2000, pp. 168-181. 

“The Standa logo.” Museo del marchio italiano, 

http://www.museodelmarchioitaliano.com/route1/standa.php.  Accessed 4 May 

2017. 

Thompson Schnapp, Jeffrey, Olivia E. Sears and Maria G. Stampino, eds.  A Primer of 

Italian Fascism.  University of Nebraska Press, 2000.  

Tosi, Arturo.  Language and Society in a Changing Italy.  Cromwell Press Ltd, 2001. 

Wright, Sue.  Language Policy and Language Planning: From Nationalism to 

Globalisation. Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 

 


