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Silvio Berlusconi has died at the age of 86. In early May,
he spoke from his hospital room at the Forza Italia Congress, recalling “his” glorious years, when he
fought to “save democracy and freedom” from “communism.” Retracing the history of his party, from
its entry into politics in 1994, he said that Forza Italia was the backbone of Giorgia Meloni’s
government. He will undoubtedly leave a lasting mark.

A few years ago, Antonio Gibelli, a specialist in the First World War, ventured to write a short essay
entitled Berlusconi passato alla storia, literally Berlusconi entered history. At the same time, other
historians, experts on the Fascist period and its aftermath, and among the sharpest minds in Italian
historiography, were also interested in the Milanese politician: Gabriele Turi, Nicola Tranfaglia, Paul
Ginzborg and Gianpasquale Santomassimo. Gibelli’s little book aimed to sketch out the contours of
what he called the “Berlusconian era”, in the hope of “dismissing the character once and for all”,
and exorcising the “Draquila” portrayed in Sabina Guzzanti’s 2010 documentary. However, as all
these analysts saw it, the problem was not to get rid of the Berlusconi man, but of the culture of
which he was the interpreter[1] . That same year, Mario Monicelli, the unforgettable director of the
film I soliti ignoti (1958), responded, disillusioned, to an interview broadcast on Michele Santoro’s
live program “Raiperunanotte.”[2] In it, he portrayed a subjugated country, fearful of the
“revolution” it had never known.  He hoped for a “great blow (bella botta) [against the system],”
because, he argued, redemption would only come through sacrifice and pain.

The Italian director didn’t seem to consider the possibility, let alone the opportunity, of getting rid of
Silvio Berlusconi alone. At the time, he clearly understood that it wasn’t just a question of dislodging
a man from government, but of freeing himself from Berlusconism, “an eclectic ideology made up of
populism, exacerbated individualism, historical revisionism, and the instrumental and identitarian
use of religion.“[3] In short, to transform Italian society, which had seen the sedimentation of a
“right-wing culture” that went far beyond the partisan boundaries and chronological limits of Silvio
Berlusconi’s “discesa in campo” [arrival on the scene] in 1994. It was a culture that had its roots in
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the 1980s, those “cursed” 1980s of widespread “enrich yourself,” forced individualism “of
individuals without individuality” and anti-politics. Born at the very heart of Western systems, while
being a consubstantial inversion of their values, anti-politics presented itself as an anti-democratic
(authoritarian and managerial) alternative to systems presented as “out of breath.”[4]

In 1993, a feature film starring Bill Murray and Andie MacDowell, entitled “Groundhog Day,” told
the tale of an arrogant journalist who, stranded in a remote village in the northern USA, wakes up
each morning on the day of his arrival with the knowledge that it is indeed the same day. The story –
a love story, of course – that underpinned the screenplay was about Bill Murray changing his
behavior in an attempt to win the heart of the beautiful Andie MacDowell. The film told us something
else, however, about the new phase that was then beginning, a phase marked by what cultural
theorist Mark Fisher defined as a “crushing sense of finitude and exhaustion“; “it doesn’t feel like
the future,” he continued, “Or, alternatively, it doesn’t feel as if the 21st century has started yet. We
remain trapped in the 20th century, just as Sapphire and Steel were incarcerated in their roadside
café…”[5] . The slow weakening of the very idea of the future referred to by the philosopher Franco
Berardi accompanied this process, as did its damned shadow, the destruction of the past and its
memory.[6]

New Kid in Town 

1992: Italy’s political system collapses. Magistrates “reveal systemic corruption” involving illegal
party financing on a national scale, with Milan at its center. The city par excellence “of the optimism
of the 1980s” was renamed Tangentopoli [the city of bribes].[7] In May of the same year, Mafia
terror descended on Judge Giovanni Falcone, his wife, Francesca Morvillo, and his bodyguards,
Rocco di Cillo, Antonio Montinaro and Vito Schifani, all murdered in Capaci; during the funeral, the
politicians were whistled at by the crowd. In this climate of violence, the Chambers elect Oscar Luigi
Scalfaro as the new President of the Italian Republic. In July, magistrate Paolo Borsellino and his
escort are executed in Palermo. In 1993, attacks hit the cities of Florence, Rome and Milan near
historic monuments, killing several people and injuring dozens more; all these events shed light on
the relationship between the Italian state and organized crime.[8] As prosecutor Luca Tescaroli,
interviewed by Ferruccio Pinotti in 2008, put it: “(…) The bosses explained that this was an
exceptional situation, and that the ground had to be prepared for new men, whom Cosa Nostra
thought they could influence, and who would therefore have obtained the mafia’s help in restoring
calm.”[9]

Marcello dell’Utri was then working on the formation of a party to which Silvio Berlusconi, head of
the Fininvest holding company on the verge of bankruptcy, agreed. An “interpreter of Cosa Nostra
interests” within the government formed by Silvio Berlusconi in 1994, Marcello dell’Utri was
sentenced in April 2018 by the Palermo Assize Court to twelve years in prison.[10] In the early
1990s, the Mani pulite (Clean Hands) judicial machine reached the heart of the political system,
leading to the dissolution of Christian Democracy, in power for fifty years, and of Bettino Craxi’s
Socialist Party. Added to this was the collapse of Lire under the weight of a colossal public debt,
which reached 122% of GDP in 1994 (it had almost doubled between 1983 and 1993, rising from
59% to 119%), and the explosion of unemployment.[11] Meanwhile, Italy saw its first “technical”
government, led by Carlo Azeglio Ciampi. But the crisis also hit the left. In February 1991, the
Communist Party decided to change its name at its twentieth congress. Signaling a break in identity
and reference values, it became the Democratic Party of the Left (Partito democratico della sinistra
(PDS).[12] In 1992, comedian Beppe Grillo proclaimed the birth of “gentocracy”, invoking the
seizure of power by people’s moods and anger. During one of his participatory shows at the
Smeraldo theater in Milan, precisely where the 5-Star Movement would be founded seventeen years
later, he launched his first “Vaffa…” [Go to hell…].[13] .



A veritable earthquake hit Italy between 1992 and 1994[14]. Political, institutional, economic, social
and moral crises paved the way for the creation of Forza Italia (FI). In every respect, an “instant
party,” “born of nothing, just the will of skillful leaders who coagulate heterogeneous forces around
them, transforming them into a mass base.”[15] The latter cannot be dissociated from the figure of
Silvio Berlusconi who, as a “successful entrepreneur,” plays the card of the personalization of
politics, an asset in an Italy where parties have bad press. This rejection particularly affects large
organizations, those of the Trente Glorieuses [the Thirty Glorious Years], with capillary networks,
relying on the militant commitment of their members and representing social sectors at the heart of
the political system.[16] Disaffection is certainly embodied in the scandals revealed by Tangentopoli,
but it is also linked to the birth of a post-Fordist society and the changes it implies for production
(rise of new information and communication technologies) and the status of employees: visible
decline of the traditional working class (but not of the salaried workforce), feminization of the labor
market, casualization of employment, generalization of subcontracting, weakening of solidarities,
and so on.[17] This marked the beginning of a process of social fragmentation to which the post-
World War II parties seemed incapable of responding. At the end of the 1980s, the Centre for the
Study of Social Investment (CENSIS) painted a picture of a country that shared no “common
foundation thought to be legitimate for the way we live in society;” wasn’t 12.5% of GNP the product
of organized crime?[18] The historian Giampaolo Pansa then describes “an Italy that is both
frightening and painful”, and which increasingly resembles that “banal and terrifying image of a
gigantic landslide.”[19]

The 1980s ended with the idea that we had to start again from scratch, a dramatic nod to those who,
at the beginning of the decade, were claiming a past on which to build solid constructions. Such was
the case of Neapolitan comic Massimo Troisi, who in 1981 directed the film Ricomincio da tre [I
begin again from three]. The political and economic crises were linked to a profound moral crisis
that preceded and accompanied Operation Clean Hands, well captured in Daniele Lucchetti’s feature
film Il portaborse (1991), with Nanni Moretti in the title role. Intellectuals and essayists of all stripes
echoed this sentiment. Silvio Lanaro, Ernesto Galli della Loggia, Pietro Scoppola, Gian Enrico
Rusconi, Norberto Bobbio and Claudio Magris, each in their own way, highlighted the fact that this
crisis could lead to the “dissolution” not only of the Italian state, but also of the sense of
“homeland”[20]: “If this first republic, as many observers say, is coming to an end,” writes
philosopher Norberto Bobbio, “it will end badly, very badly. For those who, like me, belong to the
generation that witnessed its birth, full of hope, this consideration is very bitter. From now on, I
have no other desire than to get off the stage. The gestation period of the second republic, if it is to
be born, will be long. Perhaps I won’t have time to see it through to the end. But since if it is born, it
will be with the same men who have not only failed, but who are unaware of their own failure, it can
only be born badly, very badly, as badly, very badly, as the first ended.”[21]

Silvio Berlusconi appears in this very gap. The Milanese entrepreneur was a personal friend of the
socialist Bettino Craxi, whose political career and party were swept away by Tangentopoli. A
member of the P2 lodge since January 26, 1978, and a fervent supporter of its “plan for democratic
rebirth”, Berlusconi was an integral part of the corrupt system of the “first” Italian Republic,
receiving kickbacks and favors.[22] In his famous televised self-investiture speech at the March
1994 elections, Silvio Berlusconi presented his movement as “a free organization of voters of a
totally new type. Not a force born to divide, but to unite.”[23] The party bases its legitimacy
precisely on the “centrality of the company.”

Forza Italia is “designed on the model of an advertising campaign,” with “no cultural heritage or
ideological matrix of its own,” which seems to favor its diffuse presence and almost consolidate its
validity.[24] Silvio Berlusconi calls for an end to professional politicians and all forms of social
mediation. The appeal of anti-politics began to conquer the public arena, and he became its



triumphant spokesman, combining the disarticulation of the social bond with absolute novelty in the
Italian political field. Exacerbating the image of the leader’s sublimated relationship with his people,
he proposes himself as the “only possibility of reality.”[25] In so doing, Silvio Berlusconi has already
outlined the features of what some authors have called “neopopulism;”[26] in other words, an
authoritarian democracy in which the direct relationship with the leader is based on “national
aspirations, virtues and vices”, which he claims to embody.[27] He personifies not only his own
party, but also Italian democracy; a constant in his political message. During the 2001 election
campaign, he sent out a hagiographic brochure entitled An Italian History.

In 1994, Silvio Berlusconi used the analogy of “arriving on the playing field” [discesa in campo] to
announce his candidacy in the forthcoming national elections. In keeping with the metaphor, the
name of his party echoes the slogan fans hurl at the national team at soccer matches: Forza Italia!
The choice of words was no accident: it was the fruit of an advertising operation designed to
guarantee public success, as comedian Roberto Benigni mischievously argued in 1996.[28] Forza
Italia, the brand, was created in the laboratory of Publitalia, part of Mediaset’s marketing
department, from which it drew its political staff, notably Marcello dell’Utri. Silvio Berlusconi plays
on nostalgia for the 1980s, “the most intense period of optimism” that began with the Italian soccer
team’s victory in the 1982 World Cup. A national success that “seemed to exorcise the past and open
the doors to a triumphant future”, a “new Italian miracle.”[29] A date that has entered the collective
memory, and to which the Italian remake of Harlod Ramis’s film, entitled È già ieri [It’s already
yesterday], makes a heartfelt reference. The hero (Alfredo), depressed and drunk, recalls: “When
Italy won the World Cup, I too went out into the street to celebrate; it was magnificent […] why isn’t
this day repeated rather than this shit…” And yet, these were years marked by private wealth and
public poverty of means, infrastructure, services, a poor country inhabited by rich people[30]: “a
terrible decade,” concludes Angelo d’Orsi, “marked by a global retreat of the social state, a serious
loss from the point of view of the rights and living conditions of the ‘subalterns’, in an Italy plagued
by widespread corruption and parties [that have] become its symbols and instruments.”[31]

On January 26, 1994, in just over nine minutes on camera, “experienced entrepreneur” Silvio
Berlusconi outlined his political project. He is seated at his desk. Behind him, his family photos (the
rhetorical topos of his speech) are placed in practically empty bookcases. He begins his speech by
dramatizing his “renunciation” of all responsibilities in the company “he created,” in order to devote
himself to public affairs; a “sacrifice” “forced” by the “lefts and communism.” His movement is then,
he says, the best placed to offer Italy (“this country that I love, in which I have my hopes and my
horizons”) a “credible alternative” to an “old political class, shaken by the facts and out of step with
the times.” Silvio Berlusconi announced that he wanted to create a “pole of freedoms” that would
attract “the best that the country has to offer, a clean, reasonable, modern” and Catholic country.
The battle against the left and communism, which, by antonomasia, substituting an epithet for a
name, would have brought Italy nothing but dirt, irrationality and backwardness, is central to his
speech: “The orphans and nostalgics of communism […] carry with them an ideological heritage that
stands in stark contrast to the demands of a public administration that intends to be liberal in
politics and economics”. And he continues:

Our lefts claim to have changed. But it’s not true. Their mentality, their culture, their deepest
convictions and their behavior have remained the same. They don’t believe in the market, they don’t
believe in private initiative, they don’t believe in profit, they don’t believe in the individual. They
don’t believe that the world can change through the free contribution of people from all walks of life.
They haven’t changed. Listen to them talk, watch their state-sponsored news programs, read their
press. They no longer believe in anything. They’d like to turn the country into a screaming, shouting,
invective, condemning square.

Finally, Silvio Berlusconi promises “a new Italian miracle”, which a few days later, at the



presentation of his movement in Rome on February 6, will become “a great, new, extraordinary
Italian miracle”[32]; the transition to a “new republic” is already announced as a fait accompli. This
televisual animal who, better and more than any other at the time, mastered this instrument (both
financially and professionally) chose to address the viewer directly, without journalistic interruption,
to be catapulted to the pinnacle of the political sphere.[33]

In January 1994, Berlusconi called on “all liberal and democratic forces” to unite under his banner.
In March, he won the elections by a wide margin. In the south, he is allied with Gianfranco Fini’s
Italian Social Movement (MSI), Europe’s oldest neo-fascist organization, founded just after the
Second World War; in the north, with Umberto Bossi’s La lega Nord, a movement with an
exacerbated identity-based regionalism that has acquired growing influence since the early 1980s.
In 1991, Gad Lerner’s Profondo Nord (Deep North), a Rai3 television program, brought it into every
household, giving it a national audience and a valuable platform. It was thus able to distill at leisure
what some would call, not without a touch of elitism, brutal vociferations, introducing a new style to
adversarial debates.[34] The Lega emerged as the real political entrepreneur of the crisis. It was
born in the country’s most industrialized region, out of both “well-being and the disenchantment
linked to the fear that this situation might come to an end.”[35] It had been fueled by the economic
difficulties that had followed the process of European integration, and which had hit hard at the
small craftsmen and entrepreneurs of the north-east, whose numbers had been steadily increasing in
the 1970s and 1980s. It took root in the so-called white regions, where Christian Democracy had its
traditional strongholds, presenting itself as the mouthpiece of their demands.[36] .

Silvio Berlusconi became the paladin of an “oil slick.”[37] In autumn 1993, the Milanese
entrepreneur supported the candidacy of Benito Mussolini’s granddaughter, Alessandra Mussolini,
for mayor of Naples (she obtained 43% of the vote), and that of Gianfranco Fin for mayor of Rome
(he obtained 47% of the vote). The phrase coined by the media magnate, “If I were a Roman, I’d
definitely vote for Gianfranco Fini,” made headlines in the national press[38]; the same Fini who
declared in 1990: “No one can ask us to recant our fascist matrix.” At the time, he embodied an
opinion widely shared within the ranks of the MSI; consider the fact that in 1990, the main historical
reference for 88% of delegates to the movement’s Congress was fascism.[39] In October 1992, the
MSI organized a national mobilization against corruption, playing on the proximity of the seventieth
anniversary of the march on Rome and calling for an end to the “Republic of Thieves”; some 50,000
people took part, and the Repubblica headlined: “They must be stopped, and now.”[40] In January
1994, the MSI decided to found an electoral front, called Alleanza nazionale [National Alliance],
intended to embody “the common house of all the Right.” In March, it entered the government,
winning 13.5% of the vote and five ministries, becoming the country’s third political force; the long
marginalization of the party that claimed to be Italian fascism seemed to be coming to an end, all the
more surely because it was popular with those under 25.[41] The party declared itself to be “the first
real political movement of the Second Republic”: “The MSI has achieved its objectives, the First
Republic, against which it has fought relentlessly since 1946, has collapsed […] a new phase is
beginning in which the Right must play its part […].” On April 29, 1994, the New York Times made
no mistake: “After 50 years, the Fascists are back in government”; an idea confirmed some twenty
years later by Gianfranco Fini himself: “After 50 years, we’re back in Italy.”[42] On January 27,
1995, in Fiuggi, a small town in the Lazio region, the MSI held its XVII congress and underwent a
radical transformation. Under the strong impetus of Gianfranco Fini, it was definitively transformed
into Alleanza Nazionale, a modern grouping with a more presentable name. This operation, on the
hard-right side, was greatly helped by the “extremism” and what Italian newspapers called the
“crassness” of the public stances taken by Lega Nord leader Umberto Bossi. The results were not
long in coming, with the “new” formation gaining over 15% in the 1996 political elections.

At the Fiuggi Congress, Gianfranco Fini called for a definitive end to the “century of ideologies”,



consigning fascism and anti-fascism to the history books. This declaration of intent is all the less
credible given that, barely a year earlier, he was still asserting that Mussolini had been “the greatest
statesman of the century.”[43] An opinion shared by the brand-new President of the Chamber of
Deputies, Irene Pivetti (Lega Nord), who a few days later declared that Mussolini had put in place
“the best things for women and the family”. Not to mention Council President Silvio Berlusconi, who
told the Washington Post that Mussolini had “achieved good things for a time, a fact confirmed by
history.”[44] The new movement’s program is entitled “Pensiamo l’Italia, il domani c’è già” [Let’s
think of Italy, the future is now].[45] Gianfranco Fini’s aim was not so much to forget his neo-fascist
past as to present an acceptable governmental alternative. To this end, he called for “national
pacification”: “If it is indeed right to ask the Italian Right to affirm without reticence that anti-
fascism was the historically essential moment for the return of the democratic values that fascism
had scorned,” he writes in the “Values and principles” section of the Alleanza nazionale (AN)
program, it is also fair to ask everyone to recognize that anti-fascism is not a value in itself, and that
the promotion of anti-fascism as an ideology was practiced by communist countries and by the
Italian Communist Party to legitimize itself during the post-war period. ” AN embraces “the values
that fascism had denied”, and goes so far as to include in its “cultural heritage” the figures of the
idealist philosopher Benedetto Croce and even that of the founder of the Italian Communist Party,
Antonio Gramsci.

Finally, and this is undoubtedly the heart of the new program, Alleanza Nazionale intends to make a
clear distinction between the Italian Right and Fascism: “The political Right is not the daughter of
Fascism. The values of the Right pre-existed Fascism, they lived through it, and they have survived
it. The cultural roots of the Right plunge deep into Italian history, before, during and after fascism.”
And to mark the passage, Gianfranco Fini will say in Fiuggi: “I dream of a great national people’s
party, capable of freeing itself from nostalgia and ideologies […] the century of fascism and anti-
fascism, of communism and anti-communism is coming to an end. A new one is beginning, in which
we must be guided not by ideology, but by the national interest.[46] Looking back twenty years later
on the Fiuggi Congress, Gianfranco Fini would insistently reiterate the objectives behind the
founding of this new Right: “… Alleanza nazionale was not a make-up operation for the MSI, […] it
defined the values and program of a new Right. The ambition was to give life to a right-wing with a
culture and an ability to govern, capable therefore of providing credible responses to guarantee the
national interest.”[47] Initially at least, Fini’s operation seemed to succeed, so much so that in
February 1995, a poll placed him as Italy’s most popular politician.[48] At the same time, the “great
men” of Fascism began to emerge from the drawers, potentially functional to the “pacification”
sought all the more keenly after the arrival of the neo-fascist party in government; this would be the
case, in particular, of Fascist Minister of National Education Giuseppe Bottai. This led to a process
of watering down Mussolini’s dictatorship, accompanied by a policy of official memory and an
attempt to frame the history of fascism in Italy, which fostered the interpenetration of the
conservative bourgeoisie and the neo-fascist right[49] .

Inexhaustible Seductive Power

The emergence of Silvio Berlusconi and this governmental alliance changed the face of the Right for
a long time to come, and established Forza Italia as a permanent fixture on the Italian political
landscape. Forza Italia and Alleanza Nazionale do not indicate clear programmatic content in their
very names. Rather, they seek to present themselves as groupings that go beyond the traditional
right and the neo-fascist right, blurring the boundaries. Added to this is the repeated “denial” of the
existence of a specific right-wing culture, gaining in diffusion what it is supposed to lose in self-
identity. This right-wing culture refers to apparently “simple” “values” such as Italian culture and
“Christian tradition.”[50] A few years later, Forza Italia even went so far as to claim that the crucifix
is the “basis of Italian national identity.”[51]



The exceptional ascendancy, the fascinating hold, acquired by the culture of the Berlusconian right
on Italian society lies in its unprecedented ability to combine political cultures with distinct
filiations: from Umberto Bossi’s Lega Nord, which combines fierce regionalism, racism and anti-
State sentiment, to Alleanza nazionale, with its strong neo-fascist roots, betting on the strengthening
of the State, particularly in the direction of its voters in the south of the Peninsula. In this sense,
Berlusconi’s policies are akin to what the Gramscian intellectual Stuart Hall called “authoritarian
populism” in 1988. Indeed, at that time, he argued, borrowing from Lenin, “absolutely dissimilar
currents, absolutely heterogeneous class interests, absolutely contrary political and social endeavors
merged (…) in a remarkably ‘harmonious’ way”, constituting a “historical bloc” and a new way of
conceiving political space.[52] Based both on the search for “active popular consent” and on
coercion (restriction and subsequent repression of collective freedoms), this new type of populism
mobilized a strong cultural apparatus of ideological legitimization: end of history (Fukuyama),
valorization of the individual freedoms of individuals without individuality, stigmatization of rights
and in particular social rights and, last but not least, the widespread idea that there is no alternative
(the famous Anglo-Saxon TINA–There Is No Alternativ). The impact was such that “someone [could
argue] that it’s easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism.”[53] This is just
one way of producing “consent”, on the assumption, as Michael Burawoy puts it, “that what exists is
natural, inevitable and fatal”[54] . This is undoubtedly one of the most important ideological
victories of capitalism, supported in its counter-offensive by its organic intellectuals. Berlusconism
will also require the construction of a narrative of “origins” corresponding to all its components.
Anti-communism would be its ideological cement. Indeed, its political grammar could still create
illusions in a country where the Communist Party had counted over two million members and
controlled the Peninsula’s main trade union. An essential part of what the political scientist Giorgio
Galli called, at the end of the 1960s, the imperfect bipartite system, by the beginning of the 1990s it
had become a mere shadow of its former self.[55] The major cultural overhaul carried out by this
new Right has proved so successful that in January 2007, one of the think tanks close to Forza Italia,
the Liberal Foundation, organized a symposium on “Berlusconism”, conferring conceptual autonomy
on the “system” created by Berlusconi. Berlusconism is defined as “popular liberalism”, aimed at the
middle classes, deeply Catholic and anti-communist, valuing individual freedom and market forces.

The strength acquired by this right-wing culture within Italian society can be attributed to a whole
series of factors. These include, of course, the loss of any horizons for social transformation at the
end of the “short twentieth century” – what some authors have defined as the “end of the post-war
era”[56] ; social democracy’s wholehearted embrace of neoliberalism in the 1980s; and the fall of the
Berlin Wall, which swallowed up, with its reigning bureaucracy, the last remnants of a “collectivist”
experiment. British historian Eric J. Hobsbawm also refers to the “destruction of the past, or rather
of the social mechanisms that link contemporaries to previous generations” as “one of the most
characteristic and mysterious phenomena of the late 20e century.”[57] The “end of history” looms as
the undisputed victory of capitalism, with its attendant enslavement, austerity, poverty and
precariousness. The new issues and challenges besetting a society in the throes of change include a
working class that is less and less perceptible, but also what Francesco Biscione has called the
“repressed Republic” [“Il sommerso de la Reppublica”], i.e. the persistence of a reactionary, anti-
democratic culture after the Second World War, the very breeding ground of the Berlusconi
coalition.[58] All these elements are necessary to understand the apparent “victory” of this new
Right, but they are not sufficient. It cannot be understood without the rift opened by the crisis on the
left and the effective support of part of it for Berlusconi (or should we say mimicry?) to “wipe its
slate clean and restore its power.”[59]

Silvio Berlusconi forged links with small and medium-sized businesses and with the Vatican, to
which he gave guarantees both in terms of the values he defends (the family) and the interests he
protects (private schools). Partly as a result, he won the national election three times, in 1994, 2001



and 2008. Each time, he strengthened his presence throughout the country, winning back former
members of Bettino Craxi’s Christian Democracy and Socialist Party[60] .  As far as possible, it tried
to free itself from the decision-making mechanisms laid down in the Constitution; the “instant party”
became the herald of a “simplified” politics, seeing parliamentarianism as an illegitimate brake, a
kind of “soft dictatorship” openly hostile to representative democracy[61] ; historian Nicola
Tranfaglia writes, “a system halfway between the regime of Napoleon III in France at the end of the
19e century and the more modern dictatorships of the twentieth century.”[62].

The almost total control of the television channels through which the overwhelming majority of the
Italian population obtains its information, or the ad personam laws accepted under his various
governments, have had the corollary of degrading or even destroying the public ethic at the very
foundation of the relationship between the state and its citizens. Silvio Berlusconi has been accused
of corruption, racketeering, tax evasion, extortion, abuse of office, sexual relations with minors…
Marco Travaglio, editor of the newspaper Il Fatto Quotidiano, recalled this in a book published just
before the March 2018 elections and entitled B. come Basta (B. comme ça suffit!): “No
rehabilitation,” he wrote, “will ever be able to erase the indisputable facts that make B., in the
following order: an inveterate fraudster; the protagonist of a mutual aid pact stipulated in 1974 with
the leaders of Cosa Nostra; the financial backer of the mafias for eighteen years […the accomplice of
a man convicted of external assistance in a Mafia association; the probable port of arrival for
negotiations between the State and the Mafia; a corrupter of senators and witnesses; a secret payer
for [Bettino] Craxi, head of a group that suborned judges, financiers and politicians, bought
sentences and falsified balance sheets, accumulated mountains of black funds and stole Italy’s
leading press group from a competitor with bribes; entered politics in 1994 to avoid prison and
bankruptcy….”[63]

The Slow Demise of the “Near-immortal”

In July 2012, a poll dedicated to “the events that have changed Italy the most over the last thirty
years” ranked Silvio Berlusconi third, in order of importance, after the economic crisis and the
introduction of the euro in 1996, but ahead of Tangentopoli, terrorism and the end of the same
Berlusconi’s government, “pushed out” in November 2011 under pressure from the financial
markets and European institutions, worrying about the ever-increasing Italian public debt (102.4%
of GDP in 2008, 112.5% in 2009); In 2010, it reached its highest level since 1997, at 115.4% of
GDP.[64] As historian Antonio Gibelli noted in 2010[65], the Cavaliere has truly “entered the history
books.” He produced the most striking innovations in Italian society’s relationship with politics,
creating and personifying the new “imaginary” of a nation where the informal economy plays a
structural role; where individualism is the rule; where, better still, the bonds of basic solidarity are
fading away; where the assumption of responsibility is replaced by the lure of disempowered
participation; where “political passion” has given way to an atomized society, reduced to seeing only
the glittering dancers on national TV, and hearing only vulgarity, “histrionics” and insults presented
as a guarantee of “truth” against the “falsehoods” and hypocrisy of “political correctness.” Because
Silvio Berlusconi didn’t use television, “he [was] television” and inhabited it not only with his body,
but also with his values and styles, setting up what some authors have called a veritable videocracy;
spectacle politics, which no longer distinguishes between the political sphere and the media sphere
at the root of infotainment, where the “political animal” plays the role of an actor in a shadow play
that seeks to feed passion and foster, to paraphrase Antonio Gramsci, a “sentimental connection”
between the staged political figure and his or her audience.[66] The extraordinary seductive power
of Berlusconism has long led the Italian population to perceive as natural the dissolution of the
essential principles on which its relationship with civil society had hitherto rested.[67]

Since his forced departure from the government at 9:42 pm on November 12, 2011, to the booing
and Hallelujahs of the public, Silvio Berlusconi’s political decline seemed indisputable. The shift in



the balance of power within the Right in the elections of March 2018 and September 2022 has
confirmed this. Over the last five years, from all sides, the death of the “almost immortal” of the
“most vivacious politician among those whom history has killed several times” has been
announced[68] : “The charm, the great spell that deceived Italians for almost twenty years is now
broken. Silvio Berlusconi is no longer able to bewitch the country […]”, writes Claudio Tito in the
columns of the daily La Repubblica.[69] The spell no longer works for the man who presented
himself in 1994 as a “miracle-working entrepreneur.” Paolo Sorrentino’s film Loro [Silvio and the
others], dedicated to the cavaliere‘s final run between 2007 and 2009 and released in cinemas just a
few weeks after the national consultation in March 2018, portrays this decline: “We’re crying even
when he’s still making us laugh,” says Santino Recchia, alter ego in Sorrentino’s fiction of Culture
Minister Sandro Bondi. Over the years, he’s given us two things we weren’t able to get on our own.
Economic strength and enthusiasm. But that’s no longer enough. The personal party is stuck
precisely on the figure of this Silvio Berlusconi, portrayed by right-wing journalist Marcello
Veneziani, as the planisphere of this stupid Ventennio and its ultimate consequences” who “bears
the scars, aggravated by the pre-printed smile.”[70]

The attack on Silvio Berlusconi’s physical characteristics is not an excess of youthism applied to the
politics of a country that has seen the rise of the forty-something Matteo Salvini, and today of the
young Giorgia Meloni, but is rather part of what had been at the heart of the Berlusconi system: his
pervasive physicality, the care taken in representing the man who, more and better than any other,
had played on and of his image, the “greatest phenomenon of the century” according to Beppe
Grillo.[71] Ironically, the anthem composed in 2002 for Silvio Berlusconi (Meno male che Silvio c’è
[Fortunately Silvio exists]), used during the 2008 campaign, became a hit and among the most
downloaded tracks on Spotify on the eve of the March 2018 elections.[72] Yet, nicknamed “Le
revoici” (Rieccolo), a sort of infernal jack-in-the-box, the vintage Berlusconi, reassuring “trinket”
once again posed as one of the arbiters of the March 2018 national consultation.[73] During Mario
Monti’s governmental experience, when he had only just been ousted from power, had we not
already heard again the saying in vogue after the Second World War, “We were better when it was
worse” [Si stava meglio, quando si stava peggio], accompanied by the idea that finally “Berlusconi
was a nice man”[74] .

The Caiman seemed to rise from the ashes many times, including in early May 2023, at the Forza
Italia Congress, despite his frozen, pale face resembling the carnival masks that had flourished in
the anti-Berlusconi Italy of the early 2000s; effigies brandished by demonstrators on No-B[erlusconi]
Day on December 5, 2009 to demand his resignation.[75] At the heart of the right-wing constellation,
he recently appeared to be the one who could calm the ardors of Matteo Salvini and Giorgia
Meloni.[76] A moderate Berlusconi as a token of moral and political virginity. In 2018, Forza Italia
posters read, alongside “Berlusconi President,” “Honesty, experience, wisdom,” a slogan that grated
on those who still had in mind the heavy criminal record of the Forza Italia leader, defined by the
Milan court as having “a natural penchant for crime.” Silvio Berlusconi was also barred from
standing in the March 2018 elections, having been sentenced to more than two years’ imprisonment
(the so-called “Severino Law” of 2012).

Since 2018, all over Europe, a “reloaded” Silvio Berlusconi seemed to be able to ward off the specter
of “populism”.[77] Eugenio Scalfari, founder of the daily La Repubblica, who had spearheaded the
battle against Berlusconi’s governments (think of the ten embarrassing questions asked of the then
President of the Council in 2009 about his relations with underage girls[78] ), launched an appeal to
vote for Forza Italia.  From Angela Merkel to Jean-Claude Juncker, not forgetting Martin Schultz, the
Socialist whom he had called a Kapo in the European Parliament in 2014, all encouraged this
outcome. Even Bill Emmott, the former editor of The Economist, who in 2001 devoted his front page
to Berlusconi with the headline “Why Berlusconi is unfit to lead Italy”, presented him in January



2018 as the potential savior of the peninsula.[79] And workerist Toni Negri sententiously announced
in Vanity Fair that he “regrets the absurd way in which [Silvio Berlusconi] has been treated. […]
Berlusconi was condemned first of all by the press, by his opponents and by the judges”, a
whitewashing of the “spiritual father of the right” by one of the “heroes” of the far left[80] .

And yet, the overwhelming majority of Italian politicians wanted to see the demise of Berlusconi,
whom John Hooper, a journalist with The Economist, classed as one of the “Dirty Dozen” who ruined
Italy along with Benito Mussolini and Bettino Craxi.[81] And it was on the right that the need for him
to hand over was expressed most compellingly: And as Marcello Veneziani on September 28, 2018,
in a sort of vitriolic funeral oration”

In our eyes, you have had the merit of bringing together the backbench of the right and bringing
them into government – moderates and populists, secessionists and nationalists – defeating the left
and the powers that supported it. You were our most formidable electoral machine. You succeeded
in founding from nothing a party that was the most voted for several years; you brought to power the
lepers of the Italian Social Movement and the rustics of the Lega. You had the support of the people
and the hostility of the palaces. […] You were the main driving force behind the success of the
center-right, but then you became the major cause of its ruin […]. [82]

Silvio Berlusconi’s goal was to unify the right by “clearing its name” and turning it into a force for
government, a plan he had been toying with since at least the late 1970s, when he joined the P2
Lodge and financed a spin-off of the Italian Social Movement, called Democrazia nazionale, to
support the Christian Democracy in parliament.[83] In 2012, he again supported the creation of
Fratelli d’Italia, whose triumvirate (Ignazio La Russa, Giorgia Meloni and Guido Crosetto), his
former government team, remained loyal to him, giving the new party 750,000 euros[84] . Since the
1990s, he has made Italy the laboratory of a new right-wing constellation with a powerful capacity
for attraction, based on a “space of common sense”, which Guido Caldiron has rendered by the
notion of “plural right”[85] . This is defined by the “porous borders” between the right and the far
right, and by the increasingly perceptible “dilation” of the far right’s space for political and cultural
intervention.[86]

This plural right has succeeded in placing its flagship themes at the center of debate, of which the
rejection of immigration, symbolized at government level in 2002 by the Bossi-Fini law, the rejection
of the welfare state and the stigmatization of the poor, are undoubtedly the unifying elements par
excellence.[87] But it has also managed to seize upon what the Argentine political scientist Ernesto
Laclau has called empty signifiers, investing them with its own grammar and turning them into a
“formidable weapon of ideological hegemony”, including freedom, equality and universalism.

Silvio Berlusconi’s last message to his party and voters last May reaffirmed the existence of a
“center-right,” firmly anchored in “liberal and Christian values.” A few years ago, Tariq Ali and Alain
Deneault suggested “adopting and disseminating the notion of the extreme center” to “reveal the
extent to which, under the guise of moderation and ‘common sense,’ its proponents are
implementing a project whose means and ends are in fact ‘extreme’, in other words brutal,
extravagant, even insane.”[88] A study excerpted by the New York Times even points out that
“centrists are the least supportive of democracy, the least committed to democratic institutions and
the most in favor of an authoritarian outcome”.[89] Ultimately, the Forza Italia leader’s political
epilogue is not all that far removed from the finale dedicated to him by filmmaker Nanni Moretti in
2006, the anguished vision of a megalomaniac autocrat unable to relinquish power: judges
assassinated; palaces and courts in flames; a country in the grip of a coup d’état. The outcome of
Berlusconi’s parable, leading to the installation in power of “Mussolini’s little children”, leaves us
wondering….



This article was originally published in the French journal AOC. The translation was done using
DeepL.
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