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The parallels between the January 6th, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol and the March on Rome of October 

1922 are intriguing, from Donald Trump and Benito Mussolini’s leadership styles to their non-participation in 

the actual coup attempts to the unwavering commitment of their most zealous followers. Indeed, comparisons 

between these two figures and events have led scholars to label January 6th as a “Half-Baked March on Rome” 

or an “abortive March on Rome,” among other similar references. While historically convenient and rhetorically 

appealing, these associations risk minimizing the requisite conditions that allowed the March on Rome to result 

in a successful coup and which, by contrast, were absent in the buildup to January 6th and its actualization. 

Moreover, referring to January 6th within the context of the March on Rome obscures the distinct possibility 

that the former could ultimately prove just the precursor to an eventual triumphant American iteration of the 

March on Rome. By using the March on Rome as a comparative lens, this paper seeks to properly place the 

January 6th, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol within the context of significant revolutionary events of the past 

and thereby explore its role in the broader arc of American democracy’s future.
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INTRODUCTION1

 

Armed with weapons and convictions, a group 

of paramilitants approached the capital, aiming to 

influence and disrupt the government. Unbeknownst 

to them, it would be the coup de grâce for a much 

more significant political transformation. This is 

not the story of a violent insurrection to prevent the 

certification of the 2020 American presidential election 

results on January 6th, 2021, but the story of an armed 

demonstration seeking first to topple the established 

Italian government in October 1922. This is not the 

outgrowth of the 45th president of the United States, 

Donald Trump, but of Benito Mussolini, the architect 

of Italian fascism and then dictatorial Prime Minister 

of Italy from the mid-1920s to 1940s. Nonetheless, the 

surface-level parallels between these two events, the 

January 6th attack on the U.S. Capitol and the March 

on Rome, are intriguing, from Trump and Mussolini’s 

leadership styles to their non-participation in the actual 

coup attempts to the unwavering commitment of 

their most zealous followers. Trump even parroted 

Mussolini’s ominous declaration that “[i]t is better 

to live one day as a lion than 100 years as a sheep.”2  

Comparisons between these two figures and events 

have led scholars to label January 6th, 2021, as a 

“Half-Baked March on Rome” or an “abortive March 

on Rome,” among other similar references.3  While 

historically convenient and rhetorically appealing, 

these associations risk minimizing the requisite 

conditions that allowed the March on Rome to 

result in a successful coup and which, by contrast, 

were absent in the buildup to January 6th and its 

actualization. Moreover, referring to January 6th within 

the context of the March on Rome obscures the distinct 

possibility that the former could ultimately prove just 

the precursor to an eventual triumphant American 

iteration of the March on Rome. Thus, this paper argues 

that despite the cults of personality that bind Trump 

and Mussolini together, Mussolini’s March on Rome 

befell an already crumbling government, a vulnerability 

evident by his ability to coalesce a significant mass of 
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followers not just to embrace but emphatically pursue 

the revolution at all costs, including total destruction 

of the established regime. Trump had neither the 

conditions nor the support required to successfully 

reproduce the March on Rome’s result in Washington, 

but whether he has learned a lesson from this failed 

revolution has yet to be determined.

THE REVOLUTIONARY MOMENT: A “ONE-OFF” OR 

CULMINATION?

While some argue that January 6th would have 

been successful if Trump had been allowed to join his 

followers at the Capitol, this suggestion assumes the 

existence of broader conditions conducive to his mere 

presence making a substantive difference in the result.4  

Most striking within the context of comparisons to the 

March on Rome is that Mussolini decidedly chose not to 

join the paramilitants in the capital, remaining “in Milan 

to be near the Swiss border in case the coup attempt 

failed.”5  Of course, his contingency plan ultimately 

proved unnecessary largely because the March was 

never predicated on his direct participation but on 

the preexisting conditions that enabled a successful 

political revolution. Thus, the connection between 

Trump’s prevention from actively joining the attempted 

coup and its eventual failure seems shortsighted at 

best and contrived at worst. 

Moreover, it equally reflects a tendency to examine 

January 6th as a “one-off event,” a practice replicated 

by many scholars analyzing the March on Rome.6  As 

the March on Rome exemplifies, a successful political 

revolution requires more than a singular event but 

significant prior efforts to strengthen the revolutionary 

fervor and weaken oppositional forces so that the 

seminal occasion becomes essentially the inevitable 

culmination of these endeavors. Indeed, the March on 

Rome was preceded by “years of squadristi violence, 

occupations, local coups and overturnings and vast 

territorial marches where the blackshirts acted as a 

new and formidable kind of political militia, and the 

army made no effort to stop them.”7 Although Trump 

and his most passionate followers had expressed 

consistent objections to the 2020 election results, 

producing scattered rallies and protests to “Stop the 

Steal” in the buildup to January 6th, 2021, the dissent 

paled in comparison to the events preceding the March 

on Rome both in scale and relative success.8  In fact, 

the “Stop the Steal” efforts prior to January 6th nearly 

always were repressed quickly by law enforcement, 

sometimes through force.9

What Trump appeared not to realize, but which 

Mussolini came to terms with long before launching the 

March on Rome, was the vital importance of securing 

the army’s tacit endorsement of the revolutionary 

cause or, at a minimum, its unwillingness to act on its 

disapproval.10  Indeed, Mussolini foreshadowed the 

failure of the 1914 “Red Week,” writing, “Until we have 

part of the army with us, we must have the courage to 

say that…it will be better to postpone agitation until 

tomorrow.”11  Perhaps it was Trump’s inexperience with 

something akin to the “Red Week” that accounted for 

his apparent naivete with respect to the role of the 

army and law enforcement in pursuit of a revolution.

THE “RED WEEK” VERSUS “STOP THE STEAL”

The June 1914 “Red Week” was a broadly 

successful series of mass strikes and protests against 

the government – primarily over disparities in living 

and working conditions – until part of its leadership 

unexpectedly turned against itself, allowing the state 

to restore order with the military’s support.12  As Errico 

Malatesta, Italian anarchist leader, revolutionary, and 

contemporary of Mussolini, noted shortly after the 

collapse of the “Red Week,” “If it had not been for 

the betrayal of the Confederation [of Labour], though 

we could not yet have made the revolution for lack 

of necessary preparation and understanding, the 

movement would certainly have assumed larger 

proportions and a much greater importance.”13  There 

are two key aspects of Malatesta’s observations relevant 

to January 6th and its buildup. 

First, the “Red Week” had a coalition of support 

from across the population that, had the Confederation 

of Labour not reneged on its pronouncements, would 

have continued to grow and strengthen. By contrast, the 

“Stop the Steal” rallies and protests in late 2020 drew 

almost exclusively from far-right extremists and militias, 
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the most dedicated among Trump’s adherents.14  

Although one could argue that the COVID-19 pandemic 

kept would-be revolutionaries at home, that would 

be inconsistent with the overall disdain of Trump 

supporters for stay-at-home orders and treating 

the virus as a serious risk. Thus, while undoubtedly 

threatening, one could hardly have confused these 

events as signifying the will of the majority of Trump’s 

supporters, much less the majority of the American 

people, to pursue his revolutionary cause to such 

extreme lengths. This is in stark contrast to Malatesta’s 

firm belief that the “Red Week” demonstrated that 

“the mass of the people hate [sic] the present order…

are disposed to make use of all opportunities to 

overthrow the Government; and that when the fight 

is directed against the common enemy—that is to 

say, the Government and the bourgeoisie—all are 

brothers.”15  Simply put, there existed no such devout 

and broad-based commitment to “stop the steal” 

among the American public. Moreover, the “Stop the 

Steal” protests and rallies in the lead-up to January 6th 

were not successful in producing anything material 

aside from swift efforts to suppress them. 

Second, beyond these clear differences, it is 

critical to examine Malatesta’s contextualization of 

the “Red Week,” conceding that “we could not yet have 

made the revolution for lack of necessary preparation 

and understanding.”16  Viewing the “Red Week” as an 

evolutionary step, not the finale, in the revolutionary 

movement underscores Mussolini’s emphasis on 

securing the army, one way or another, prior to the 

March on Rome. In fact, the ultimate failure of the 

“Red Week” and Mussolini’s growing concern “about 

the revolutionary potentiality of the working class 

only served to accentuate that preoccupation [with 

the army]: for the weaker the battering-ram available, 

the greater would be the difficulty of overthrowing 

the obstacle, and the greater the need to find some 

alternative means.”17  In addition, the “necessary 

preparation and understanding” to which Malatesta 

alludes reinforces, in hindsight, the indispensable 

territorial and political advancements made by the 

revolutionaries in the lead-up to the March on Rome, 

gains lacking in Trump’s movement prior to January 

6th, 2021.

THE DECISIVE BUILDUP

 A handful of years after the “Red Week” and in 

those directly preceding the March on Rome, Mussolini’s 

fascist revolutionary movement gained unmistakable 

and eventually unwavering traction, destabilizing the 

established regime and leaving it increasingly vulnerable 

to collapse. Indeed, “the insurrection across Italy had 

already taken control of large parts of Italy well before 

the March on Rome itself,” including decisive fascist 

victories in “large parts of the north and centre, as 

well as in Apulia in the south, and in many major cities 

– Bologna, Ravenna, Milan, Trieste.”18 There was no 

evidence of this kind of momentum, that is, political 

or territorial advances, behind the “Stop the Steal” 

movement in the buildup to January 6th. 

While the fascists toppled “[n]early 300 local 

councils” prior to the March, Trump’s established 

political base for a revolution was relatively narrow.19 

It consisted of little more than far-right members of 

the House of Representatives and the Senate, as well 

as their counterparts in Republican-controlled state 

legislatures, who were willing to cast serious doubt 

on the election results but evinced little to no desire 

to pursue revolutionary means – a violent overthrow 

of the democratic process – to achieve their goals.20  

In other words, Trump’s affiliation with the Republican 

Party in no way compelled the majority of its members 

to pursue his campaign to “Stop the Steal.” In fact, the 

Republican governors of swing states, like Arizona and 

Georgia, certified the election results much to Trump’s 

chagrin and over his last-ditch efforts to compel and, in 

some cases, coerce them into “overturning” the results.21  

Whereas the entirety of Mussolini’s Fascist Party 

supported his explicit means and ends, the Republican 

party was fragmented at best when it came to the “Stop 

the Steal” movement.22  Trump’s goal was not embraced 

as a mainstream revolutionary cause, battle-tested 

across the country prior to the execution of January 

6th. While, as one scholar remarked, “[t]he March on 

Rome was tried out many times in the provinces before 

it aimed towards the capital and the central government,” 
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January 6th, 2021, was the “first take” in Trump’s 

attempted revolution.23  Thus, Trump could not benefit 

from a democracy already on the verge of collapse 

and a military and law enforcement apparatus almost 

entirely complicit in the revolutionary cause. While, in 

Italy, “the army had rarely shown itself to be ‘loyal’ to the 

state, or to the rule of law, in the period 1920–1922, in 

the face of the Fascists…[t]he norm had been collusion, 

or at best tolerance,” there were no such preexisting 

conditions amenable to Trump’s goal of overriding 

the democratic process. However, it is this very goal 

of Trump’s that most differentiates January 6th, 2021, 

from October 1922 and the respective outcomes.

REVOLUTIONARY UNDERPINNINGS

  While Trump sought to overturn a democratic 

election to illegally maintain his power, at the heart 

of Mussolini’s revolution was a vision of Italy that 

supposedly only he could deliver, one that necessarily 

required toppling the established regime.24  Mussolini 

and his followers were committed to more than a 

political revolution, a mere change in leadership and 

the established government structure. Mussolini’s 

fascist revolutionary ideology was, as historian Robert 

Paxton describes, “an affair of the gut more than of 

the brain.”25  Mussolini’s appeals to Italy’s “national 

promise” and the notion of a “new Italian,” more than 

the other vague fascist tenets he manufactured, allowed 

him to coalesce a significant mass of support behind 

the revolution.26  With these loftier goals at the forefront, 

for which a political revolution was a conduit, political 

philosopher Hannah Arendt’s words are particularly 

insightful that “the whole record of past revolutions 

demonstrates beyond doubt that every attempt to solve 

the social question with political means leads into 

terror.”27  In the case of January 6th, 2021, however, 

Trump’s intention to stop the election certification to 

remain in power involved nothing more than a political 

revolution. Thus, drawing on Arendt’s observation, there 

was no natural connection between the revolution 

Trump outlined, on the surface a purely political one, 

and the violent way by which he and his most devoted 

supporters sought to achieve it.28  

Further, whereas in the March on Rome, “[t]he 

violence really did kill and burn, but it also sent out 

messages (including the fact that more killing and 

burning could easily follow),” there was no immediately 

clear reason to believe the violence on January 6th 

would continue beyond the blocking of the 2020 election 

certification and the use of alternative electors to keep 

Trump in power.29  Attacking the U.S. Capitol, a defining 

symbol of American democracy, was a devastating 

strike against the often unquestioned strength of the 

‘American experiment,’ sending shock waves across 

the country and thus impugning suggestions that 

“the right wing mob…seem[ed] [not] to be rejecting 

democracy in principle.”30   That said, the events on 

January 6th were inherently restricted by their narrow 

focus. While the March on Rome was one step toward 

a far greater goal, specifically the pursuit of a “new” 

Italy, January 6th was solely intended to keep Trump 

in power, a fundamentally antidemocratic outcome but 

not a wholly transformational agenda in the sense of 

Mussolini’s objectives for Italy. Though Trump had risen 

to the presidency largely on the back of his promises 

to “Make America Great Again (MAGA)” and “dismantle 

the establishment,” a similar platform to Mussolini’s 

in many respects, January 6th was not waged directly 

in furtherance of these ideals.31  Its purpose revolved 

singularly around Trump and his ability to stay in power 

by halting the election certification and transferring it 

to the states. Hence, the demonstrations in the buildup 

to January 6th were branded not as “MAGA” rallies but 

“Stop the Steal” rallies.

THE TRAGIC MYTH

 The legacy of Mussolini’s March on Rome looms 

large over contemporary American society. Yet, it is 

primarily with the benefit of hindsight that scholars and 

students of history have objectively examined the March, 

its underlying revolutionary foundations, and subsequent 

effects, applying these insights within the context of the 

events on January 6th, 2021. Precisely for this reason, 

observers must exercise increased caution and restraint 

before drawing bold conclusions from January 6th. 

Should Trump win the Republican presidential primary, 
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as projected by the majority of polls, he will very likely 

stoke the same distrust regarding the integrity of U.S. 

elections.32  Further, should Trump lose in the 2024 

general election, Americans may face another January 

6th. This time, however, Trump has the experience of 

fueling an attempted revolution. He has had a “first 

take.” Mussolini used the lessons he gained from the 

“Red Week” to help ensure his revolutionary movement 

would not suffer the same fate. Whether Trump has 

done the same remains to be seen. It is also incumbent 

on the American people to ask whether a political 

revolution, achieved through violence, can accomplish 

anything more than a power grab. If Trump could not 

deliver the fundamental changes he promised in the 

first place, the American people must question why 

a political revolution would bring them about. Indeed, 

political scientist Domenico Settembrini warned many 

years ago, after examining the revolutions of the 20th 

century, that “[t]he idea that violence resulting from 

impoverishment is capable of transforming man 

and making him a more responsible civilized being, 

conflicts with all our knowledge of human beings and 

with common sense.”33  It would be a tragic myth to 

call January 6th, 2021, America’s “March on Rome” 

if the true comparison materializes on January 6th, 

2025. It would also be a tragic myth for those who 

commit themselves to Trump’s revolutionary cause 

in the hopes of achieving anything more than his own 

aggrandizement. 
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