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PREFACE

For many years | taught a university course on fascism, sometimes as a
graduate seminar, sometimes as an undergraduate seminar. The more I
read about fascism and the more I discussed it with students, the more
perplexed I grew. While an abundance of brilliant monographs dealt illu-
minatingly with particular aspects of Mussolini’s Italy, Hitler’s Germany,
and their like, books about fascism as a generic phenomenon often seemed
to me, in comparison with the monographs, abstract, stereotyped, and
bloodless.

This book is an attempt to draw the monographic literature more
closely into a discussion of fascism in general, and to present fascism in a
way that takes into account its variations and complexity. It seeks to find
out how fascism worked. That is why it focuses more closely on the
actions of fascists than on their words, contrary to usual practice. It also
spends more time than usual on the allies and accomplices of fascism,
and on the ways fascist regimes interacted with the larger societies they
sought to transform.

This is an essay, not an encyclopedia. Many readers may find their
favorite subject treated here more cursorily than they would like. I hope
that what I have written will tempt them to read further. That is the pur-
pose of the endnotes and the extensive critical bibliographical essay.

Having worked on this subject off and on for many years, I have
incurred more than the usual number of intellectual and personal debts.
The Rockefeller Foundation enabled me to rough out the chapters at the
Villa Serbelloni, just across Lake Como from where Partisans killed Mus-
solini in April 1945. The Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in
Paris, the Istituto Universitario Europeo in Florence, and a number of
American universities let me try out some of these ideas in the seminar
room and lecture hall. A generation of Columbia students challenged my
interpretations.

Philippe Burrin, Paul Corner, Patrizia Dogliani, and Henry Ashby
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Preface

Turner, Jr., generously reviewed an earlier version of this work. Carol
Gluck, Herbert S. Klein, and Ken Ruoff read portions of the manuscript.
All saved me from embarrassing errors, and I accepted most of their sug-
gestions. If I had accepted them all, this would probably be a better
book. I am also grateful for various kinds of help to Drue Heinz, Stuart J.
Woolf, Stuart Proffitt, Bruce Lawder, Carlo Moos, Fred Wakeman, Jeffrey
Bale, Joel Colton, Stanley Hoffmann, Juan Linz, and the reference staff
of the Columbia University libraries. The errors that remain are the fault
of the author alone.

Above all, Sarah Plimpton was steadfast in encouragement and wise
and discerning as a critical reader.

New York, February 2003

xil1



THE
ANATOMY OF

FASCISM






CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The Invention of Fascism

Fascism was the major political innovation of the twentieth century, and
the source of much of its pain. The other major currents of modern Western
political culture —conservatism, liberalism, socialism —all reached mature
form between the late eighteenth century and the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury. Fascism, however, was still unimagined as late as the 18qos. Friedrich
Engels, writing a preface in 1895 for his new edition of Karl Marx’s The
Class Struggles in France, clearly believed that wider suffrage would
inexorably deliver more votes to the Left. Both time and numbers, Engels
was certain, were on the socialists’ side. “If it [the growing socialist vote]
continues in this fashion, by the end of this [nineteenth] century we
[socialists] shall conquer the major part of the middle strata of society,
petty bourgeois and peasants, and grow into the decisive power in the
land.” Conservatives, Engels wrote, had noticed that legality was work-
ing against them. By contrast, “we [socialists], under this legality, get firm
muscles and rosy cheeks and look like life eternal. There is nothing for
them [the conservatives] to do but break through this legality them-
selves.”! While Engels thus expected that the Left’s enemies would launch
a preemptive attack, he could not imagine in 18gs that this might win
mass approval. Dictatorship against the Left amidst popular enthusiasm —
that was the unexpected combination that fascism would manage to put
together one short generation later.

There were only a few glimmers of premonition. One came from
an inquisitive young French aristocrat, Alexis de Tocqueville. Although
Tocqueville found much to admire on his visit to the United States in
1831, he was troubled by the majority’s power in a democracy to impose
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conformity by social pressure, in the absence of an independent social
elite.

The kind of oppression with which democratic peoples are
threatened will resemble nothing that had preceded it in the
world; our contemporaries would not find its image in their
memories. | myself seek in vain an expression that exactly repro-
duces the idea that [ form of it for myself and that contains it; the
old words despotism and tyranny are not suitable. The thing is
new, therefore I must try to define it, since I can not name it.2

Another premonition came at the eleventh hour from a French engi-
neer turned social commentator, Georges Sorel. In 1908 Sorel criticized
Marx for failing to notice that “a revolution accomplished in times of
decadence” could “take a return to the past or even social conservation as
its ideal.”

The word fascism* has its root in the Italian fascio, literally a bundle or
sheaf. More remotely, the word recalled the Latin fasces, an axe encased
in a bundle of rods that was carried before the magistrates in Roman
public processions to signify the authority and unity of the state. Before
1914, the symbolism of the Roman fasces was usually appropriated by
the Left. Marianne, symbol of the French Republic, was often portrayed
in the nineteenth century carrying the fasces to represent the force
of Republican solidarity against her aristocratic and clerical enemies.’
Fasces are prominently displayed on Christopher Wren’s Sheldonian
Theater (1664—69) at Oxford University. They appeared on the Lincoln
Memorial in Washington (1922) and on the United States quarter minted
in 1932.6

[talian revolutionaries used the term fascio in the late nineteenth cen-
tury to evoke the solidarity of committed militants. The peasants who rose
against their landlords in Sicily in 1893-94 called themselves the Fasci
Siciliani. When in late 1914 a group of left-wing nationalists, soon joined
by the socialist outcast Benito Mussolini,” sought to bring Italy into World
War I on the Allied side, they chose a name designed to communicate
both the fervor and the solidarity of their campaign: the Fascio Rivo-
luzionario d’Azione Interventista (Revolutionary League for Intervention-
ist Action).5 At the end of World War I, Mussolini coined the term
fascismo to describe the mood of the little band of nationalist ex-soldiers
and pro-war syndicalist” revolutionaries that he was gathering around
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Introduction

himself. Even then, he had no monopoly on the word fascio, which
remained in general use for activist groups of various political hues.!

Officially, Fascism was born in Milan on Sunday, March 23, 1919.
That morning, somewhat more than a hundred persons,!" including war
veterans, syndicalists who had supported the war, and Futurist'? intellec-
tuals, plus some reporters and the merely curious, gathered in the meet-
ing room of the Milan Industrial and Commercial Alliance, overlooking
the Piazza San Sepolcro, to “declare war against socialism . . . because it
has opposed nationalism.”®* Now Mussolini called his movement the
Fasci di Combattimento, which means, very approximately, “fraternities
of combat.”

The Fascist program, issued two months later, was a curious mixture
of veterans” patriotism and radical social experiment, a kind of “national
socialism.” On the national side, it called for fulfilling Italian expansionist
aims in the Balkans and around the Mediterranean that had just been
frustrated a few months before at the Paris Peace Conference. On the
radical side, it proposed women’s suffrage and the vote at eighteen, aboli-
tion of the upper house, convocation of a constituent assembly to draft a
new constitution for Italy (presumably without the monarchy), the eight-
hour workday, worker participation in “the technical management of
industry,” the “partial expropriation of all kinds of wealth” by a heavy and
progressive tax on capital, the seizure of certain Church properties, and
the confiscation of 85 percent of war profits.!*

Mussolini’s movement was not limited to nationalism and assaults on
property. It boiled with the readiness for violent action, anti-intellectual-
ism, rejection of compromise, and contempt for established society that
marked the three groups who made up the bulk of his first followers—
demobilized war veterans, pro-war syndicalists, and Futurist intellectuals.

Mussolini— himself an ex-soldier who boasted of his forty wounds!> —
hoped to make his political comeback as a veterans’ leader. A solid core of
his followers came from the Arditi—select commando units hardened by
front-line experience who felt entitled to rule the country they had saved.

The pro-war syndicalists had been Mussolini’s closest associates dur-
ing the struggle to bring Italy into the war in May 1915. Syndicalism was
the main working-class rival to parliamentary socialism in Europe before
World War 1. While most socialists by 1914 were organized in electoral
parties that competed for parliamentary seats, syndicalists were rooted in
trade unions (“syndicates”). Whereas parliamentary socialists worked for
piecemeal reforms while awaiting the historical development that Marx-
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ists predicted would make capitalism obsolete, syndicalists, scornful of the
compromises required by parliamentary action and of most socialists’
commitment to gradual evolution, believed they could overthrow capital-
ism by the force of their will. By concentrating on their ultimate revolu-
tionary goal rather than on each trade’s petty workplace concerns, they
could form “one big union” and bring down capitalism all at once in one
momentous general strike. After capitalism’s collapse, workers organized
within their “syndicates” would remain as the sole functioning units of
production and exchange in a free collectivist society.!® By May 1915,
while all Italian parliamentary socialists and most Italian syndicalists ada-
mantly opposed Italian entry into World War I, a few ardent spirits around
Mussolini concluded that warfare would drive Italy further toward social
revolution than would remaining neutral. They had become “national
syndicalists.”1”

The third component of Mussolini’s first Fascists were young anti-
bourgeois intellectuals and aesthetes such as the Futurists. The Futurists
were a loose association of artists and writers who espoused Filippo Tom-
maso Marinetti’s “Futurist Manifestos,” the first of which had been pub-
lished in Paris in 190g. Marinetti’s followers dismissed the cultural legacy
of the past collected in museums and libraries and praised the liberating
and vitalizing qualities of speed and violence. “A racing automobile . . . is
more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.”!8 They had been eager
for the adventure of war in 1914, and they continued to follow Mussolini
in 1919.

Another intellectual current that provided recruits for Mussolini con-
sisted of critics of the tawdry compromises of Italian parliamentarism who
dreamed of a “second Risorgimento.”!” The first Risorgimento, in their
view, had left Italy in the hands of a narrow oligarchy whose soulless
political games were inappropriate for Italian cultural prestige and Great
Power ambitions. It was time to complete the “national revolution” and
give Italy a “new state” capable of summoning up the energetic lead-
ership, motivated citizenry, and united national community that Italy
deserved. Many of these advocates of a “second Risorgimento” wrote for
the Florentine cultural review La Voce, to which the young Mussolini
subscribed and with whose editor, Giovanni Prezzolini, he corresponded.
After the war, their approval gave respectability to the rising Fascist move-
ment and spread acceptance of a radical “national revolution” among
middle-class nationalists.?”

On April 15, 1919, soon after Fascism’s founding meeting at the Piazza
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San Sepolcro, a band of Mussolini’s friends including Marinetti and the
chief of the Arditi, Ferruccio Vecchi, invaded the Milan offices of the
socialist daily newspaper Avanti, of which Mussolini himself had been
editor from 1912 to 1914. They smashed its presses and equipment. Four
people were killed, including one soldier, and thirty-nine were injured.?!
[talian Fascism thus burst into history with an act of violence against both
socialism and bourgeois legality, in the name of a claimed higher national
good.

Fascism received its name and took its first steps in Italy. Mussolini
was no solitary adventurer, however. Similar movements were springing
up in postwar Europe independently of Mussolini’s Fascism but express-
ing the same mixture of nationalism, anti-capitalism, voluntarism, and
active violence against both bourgeois and socialist enemies. (I will deal
more fully with the wide array of early fascisms in chapter 2.)

A little more than three years after the Piazza San Sepolcro meeting,
Mussolini’s Fascist Party was in power in Italy. Eleven years after that,
another fascist party took power in Germany.?> Soon FEurope and even
other parts of the world were resounding with aspiring dictators and
marching squads who thought they were on the same path to power as
Mussolini and Hitler. In another six years Hitler had plunged Europe into
a war that ultimately engulfed much of the world. Before it was over,
mankind had suffered not only the habitual barbarities of war, raised to
unprecedented scale by technology and passion, but also an effort to
extinguish by industrialized slaughter an entire people, their culture, and
their very memory.

Contemplating Mussolini, ex-schoolteacher, bohemian minor novel-
ist, and erstwhile socialist orator and editor, and Hitler, former corporal
and failed art student, along with their shirted ruffians, in charge of Euro-
pean Great Powers, many educated and sensitive people supposed simply
that “a horde of barbarians . . . have pitched their tents within the
nation.”?* The novelist Thomas Mann noted in his diary on March 27,
1933, two months after Hitler had become German chancellor, that he
had witnessed a revolution of a kind never seen before, “without underly-
ing ideas, against ideas, against everything nobler, better, decent, against
freedom, truth and justice” The “common scum” had taken power,
“accompanied by vast rejoicing on the part of the masses.”**

In internal exile in Naples, the eminent liberal Italian philosopher-
historian Benedetto Croce observed disdainfully that Mussolini had
added a fourth type of misgovernment— “onagrocracy,” government by
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braying asses—to Aristotle’s famous three: tyranny, oligarchy, and democ-
racy.”” Croce later concluded that Fascism was only a “parenthesis” in
[talian history, the temporary result of moral decline magnified by the dis-
locations of World War I. The liberal German historian Friedrich Mei-
necke judged, similarly, after Hitler had brought Germany to catastrophe,
that Nazism had emerged from a moral degeneration in which ignorant
and shallow technicians, Machtmenschen, supported by a mass society
thirsty for excitement, had triumphed over balanced and rational human-
itarians, Kulturmenschen.?® The way out, both men thought, was to restore
a society where “the best” ruled.

Other observers knew, from the beginning, that something deeper
was at stake than the happenstance ascent of thugs, and something more
precise than the decay of the old moral order. Marxists, fascism’s first vic-
tims, were accustomed to thinking of history as the grand unfolding of
deep processes through the clash of economic systems. Even before Mus-
solini had fully consolidated his power, they were ready with a definition
of fascism as “the instrument of the big bourgeoisie for fighting the prole-
tariat when the legal means available to the state proved insufficient to
subdue them.”?” In Stalin’s day, this hardened into an iron-bound formula
that became communist orthodoxy for half a century: “Fascism is the
open, terroristic dictatorship of the most reactionary, most chauvinist and
most imperialist elements of finance capital.”28

Though many more interpretations and definitions were to be pro-
posed over the years, even now, more than eighty years after the San
Sepolcro meeting, none of them has obtained universal assent as a com-
pletely satisfactory account of a phenomenon that seemed to come from
nowhere, took on multiple and varied forms, exalted hatred and violence
in the name of national prowess, and yet managed to appeal to prestigious
and well-educated statesmen, entrepreneurs, professionals, artists, and
intellectuals. I will reconsider those many interpretations in chapter 8,
after we have fuller knowledge of our subject.

Fascist movements varied so conspicuously from one national setting
to another, moreover, that some even doubt that the term fascism has any
meaning other than as a smear word. The epithet has been so loosely used
that practically everyone who either holds or shakes authority has been
someone’s fascist. Perhaps, the doubters suggest, it would be better just to
scrap the term.?

It is the purpose of this book to propose a fresh way of looking at fas-
cism that may rescue the concept for meaningful use and account more
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Introduction

fully for its attractiveness, its complex historical path, and its ultimate
horror.

Images of Fascism

Everyone is sure they know what fascism is. The most self-consciously
visual of all political forms, fascism presents itself to us in vivid primary
images: a chauvinist demagogue haranguing an ecstatic crowd; disci-
plined ranks of marching youths; colored-shirted militants beating up
members of some demonized minority; surprise invasions at dawn; and fit
soldiers parading through a captured city.

Examined more closely, however, some of these familiar images
induce facile errors. The image of the all-powerful dictator personalizes
fascism, and creates the false impression that we can understand it fully by
scrutinizing the leader alone. This image, whose power lingers today, is
the last triumph of fascist propagandists. It offers an alibi to nations that
approved or tolerated fascist leaders, and diverts attention from the per-
sons, groups, and institutions who helped him. We need a subtler model
of fascism that explores the interaction between Leader and Nation, and
between Party and civil society.

The image of chanting crowds feeds the assumption that some Euro-
pean peoples were by nature predisposed to fascism, and responded
enthusiastically to it because of national character. The corollary of this
image is a condescending belief that the defective history of certain
nations spawned fascism.?® This turns easily into an alibi for onlooker
nations: It couldn’t happen here. Beyond these familiar images, on closer
inspection, fascist reality becomes more complicated still. For example,
the regime that invented the word fascism —Mussolini’s Italy —showed
few signs of anti-Semitism until sixteen years after coming to power.
Indeed, Mussolini had Jewish backers among the industrialists and big
landowners who helped finance him at the beginning.?! He had close
Jewish cronies such as the Fascist Party militant Aldo Finzi, and a Jewish
mistress, the writer Margherita Sarfatti, author of his first authorized biog-
raphy.?2 About two hundred Jews took part in the March on Rome.?* By
contrast, Marshal Pétain’s collaborationist French government at Vichy
(1940—44) was aggressively anti-Semitic, while on other scores it is bet-
ter considered authoritarian* than fascist, as we will see in chapter 8. So
it becomes problematical to consider an exacerbated anti-Semitism the
essence of fascism.?
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Another supposed essential character of fascism is its anticapitalist,
antibourgeois animus. Early fascist movements flaunted their contempt
for bourgeois values and for those who wanted only “to earn money,
money, filthy money.”?¢ They attacked “international finance capitalism”
almost as loudly as they attacked socialists. They even promised to expro-
priate department-store owners in favor of patriotic artisans, and large
landowners in favor of peasants.?’

Whenever fascist parties acquired power, however, they did nothing
to carry out these anticapitalist threats. By contrast, they enforced with the
utmost violence and thoroughness their threats against socialism. Street
fights over turf with young communists were among their most powerful
propaganda images.?® Once in power, fascist regimes banned strikes, dis-
solved independent labor unions, lowered wage earners’ purchasing power,
and showered money on armaments industries, to the immense satisfac-
tion of employers. Faced with these conflicts between words and actions
concerning capitalism, scholars have drawn opposite conclusions. Some,
taking the words literally, consider fascism a form of radical anticapital-
ism.?? Others, and not only Marxists, take the diametrically opposite posi-
tion that fascists came to the aid of capitalism in trouble, and propped up
by emergency means the existing system of property distribution and
social hierarchy.

This book takes the position that what fascists did tells us at least
as much as what they said. What they said cannot be ignored, of course,
for it helps explain their appeal. Even at its most radical, however, fas-
cists” anticapitalist rhetoric was selective. While they denounced specula-
tive international finance (along with all other forms of internationalism,
cosmopolitanism, or globalization—capitalist as well as socialist), they
respected the property of national producers, who were to form the social
base of the reinvigorated nation.*® When they denounced the bour-
geoisie, it was for being too flabby and individualistic to make a nation
strong, not for robbing workers of the value they added. What they criti-
cized in capitalism was not its exploitation but its materialism, its indif-
ference to the nation, its inability to stir souls.*! More deeply, fascists
rejected the notion that economic forces are the prime movers of history.
For fascists, the dysfunctional capitalism of the interwar period did not
need fundamental reordering; its ills could be cured simply by applying
sufficient political will to the creation of full employment and productiv-
ity.*> Once in power, fascist regimes confiscated property only from politi-
cal opponents, foreigners, or Jews. None altered the social hierarchy,
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except to catapult a few adventurers into high places. At most, they
replaced market forces with state economic management, but, in the
trough of the Great Depression, most businessmen initially approved of
that. If fascism was “revolutionary,” it was so in a special sense, far
removed from the word’s meaning as usually understood from 1789 to
1917, as a profound overturning of the social order and the redistribution
of social, political, and economic power.

Yet fascism in power did carry out some changes profound enough to
be called “revolutionary,” if we are willing to give that word a different
meaning. At its fullest development, fascism redrew the frontiers between
private and public, sharply diminishing what had once been untouchably
private. It changed the practice of citizenship from the enjoyment of con-
stitutional rights and duties to participation in mass ceremonies of affir-
mation and conformity. It reconfigured relations between the individual
and the collectivity, so that an individual had no rights outside commu-
nity interest. It expanded the powers of the executive —party and state —in
a bid for total control. Finally, it unleashed aggressive emotions hitherto
known in Europe only during war or social revolution. These transforma-
tions often set fascists into conflict with conservatives rooted in families,
churches, social rank, and property. We will see below* when we exam-
ine more fully the complex relationship of complicity, accommodation,
and occasional opposition that linked capitalists with fascists in power,
that one cannot consider fascism simply a more muscular form of conser-
vatism, even if it maintained the existing regime of property and social
hierarchy.

It becomes hard to locate fascism on the familiar Right-Left political
map. Did the fascist leaders themselves know, at the beginning? When
Mussolini called his friends together at the Piazza San Sepolcro in March
1919, it was not entirely clear whether he was trying to compete with his
former colleagues in the Italian Socialist Party on the Left or to attack
them frontally from the Right. Where on the Italian political spectrum
would what he still sometimes called “national syndicalism” find its place?*
Indeed, fascism always retained that ambiguity.

Fascists were clear about one thing, however: they were not in the
middle. Fascist contempt for the soft, complacent, compromising center
was absolute (though fascist parties actively seeking power would need to
make common cause with centrist elites, against their common enemies
on the Left). Their scorn for liberal parliamentarianism and for slack bour-
geois individualism, and the radical tone of their remedies for national
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weakness and disunity, always jarred with their readiness to conclude
practical alliances with national conservatives against the internationalist
Left. The ultimate fascist response to the Right-Left political map was to
claim that they had made it obsolete by being “neither Right nor Left,”
transcending such outdated divisions and uniting the nation.

Another contradiction between fascist rhetoric and fascist practice
concerns modernization: the shift from rural to urban, from handwork to
industry, the division of labor, secular societies, and technological ratio-
nalization. Fascists often cursed faceless cities and materialist secularism,
and exalted an agrarian utopia free from the rootlessness, conflict, and
immorality of urban life.*> Yet fascist leaders adored their fast cars* and
planes,* and spread their message by dazzlingly up-to-date techniques
of propaganda and stagecraft. Once in power, they forced the indus-
trial pace in order to rearm. Thus it becomes difficult to posit the essence
of fascism solely in either antimodernist reaction* or in modernizing
dictatorship.*

The solution is best found not in setting up binary opposites but in
following the relationship between modernity and fascism through its
complex historical course. That relationship differed dramatically at dif-
ferent stages. Early fascist movements exploited the protests of the vic-
tims of rapid industrialization and globalization —modernization’s losers,
using, to be sure, the most modern styles and techniques of propaganda.*
At the same time, an astonishing number of “modernist” intellectuals
found fascism’s combination of a high-tech “look” with attacks upon
modern society, along with its scorn for conventional bourgeois taste,
pleasing aesthetically and emotionally.”! Later, in power, fascist regimes
chose resolutely the path of industrial concentration and productivity,
superhighways®? and weaponry. The urge to rearm and wage expansive
war quickly swept aside the dream of a paradise for the struggling artisans
and peasants who had formed the early movements” first mass base, leav-
ing only a few thatched youth hostels, Hitler's weekend Lederhosen, and
photographs of Mussolini bare-chested for the grain harvest as tokens of
the initial rural nostalgia.>?

It is only in following the entire fascist itinerary that we can resolve
the ambiguous relationship between fascism and modernity that so trou-
bles the seekers for a single fascist essence. Some individuals followed the
itinerary in their own careers. Albert Speer joined the party in January
1931 as the disciple of Heinrich Tessenow at the Berlin-Charlottenburg
Institute of Technology, who was “not modern but in a certain sense more
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modern than the others” in his belief in simple, organic architecture.”*
Speer went on after 1933 to become the designer of monumental city-
scapes for Hitler, and wound up in 1942—45 marshalling German eco-
nomic might as minister of armaments. But it was an alternative
modernity that Fascist regimes sought: a technically advanced society in
which modernity’s strains and divisions had been smothered by fascism’s
powers of integration and control.>

Many have seen in fascism’s ultimate wartime radicalization—the
murder of the Jews—a denial of modern rationality and a return to bar-
barism.>¢ But it is plausible to perceive it as fascism’s alternate modernity
run amok. Nazi “racial cleansing” built upon the purifying impulses of
twentieth-century medicine and public health, the eugenicists” eagerness
to weed out the unfit and the unclean,”” an aesthetic of the perfect body,
and a scientific rationality that rejected moral criteria as irrelevant.>® It has
been suggested that old-fashioned pogroms would have taken two hun-
dred years to complete what advanced technology wrought in three years
of Holocaust.*

The complex relationship between fascism and modernity cannot be
resolved all at once, and with a simple yes or no. It has to be developed in
the unfolding story of fascism’s acquisition and exercise of power.®’ The
most satisfactory work on this matter shows how antimodernizing resent-
ments were channeled and neutralized, step by step, in specific legisla-
tion, by more powerful pragmatic and intellectual forces working in the
service of an alternate modernity.®! We need to study the whole fascist
itinerary—how fascism worked out its practice in action —before we can
understand it clearly.

A turther problem with conventional images of fascism is that they
focus on moments of high drama in the fascist itinerary—the March on
Rome, the Reichstag fire, Kristallnacht—and omit the solid texture of
everyday experience and the complicity of ordinary people in the estab-
lishment and functioning of fascist regimes. Fascist movements could
never grow without the help of ordinary people, even conventionally good
people. Fascists could never attain power without the acquiescence or
even active assent of the traditional elites—heads of state, party leaders,
high government officials—many of whom felt a fastidious distaste for
the crudities of fascist militants. The excesses of fascism in power also
required wide complicity among members of the establishment: magis-
trates, police officials, army officers, businessmen. To understand fully
how fascist regimes worked, we must dig down to the level of ordinary peo-
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ple and examine the banal choices they made in their daily routines.
Making such choices meant accepting an apparent lesser evil or averting
the eyes from some excesses that seemed not too damaging in the short
term, even acceptable piecemeal, but which cumulatively added up to
monstrous end results.

For example, consider the reactions of ordinary Germans to the events
of Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass). During the night of Novem-
ber 9, 1938, incited by an incendiary speech to party leaders by the Nazi
propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, and in reaction to the murder of
a German diplomat in Paris by a young Polish Jew enraged by the recent
expulsion of his immigrant parents from Germany, Nazi Party militants
rampaged through the Jewish communities of Germany. They burned
hundreds of synagogues, smashed more than seven thousand Jewish shops,
deported about twenty thousand Jews to concentration camps, and killed
ninety-one Jews outright. A fine of a billion marks was imposed collec-
tively on the Jews of Germany, and their insurance reimbursements were
confiscated by the German state, in order to compensate for incidental
damage done to non-Jewish property. It is clear now that many ordinary
Germans were offended by the brutalities carried out under their win-
dows.® Yet their widespread distaste was transitory and without lasting
effect. Why were there no lawsuits or judicial or administrative enquiries,
for example? If we can understand the failure of the judicial system, or of
religious or civilian authorities, or of citizen opposition to put any brakes
on Hitler in November 1938, we have begun to understand the wider cir-
cles of individual and institutional acquiescence within which a militant
minority was able to free itself sufficiently from constraints to be able to
carry out genocide in a heretofore sophisticated and civilized country.

These are difficult questions to answer, and they take us a long way
beyond simple images of a solitary leader and cheering crowds. They also
reveal some of the dithculties raised by the search for a single essence, the
famous “fascist minimum,” which is supposed to allow us to formulate a
neat general definition of fascism.

Definitions are inherently limiting. They frame a static picture of
something that is better perceived in movement, and they portray as “frozen
‘statuary’ 7% something that is better understood as a process. They suc-
cumb all too often to the intellectual’s temptation to take programmatic
statements as constitutive, and to identify fascism more with what it said
than with what it did. The quest for the perfect definition, by reducing fas-
cism to one ever more finely honed phrase, seems to shut off questions
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about the origins and course of fascist development rather than open
them up. It is a bit like observing Madame Tussaud’s waxworks instead of
living people, or birds mounted in a glass case instead of alive in their
habitat.

Of course, fascism should not be discussed without reaching, at some
point in the debate, an agreed concept of what it is. This book proposes to
arrive at such a concept at the end of its quest, rather than to start with
one. I propose to set aside for now the imperative of definition, and exam-
ine in action a core set of movements and regimes generally accepted as
fascist (with Italy and Germany predominant in our sample). [ will exam-
ine their historical trajectory as a series of processes working themselves
out over time, instead of as the expression of some fixed essence.®* We
start with a strategy instead of a definition.

Strategies

Disagreements about how to interpret fascism turn upon profoundly dif-
ferent intellectual strategies. Just what parts of the elephant should we
examine? Where in modern European or American experience should
we look in order to find the first seeds of fascism and see them germi-
nate? In what kinds of circumstances did fascism grow most rankly?
And just what parts of the fascist experience —its origins? its growth? its
behavior once in power? —expose most clearly the nature of this complex
phenomenon?

If asked what manner of beast fascism is, most people would answer,
without hesitation, “fascism is an ideology.”®> The fascist leaders them-
selves never stopped saying that they were prophets of an idea, unlike
the materialist liberals and socialists. Hitler talked ceaselessly of Weltan-
schauung, or “worldview,” an uncomely word he successtully forced on
the attention of the whole world. Mussolini vaunted the power of the Fas-
cist creed.% A fascist, by this approach, is someone who espouses fascist
ideology—an ideology being more than just ideas, but a total system of
thought harnessed to a world-shaping project.” It has become almost
automatic to focus a book about fascism on the thinkers who first put
together the attitudes and patterns of thought that we now call fascist.

It would seem to follow that we should “start by examining the pro-
grams, doctrines, and propaganda in some of the main fascist movements
and then proceed to the actual policies and performance of the only two
noteworthy fascist regimes.”® Putting programs first rests on the unstated
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assumption that fascism was an “ism” like the other great political systems
of the modern world: conservatism, liberalism, socialism. Usually taken
for granted, that assumption is worth scrutinizing.

The other “isms” were created in an era when politics was a gentle-
man’s business, conducted through protracted and learned parliamentary
debate among educated men who appealed to each other’s reasons as well
as their sentiments. The classical “isms” rested upon coherent philosophi-
cal systems laid out in the works of systematic thinkers. It seems only natu-
ral to explain them by examining their programs and the philosophy that
underpinned them.

Fascism, by contrast, was a new invention created afresh for the era
of mass politics. It sought to appeal mainly to the emotions by the use
of ritual, carefully stage-managed ceremonies, and intensely charged
rhetoric. The role programs and doctrine play in it is, on closer inspec-
tion, fundamentally unlike the role they play in conservatism, liberal-
ism, and socialism. Fascism does not rest explicitly upon an elaborated
philosophical system, but rather upon popular feelings about master
races, their unjust lot, and their rightful predominance over inferior peo-
ples. It has not been given intellectual underpinnings by any system
builder, like Marx, or by any major critical intelligence, like Mill, Burke,
or Tocqueville.®

In a way utterly unlike the classical “isms,” the rightness of fascism
does not depend on the truth of any of the propositions advanced in its
name. Fascism is “true” insofar as it helps fulfill the destiny of a chosen
race or people or blood, locked with other peoples in a Darwinian strug-
gle, and not in the light of some abstract and universal reason. The first
fascists were entirely frank about this.

We [Fascists] don’t think ideology is a problem that is resolved in
such a way that truth is seated on a throne. But, in that case, does
fighting for an ideology mean fighting for mere appearances? No
doubt, unless one considers it according to its unique and effi-
cacious psychological-historical value. The truth of an ideology
lies in its capacity to set in motion our capacity for ideals and
action. Its truth is absolute insofar as, living within us, it suffices
to exhaust those capacities.”

The truth was whatever permitted the new fascist man (and woman) to
dominate others, and whatever made the chosen people triumph.
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Fascism rested not upon the truth of its doctrine but upon the leader’s
mystical union with the historic destiny of his people, a notion related to
romanticist ideas of national historic flowering and of individual artistic or
spiritual genius, though fascism otherwise denied romanticism’s exalta-
tion of unfettered personal creativity.”! The fascist leader wanted to bring
his people into a higher realm of politics that they would experience sen-
sually: the warmth of belonging to a race now fully aware of its identity,
historic destiny, and power; the excitement of participating in a vast col-
lective enterprise; the gratification of submerging oneself in a wave of
shared feelings, and of sacrificing one’s petty concerns for the group’s
good; and the thrill of domination. Fascism’s deliberate replacement of
reasoned debate with immediate sensual experience transformed politics,
as the exiled German cultural critic Walter Benjamin was the first to point
out, into aesthetics. And the ultimate fascist aesthetic experience, Ben-
jamin warned in 1936, was war.”?

Fascist leaders made no secret of having no program. Mussolini
exulted in that absence. “The Fasci di Combattimento,” Mussolini wrote
in the “Postulates of the Fascist Program” of May 1920, “. . . do not feel tied
to any particular doctrinal form.””? A few months before he became prime
minister of Italy, he replied truculently to a critic who demanded to know
what his program was: “The democrats of Il Mondo want to know our pro-
gram? It is to break the bones of the democrats of Il Mondo. And the
sooner the better.”7* “The fist,” asserted a Fascist militant in 1920, “is the
synthesis of our theory.””> Mussolini liked to declare that he himself was
the definition of Fascism. The will and leadership of a Duce was what a
modern people needed, not a doctrine. Only in 1932, after he had been in
power for ten years, and when he wanted to “normalize” his regime, did
Mussolini expound Fascist doctrine, in an article (partly ghostwritten by
the philosopher Giovanni Gentile) for the new Enciclopedia italiana.”
Power came first, then doctrine. Hannah Arendt observed that Mussolini
“was probably the first party leader who consciously rejected a formal pro-
gram and replaced it with inspired leadership and action alone.”””

Hitler did present a program (the 25 Points of February 1920), but he
pronounced it immutable while ignoring many of its provisions. Though
its anniversaries were celebrated, it was less a guide to action than a signal
that debate had ceased within the party. In his first public address as
chancellor, Hitler ridiculed those who say “show us the details of your
program. I have refused ever to step before this Volk and make cheap
promises.”’
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Several consequences flowed from fascism’s special relationship to
doctrine. It was the unquestioning zeal of the faithful that counted, more
than his or her reasoned assent.” Programs were casually fluid. The rela-
tionship between intellectuals and a movement that despised thought was
even more awkward than the notoriously prickly relationship of intellec-
tual fellow travelers with communism. Many intellectuals associated with
fascism’s early days dropped away or even went into opposition as success-
ful fascist movements made the compromises necessary to gain allies and
power, or, alternatively, revealed its brutal anti-intellectualism. We will
meet some of these intellectual dropouts as we go along.

Fascism’s radical instrumentalization of truth explains why fascists
never bothered to write any casuistical literature when they changed their
program, as they did often and without compunction. Stalin was forever
writing to prove that his policies accorded somehow with the principles of
Marx and Lenin; Hitler and Mussolini never bothered with any such
theoretical justification. Das Blut or la razza would determine who was
right. That does not mean, however, that the ideological roots of the early
fascist movements are not important. We need to establish just what the
intellectual and cultural history of the founders can contribute to under-
standing fascism, and what it cannot.

The intellectuals of the early days had several kinds of major impact.
First, they helped create a space for fascist movements by weakening
the elite’s attachment to Enlightenment values, until then very widely
accepted and applied in concrete form in constitutional government and
liberal society. Intellectuals then made it possible to imagine fascism.
What Roger Chartier had to say about cultural preparation as the “cause”
of the French Revolution is exactly right for the history of fascism as well:
“attributing ‘cultural origins’ to the French Revolution does not by any
means establish the Revolution’s causes; rather, it pinpoints certain of the
conditions that made it possible because it was conceivable.”® Finally,
intellectuals helped operate a seismic emotional shift in which the Left
was no longer the only recourse for the angry, and for those inebriated by
dreams of change.

Fascism’s ideological underpinnings became central again in the
final stages, as the accompaniment and guide of wartime radicalization.
As the fascist hard core acquired independence from their conservative
allies at the battlefront or in occupied enemy territory, their racial hatreds
and their contempt for liberal or humanist values reasserted themselves in

the killing fields of Libya, Ethiopia, Poland, and the Soviet Union.®!

18



Introduction

Although the study of fascist ideology helps elucidate beginnings and
endings, it is much less helpful in understanding the middle ranges of the
fascist cycle. In order to become a major political player, to gain power,
and to exercise it, the fascist leaders engaged in alliance building and
political compromises, thereby putting aside parts of their program, and
accepting the defection or marginalization of some of their early mili-
tants. [ will examine that experience more closely in chapters 3 and 4.

No sound strategy for studying fascism can fail to examine the entire
context in which it was formed and grew. Some approaches to fascism
start with the crisis to which fascism was a response, at the risk of making
the crisis into a cause. A crisis of capitalism, according to Marxists, gave
birth to fascism. Unable to assure ever-expanding markets, ever-widening
access to raw materials, and ever-willing cheap labor through the normal
operation of constitutional regimes and free markets, capitalists were
obliged, Marxists say, to find some new way to attain these ends by force.

Others perceive the founding crisis as the inadequacy of liberal state
and society (in the laissez-faire meaning of liberalism current at that time)
to deal with the challenges of the post-1914 world. Wars and revolutions
produced problems that parliament and the market—the main liberal
solutions—appeared incapable of handling: the distortions of wartime com-
mand economies and the mass unemployment attendant upon demobi-
lization; runaway inflation; increased social tensions and a rush toward
social revolution; extension of the vote to masses of poorly educated citi-
zens with no experience of civic responsibility; passions heightened by
wartime propaganda; distortions of international trade and exchange by
war debts and currency fluctuations. Fascism came forward with new
solutions for these challenges. I will examine this crucial matter further in
chapter 3.

Fascists hated liberals as much as they hated socialists, but for dif-
ferent reasons. For fascists, the internationalist, socialist Left was the
enemy and the liberals were the enemies” accomplices. With their hands-
off government, their trust in open discussion, their weak hold over mass
opinion, and their reluctance to use force, liberals were, in fascist eyes,
culpably incompetent guardians of the nation against the class warfare
waged by the socialists. As for beleaguered middle-class liberals them-
selves, fearful of a rising Left, lacking the secret of mass appeal, facing the
unpalatable choices offered them by the twentieth century, they have
sometimes been as ready as conservatives to cooperate with fascists.

Every strategy for understanding fascism must come to terms with the
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wide diversity of its national cases. The major question here is whether
fascisms are more disparate than the other “isms.”

This book takes the position that they are, because they reject any
universal value other than the success of chosen peoples in a Darwinian
struggle for primacy. The community comes before humankind in fascist
values, and respecting individual rights or due process gave way to serving
the destiny of the Volk or razza.$? Therefore each individual national fas-
cist movement gives full expression to its own cultural particularism. Fas-
cism, unlike the other “isms,” is not for export: each movement jealously
guards its own recipe for national revival, and fascist leaders seem to feel
little or no kinship with their foreign cousins. It has proved impossible to
make any fascist “international” work.%?

Instead of throwing up our hands in despair at fascism’s radical dispar-
ities, let us make a virtue of this necessity. For variety invites comparison.
It is precisely the differences that separated Hitler’s Nazism from Mus-
solini’s Fascism, and both of them from, say, the religious messianism of
Corneliu Codreanu’s Legion of the Archangel Michael in Romania, that
give bite to comparison. Comparison, as Marc Bloch reminded us, is
most useful for eliciting differences.3* I use comparison that way. I shall
not be very interested in finding similarities—deciding whether some
regime falls within the definition of some fascist essence. That kind of tax-
onomy, so widespread in the literature about fascism, does not lead very
far. Instead, I will search as precisely as possible for the reasons behind
differing outcomes. Movements that called themselves fascist or that
deliberately modeled themselves on Mussolini existed in every Western
country after World War [, and in some cases outside the Western world.
Why did movements of similar inspiration have such different outcomes
in different societies? Comparison used in this way will be a central strat-
egy in this work.

Where Do We Go from Here?

Faced with the great variety of fascisms and the elusiveness of the “fascist
minimum,” there have been three sorts of response. As we saw at the out-
set, some scholars, exasperated with the sloppiness of the term fascism in
common usage, deny that it has any useful meaning at all. They have seri-
ously proposed limiting it to Mussolini’s particular case.® If we followed
their advice, we would call Hitler’s regime Nazism, Mussolini’s regime
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Fascism, and each of the other kindred movements by its own name. We
would treat each one as a discrete phenomenon.

This book rejects such nominalism. The term fascism needs to be res-
cued from sloppy usage, not thrown out because of it. It remains indis-
pensable. We need a generic term for what is a general phenomenon,
indeed the most important political novelty of the twentieth century: a
popular movement against the Left and against liberal individualism.
Contemplating fascism, we see most clearly how the twentieth century
contrasted with the nineteenth, and what the twenty-first century must
avoid.

The wide diversity among fascisms that we have already noted is no
reason to abandon the term. We do not doubt the utility of communism
as a generic term because of its profoundly different expressions in, say,
Russia, Italy, and Cambodia. Nor do we discard the term liberalism
because liberal politics took dissimilar forms in free-trading, Bible-reading
Victorian Britain, in the protectionist, anticlerical France of the Third
Republic, or in Bismarck’s aggressively united German Reich. Indeed
“liberalism” would be an even better candidate for abolition than “fas-
cism,” now that Americans consider “liberals” the far Left while Euro-
peans call “liberals” advocates of a hands-off laissez-faire free market such
as Margaret Thatcher, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush. Even fas-
cism isn’t as confusing as that.

A second response has been to accept fascism’s variety and compile
an encyclopedic survey of its many forms.®® Encyclopedic description
provides enlightening and fascinating detail but leaves us with something
that recalls a medieval bestiary, with its woodcut of each creature, classified
by external appearances, fixed against a stylized background of branch or
rock.

A third approach finesses variety by constructing an “ideal type” that
fits no case exactly, but lets us posit a kind of composite “essence.” The
most widely accepted recent concise definition of fascism as an “ideal
type” is by the British scholar Roger Gritfin: “Fascism is a genus of politi-
cal ideology whose mythic core in its various permutations is a palin-
genetic form of populist ultranationalism.”s’

This book proposes to set aside, for a moment, both the bestiary and
the essence. These condemn us to a static view, and to a perspective that
encourages looking at fascism in isolation. Let us instead watch fascism in
action, from its beginnings to its final cataclysm, within the complex web
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of interaction it forms with society. Ordinary citizens and the holders of
political, social, cultural, and economic power who assisted, or failed to
resist, fascism belong to the story. When we are done, we may be better
able to give fascism an appropriate definition.

We will need a clear understanding of fascism’s two principal coali-
tion partners, liberals and conservatives. In this book I use liberalism in its
original meaning, the meaning in use at the time when fascism rose up
against it, rather than the current American usage noted above. European
liberals of the early twentieth century were clinging to what had been pro-
gressive a century earlier, when the dust was still settling from the French
Revolution. Unlike conservatives, they accepted the revolution’s goals of
liberty, equality, and fraternity, but they applied them in ways suitable for
an educated middle class. Classical liberals interpreted liberty as indi-
vidual personal freedom, preferring limited constitutional government
and a laissez-faire economy to any kind of state intervention, whether
mercantilist, as in the early nineteenth century, or socialist, as later on.
Equality they understood as opportunity made accessible to talent by edu-
cation; they accepted inequality of achievement and hence of power and
wealth. Fraternity they considered the normal condition of free men (and
they tended to regard public affairs as men’s business), and therefore in no
need of artificial reinforcement, since economic interests were naturally
harmonious and the truth would out in a free marketplace of ideas. This
is the sense in which I use the term liberal in this book, and never in its
current American meaning of “far Left” Conservatives wanted order,
calm, and the inherited hierarchies of wealth and birth. They shrank both
from fascist mass enthusiasm and from the sort of total power fascists
grasped for. They wanted obedience and deference, not dangerous popu-
lar mobilization, and they wanted to limit the state to the functions of a
“night watchman” who would keep order while traditional elites ruled
through property, churches, armies, and inherited social influence.®

More generally, conservatives in Europe still rejected in 1930 the
main tenets of the French Revolution, preferring authority to liberty,
hierarchy to equality, and deference to fraternity. Although many of them
might find fascists useful, or even essential, in their struggle for survival
against dominant liberals and a rising Left, some were keenly aware of the
different agenda of their fascist allies and felt a fastidious distaste for these
uncouth outsiders.8 Where simple authoritarianism sufficed, conserva-
tives much preferred that. Some of them maintained their antifascist pos-
ture to the end. Most conservatives, however, were sure that communism
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was worse. They would work with fascists if the Left looked otherwise
likely to win. They made common cause with the fascists in the spirit of
Tancredi, the recalcitrant aristocratic youth in Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s
great novel of the decay of a noble Sicilian family, The Leopard: “If we
want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.”

The fascisms we have known have come into power with the help of
frightened ex-liberals and opportunist technocrats and ex-conservatives,
and governed in more or less awkward tandem with them. Following
these coalitions vertically through time, as movements turned into regimes,
and horizontally in space, as they adapted to the peculiarities of national
settings and momentary opportunities, requires something more elabo-
rate than the traditional movement/regime dichotomy. I propose to exam-
ine fascism in a cycle of five stages: (1) the creation of movements; (2)
their rooting in the political system; (3) their seizure of power; (4) the exer-
cise of power; (5) and, finally, the long duration, during which the fas-
cist regime chooses either radicalization or entropy. Though each stage is
a prerequisite for the next, nothing requires a fascist movement to com-
plete all of them, or even to move in only one direction. Most fascisms
stopped short, some slipped back, and sometimes features of several stages
remained operative at once. Whereas most modern societies spawned fas-
cist movements in the twentieth century, only a few had fascist regimes.
Only in Nazi Germany did a fascist regime approach the outer horizons
of radicalization.

Separating the five stages of fascism offers several advantages. It per-
mits plausible comparison between movements and regimes at equiva-
lent degrees of development. It helps us see that fascism, far from static,
was a succession of processes and choices: secking a following, forming
alliances, bidding for power, then exercising it. That is why the concep-
tual tools that illuminate one stage may not necessarily work equally well
for others. The time has come to examine each of the five stages in turn.
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CHAPTER 2

Creating Fascist Movements

If something begins when it acquires a name, we can date the beginnings
of fascism precisely. It began on Sunday morning, March 23, 1919, at the
meeting on the Piazza San Sepolcro in Milan already described in chap-
ter 1. But Mussolini’s Fasci Italiani di Combattimento were not alone.
Something broader was afoot. Quite independently of Mussolini, similar
groups were coming together elsewhere in Europe.

Hungary was another fertile setting for the spontancous growth—
copied from no one—of something that did not yet call itself fascism, but
bears a strong family resemblance. Hungary suffered the most calamitous
territorial losses from World War [ of any participant—worse even than
Germany. Before the war, it had been a ruling partner in the mighty Dual
Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, or the Habsburg empire. The Hungarian
half of the empire—the kingdom of Hungary—had ruled a multilingual
world of South Slavs, Romanians, Slovaks, and many others, among whom
the Hungarians enjoyed a privileged position. During the closing months
of World War I, the Habsburg empire dissolved as its component nation-
alities claimed independence. Hungary—once the greatest beneficiary of
the multinational empire —became the greatest loser in its dissolution.
The victorious Allies eventually amputated 70 percent of Hungary’s pre-
war territory and almost two thirds of its population by the punitive Treaty
of the "Irianon, signed under protest on June 4, 1920.

During the chaotic days after the armistice of November 1918, as the
subject peoples of the Hungarian half of the Austro-Hungarian empire —
Romanians, South Slavs, Slovaks—began to govern their own territories
under Allied protection, a maverick progressive nobleman, Count Michael
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Karolyi, tried to save the Hungarian state by dramatic reforms. Kérolyi
gambled that establishing full democracy within a federal Hungary whose
subject peoples would enjoy extensive self-government would soften the
Allies” hostility, and win their acceptance of Hungary’s historic borders.
Karolyi lost his gamble. French and Serb armies occupied the southern
third of Hungary while Romanian armies, supported by the Allies, occu-
pied the wide plains of Transylvania. These annexations looked perma-
nent. Unable to persuade the French authorities to stop them, Count
Karolyi abandoned his tenuous grip on power at the end of March 1919.

A socialist-communist coalition then assumed power in Budapest.
Headed by a Jewish revolutionary intellectual, Béla Kun, the new govern-
ment briefly drew support even from some army ofhcers by his promise
that Bolshevik Russia would be a better bet than the Allies to help Hun-
gary survive. Lenin was in no position to assist the Hungarians, however,
and although Kun’s government managed to reconquer some Slovak-
occupied territories, it simultaneously adopted radical socialist measures.
Kun proclaimed a Soviet republic in Budapest in May 1919 and the dicta-
torship of the proletariat on June 2s.

Faced with these combined and unprecedented challenges of territo-
rial dismantlement and social revolution, the Hungarian elites chose
to fight the latter more vigorously than the former. They set up a provi-
sional government in the southwestern provincial city of Szeged, then
under French and Serb occupation, and stood by while the Romanians
advanced in early August 1919 to occupy Budapest, from which Kun had
already fled. A bloody counterrevolution followed, and claimed some five
to six thousand victims, ten times as many as the Soviet regime had killed.

The Hungarian counterrevolution had two faces. Its top leadership
was composed of the traditional elite, within which the last commander
of the Austro-Hungarian navy, Admiral Miklés Horthy, emerged as the
dominant figure. A second component was those who believed that tradi-
tional authority was no longer sufficient to deal with Hungary’s emer-
gency. A group of young officers headed by Captain Gyula Gombdos
founded a movement with many of the characteristics of fascism.

Gombos’s officers wanted to mobilize a mass base for a militant
movement of nationalist renovation, different from both parliamentary
liberalism (for Count Kérolyi’s democracy was now as discredited as Kun’s
Soviet), and from an old-fashioned dictatorship that ruled from above.
Their Anti-Bolshevik Committee was virulently anti-Semitic (not only
Béla Kun but thirty-two of his forty-five commissars had been Jewish).!
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Gombos’s officers did not want to restore traditional authority but to
replace it with something more dynamic, rooted in popular nationalist
and xenophobic passions and expressed in traditional Hungarian symbols
and myths.? For the moment, Admiral Horthy and the conservatives were
able to rule without having to call upon the young officers, though Gom-
bos served as prime minister under Horthy in 1932—35 and built an
alliance with Mussolini to counter growing German power.

In the Austrian half of the Habsburg monarchy, German nationalists
had been alarmed even before World War I by the gains of Czechs and
other minorities toward more administrative and linguistic autonomy.
Before 1914 they were already developing a virulent strain of working-
class nationalism. German-speaking workers came to look upon Czech-
speaking workers as national rivals rather than as fellow proletarians. In
Habsburg Bohemia, on the eve of World War I, nation already trumped
class.

The German nationalists of the Habsburg empire had since the late
nineteenth century built upon the populist pan-Germanism of Georg von
Schonerer, whom I will treat in more detail shortly.? They reached effec-
tive political power in the capital, Vienna, when Karl Lueger became
mayor in 1897. Lueger built his long mayoralty solidly upon a populist
mixture of anti-Semitism, anticorruption, defense of artisans and small
shopkeepers, catchy slogans and songs, and efficient municipal services.

Adolf Hitler, a young drifter and would-be art student from fifty miles
upriver in Linz, soaked up the atmosphere of Lueger’s Vienna.* He was
not the only one. The nationalist German Workers Party, led by a Vienna
lawyer and a railroad employee, had already earned three seats in the Aus-
trian Diet by 1911. Revived in May 1918 as the German National Socialist
Workers’ Party, it began using the Hakenkreuz, or swastika, as its symbol.?

Postwar Germany offered particularly fertile soil to popular-based
antisocialist movements of national revival. Germans had been shaken to
their roots by defeat in 1918. The emotional impact was all the more
severe because German leaders had been trumpeting victory until a few
weeks before. So unbelievable a calamity was easily blamed on traitors.
The plummet in German fortunes from the bold Great Power of 1914
to the stunned, hungry loser of 1918 shattered national pride and self-
confidence. Wilhelm Spannaus later described his feelings upon return-
ing to his hometown in 1921 after years of teaching in a German school in
South America:
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It was shortly after the Spartakus uprising in the Rhineland: prac-
tically every windowpane was broken on the train in which I
reentered Germany, and the inflation was reaching fantastic pro-
portions. I had left Germany at the height of the power and glory
of the Wilhelmine Reich. I came back to find the Fatherland in
shambles, under a Socialist republic.

Spannaus became the first respectable citizen of his town to join the
Nazi Party, and, as an intellectual leader (he owned the local bookstore),
he carried many other citizens with him.

Footloose veterans, their units melting away, unable to find work or
even food, were available for extremism of either Left or Right. Some
turned to Bolshevik Russia for their inspiration, as in the short-lived
Munich Soviet Republic of spring 1919. Others clung to the nationalism
already spread by the wartime propaganda movement, the Fatherland
Front. Some of these nationalist veterans joined mercenary units (Frei-
korps) formed under the command of regular army officers to fight what
they regarded as Germany’s internal enemies. In January 1919 they mur-
dered the socialist leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht in revo-
lutionary Berlin. The following spring they crushed socialist regimes in
Munich and elsewhere. Other Freikorps units continued battling Soviet
and Polish armies along the still-undemarcated Baltic frontier well after
the armistice of November 1918.7

Corporal Adolf Hitler,® back on active duty with Army Group Com-
mand [V in Munich after recovering from the hysterical blindness he
suffered upon learning of German defeat, was sent by Army Intelligence
in September 1919 to investigate one of the many nationalist movements
that were sprouting in the postwar disorder. The German Workers™ Party
(DAP) had been created at the end of the war by a patriotic locksmith,
Anton Drexler. Finding a handful of artisans and journalists who dreamed
of winning workers to the nationalist cause but had no idea of how to go
about it, Hitler joined them and received party card No. 555. He soon
became one of the movement’s most effective speakers and a member of
its directing committee.

In early 1920 Hitler was put in charge of the DAP’s propaganda. With
the help of sympathetic army officers such as Captain Ernst R6hm and
some wealthy Munich backers,” Hitler greatly expanded the party’s audi-
ence. Before nearly two thousand people in a big Munich beer cellar, the

27



THE ANATOMY OF FASCISM

Hofbriuhaus, on February 24, 1920, Hitler gave the movement a new
name —the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP, or
“Nazi” Party, for short)—and presented a program of twenty-five points
mixing nationalism, anti-Semitism, and attacks on department stores and
international capital. The following April 1, he left the army to devote
himself full-time to the NSDAP. He was increasingly recognized as its
leader, its Fiihrer.10

As the immediate postwar turmoil eased, such activist nationalist sects
faced less hospitable conditions in Europe. Governments gradually estab-
lished a toehold on legitimacy. Borders were set. Bolshevism was con-
tained within its Russian birthplace. Some semblance of peacetime
normalcy returned to most parts of FEurope. Even so, the Italian Fascists,
the Hungarian officers, and the Austrian and German National Socialists
persisted. Similar movements arose in France!! and elsewhere. They
clearly expressed something more enduring than a momentary nationalist
spasm accompanying the final paroxysm of the war.

The Immediate Background

A political space!? for mass-based nationalist activism, mobilized against
both socialism and liberalism, had been only dimly visible in 1914. It
became a yawning gap during World War I. That conflict did not so much
create fascism as open up wide cultural, social, and political opportunities
for it. Culturally, the war discredited optimistic and progressive views of
the future, and cast doubt upon liberal assumptions about natural human
harmony. Socially, it spawned armies of restless veterans (and their younger
brothers)!? looking for ways to express their anger and disillusion without
heed for old-fashioned law or morality. Politically, it generated economic
and social strains that exceeded the capacity of existing institutions—
whether liberal or conservative —to resolve.

The experience of World War [ was the most decisive immediate pre-
condition for fascism. The successful campaign to bring Italy into the
war in May 1915 (the “radiant May” of Fascist mythology) first brought
together the founding elements of Italian Fascism. “The right to the
political succession belongs to us,” proclaimed Mussolini at the founding
meeting of the Fasci di Combattimento in March 1919, “because we were
the ones who pushed the country into war and led it to victory.”!*

The Great War was also, it must be added, at the root of much else
that was violent and angry in the postwar world, from Bolshevism to
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expressionist painting. Indeed, for some authors, the Great War by itself
suffices to explain both Fascism and Bolshevism.!> Four years of industri-
alized slaughter had left little of Europe’s legacy unaltered and nothing of
its future certain.

Before 1914, no living European could have imagined such brutality
in what was then considered the most civilized part of the globe. Wars had
become rare, localized, and short in Europe in the nineteenth century,
fought out by professional armies that impinged little on civilian society.
FEurope had been spared the likes of the American Civil War or the War of
the Triple Alliance (Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay) against Paraguay,
which reduced the Paraguayan population by half between 1864 and 1870.
When, in August 1914, a petty Balkan conflict erupted out of control into
a total war among the European Great Powers, and when those powers
managed to sustain the slaughter of an entire generation of young men
over four years, it seemed to many Europeans that their civilization itself,
with its promise of peace and progress, had failed.

The Great War had also lasted far longer than most people had imag-
ined possible for urbanized industrial countries. Most Europeans had
assumed that highly differentiated populations packed into cities, depen-
dent upon massive exchanges of consumer goods, would be simply inca-
pable of enduring years of massive destruction. Only primitive societies,
they thought, could support long wars. Contrary to expectations, Europeans
discovered, beginning in 1914, how to mobilize industrial productivity and
human wills for long years of sacrifice. As trench warfare approached the
limits of human endurance, so war governments approached the limits of
regimentation of life and thought.1¢

All the belligerent governments had experimented with the manipu-
lation of public opinion. Germany’s attempt to motivate the entire civil-
ian population in the Fatherland Front was one of the most coercive
examples, but all of them worked to shape their citizens’ knowledge and
opinions. The economies and societies of all the belligerent countries,
too, had been deeply transformed. European peoples had endured their
first prolonged experience of universal national service, rationing of food,
energy, and clothing, and full-scale economic management. Despite these
unprecedented efforts, however, none of the belligerents had achieved its
goals. Instead of a short war with clear results, this long and labor-intensive
carnage had ended in mutual exhaustion and disillusion.

The war posed such a redoubtable challenge that even the best-
integrated and best-governed countries barely managed to meet its strains.
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Badly integrated and governed countries failed altogether to meet them.
Britain and France allocated materiel, assigned people to duties, distrib-
uted sacrifice, and manipulated the news just successtully enough to
retain the allegiance of most of their citizens. The recently unified Ger-
man empire and Italian monarchy did less well. The Habsburg empire
broke apart into its constituent nationalities. Tsarist Russia collapsed into
chaos. Those dislocated countries where a landless peasantry was still
numerous and where a disfranchised middle class still lacked basic liber-
ties polarized to the Left (as in Russia). Those with a large but threatened
middle class, including family farmers, polarized against the Left and
looked for new solutions.!”

At the end of the war, Europeans were torn between an old world that
could not be revived and a new world about which they disagreed bitterly.
As war economies were dismantled too quickly, wartime inflation spun
out of control, making a mockery of the bourgeois virtues of thrift and sav-
ings. A population that had come to expect public solutions to economic
problems was thrown into uncertainty.

Compounding these social and economic strains, the war also deep-
ened political divisions. Because trench warfare had been a brutalizing
experience beyond previous imagining, even the most equitable appor-
tionment of the burdens of war making had divided civilians from sol-
diers, battlefront from home front. Those who had survived the trenches
could not forgive those who had sent them there. Veterans inured to
violence asserted what they regarded as their well-earned right to rule
the countries they had bled for.!8 “When [ returned from the war,” wrote
Italo Balbo, “just like so many others, I hated politics and politicians who,
in my opinion, had betrayed the hopes of soldiers, reducing Italy to a
shameful peace and to a systematic humiliation Italians who maintained
the cult of heroes. To struggle, to fight in order to return to the land of
Giolitti, who made a merchandise of every ideal? No. Rather deny every-
thing, destroy everything, in order to renew everything from the founda-
tions.”1? Balbo, a twenty-three-year-old demobilized veteran in 1919 of
antisocialist but Mazzinian convictions, who had needed four attempts to
pass his law exams and had worked for a while editing a weekly soldiers’
newspaper, L’Alpino, had few prospects until he was hired in January 1921
as the paid secretary of the Ferrara fascio.? He was on his way to becom-
ing one of Mussolini’s right-hand men and potential rivals.

Three grand principles of world order contended for influence as
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postwar Europe bandaged its wounds: liberalism, conservatism, and com-
munism. Liberals (joined by some democratic socialists) wanted to orga-
nize the postwar world by the principle of the self-determination of
nations. Satisfied nationalities, each with its own state, would coexist in
such natural harmony, according to liberal doctrine, that no external
force would be needed to keep the peace. U.S. president Woodrow Wil-
son’s idealistic but ill-conceived Fourteen Points of January 1918 was its
most concrete expression.

Conservatives said little in 1918, but tried quietly to restore a world in
which armed force settled relations among states. The French prime min-
ister Georges Clemenceau and his chief of staff General Ferdinand Foch
tried (with some disagreement between themselves about how far they
could go) to establish permanent French military supremacy over a weak-
ened Germany.

The third contender was the world’s first functioning socialist regime,
installed in Russia by the Bolshevik Revolution of November 1917. Lenin
demanded that socialists elsewhere follow his successful example, set
democracy aside, and create dictatorial conspiratorial parties on the
Bolshevik model capable of spreading revolution to the more advanced
capitalist states. For the moment he carried with him some Western
democratic socialists who did not want to miss the long-awaited revolu-
tionary train. Where liberals wanted to keep the peace by satistying
national claims and conservatives wanted to keep it by military prepared-
ness, Lenin wanted to establish a worldwide communist society that
would transcend national states altogether.?!

No camp had complete success. Lenin’s project was contained by late
1919 within Russia, after liberals and conservatives together had crushed
brief local Soviet regimes in Budapest and Munich and risings elsewhere
in Germany and in Italy. It survived in Russia, however —the first socialist
state—and in communist parties around the world. Wilson’s project was
supposedly put into effect by the peace treaties of 1919—20. In practice,
however, it had been partially modified in a conservative direction by
the national interests of the Great Powers and by the hard facts of con-
tested national and ethnic frontiers. Instead of a world of either satisfied
nationalities or dominant powers, the peace treaties created one divided
between the victor powers and their client states, artificially swollen to
include other national minorities (Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia,
and Romania), and vengeful loser states (defeated Germany, Austria, and
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Hungary, and unsatisfied Italy). Torn between a distorted Wilsonianism
and an unfulfilled Leninism, Europe seethed after 1919 with unresolved
territorial and class conflicts.

This mutual failure left political space available for a fourth principle
of world order. The fascists” new formula promised, like that of the con-
servatives, to settle territorial conflicts by allowing the strong to triumph.
Unlike conservatives, they measured strong states not only by military
might but by the fervor and unity of their populations. They proposed to
overcome class conflict by integrating the working class into the nation,
by persuasion if possible and by force if necessary, and by getting rid of the
“alien” and the “impure.” The fascists did not want to keep the peace at
all. They expected that inevitable war would allow the master races,
united and self-confident, to prevail, while the divided, “mongrelized,”
and irresolute peoples would become their handmaidens.

Fascism had become conceivable, as we will soon see, before 1914.
But it was not realizable in practical terms until the Great War had
wrenched Europe into a new era. The “epoch” of fascism, to quote the
German title of the philosopher-historian Ernst Nolte’s classic work of
1963, “fascism in its epoch,”?2 opened in 1918.

Intellectual, Cultural, and Emotional Roots

How Europeans understood their war ordeal amidst the wreckage of 1919
was shaped, of course, by prior mental preparation. Deeper preconditions
of fascism lay in the late-nineteenth-century revolt against the dominant
liberal faith in individual liberty, reason, natural human harmony, and
progress. Well before 1914 newly stylish antiliberal values, more aggressive
nationalism and racism, and a new aesthetic of instinct and violence
began to furnish an intellectual-cultural humus in which fascism could
germinate.

We can begin with what the first fascists read. Mussolini was a serious
reader. The young Italian schoolteacher and socialist organizer read not
so much Marx as Nietzsche, Gustave Le Bon, and Georges Sorel. Hitler
absorbed rather by osmosis the fevered pan-German nationalism and anti-
Semitism of Georg von Schénerer, Houston Stewart Chamberlain,??
Mayor Lueger, and the Vienna streets, elevated into ecstasy in his mind
by the music of Richard Wagner.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) has so often been accused of being
fascism’s progenitor that his case requires particular care. Intended for
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the Lutheran pastorate, the young Nietzsche lost his faith and became
a professor of classical philology while still extraordinarily young. For
his remaining good years (he suffered permanent mental breakdown at
fifty, perhaps related to syphilis) he invested all his brilliance and rage
in attacking complacent and conformist bourgeois piety, softness, and
moralism in the name of a hard, pure independence of spirit. In a world
where God was dead, Christianity weak, and Science false, only a spiritu-
ally free “superman” could fight free of convention and live according to
his own authentic values. At first Nietzsche inspired mostly rebellious
youth and shocked their parents. At the same time, his writing contained
plenty of raw material for people who wanted to brood on the decline of
modern society, the heroic effort of will needed to reverse it, and the
nefarious influence of Jews. Nietzsche himself was scornful of patriotism
and the actual anti-Semites he saw around him, and imagined his super-
man a “free spirit, the enemy of fetters, the non-worshipper, the dweller in
forests.”?* His white-hot prose exerted a powerful intellectual and aes-
thetic influence across the political spectrum, from activist nationalists
like Mussolini and Maurice Barres to nonconformists like Stefan George
and André Gide, to both Nazis and anti-Nazis, and to several later gen-
erations of French iconoclasts from Sartre to Foucault. “Nietzsche’s texts
themselves provide a positive goldmine of varied possibilities.”?>

Georges Sorel (1847-1922) exerted a more direct and practical influence
on Mussolini. A retired French engineer and amateur social theorist,
Sorel was fascinated by what kinds of causes were capable of awakening
“in the depths of the soul a sentiment of the sublime proportionate to the
conditions of a gigantic struggle” so that “the European nations, stupefied
by humanitarianism, can recover their former energy.”? He found the
best examples at first in the revolutionary syndicalism we have already
encountered as Mussolini’s first spiritual home. The syndicalist dream of
“one big union,” whose all-out general strike would sweep away capital-
ist society in “one big night” and leave the unions in charge, was what
Sorel called a “myth” —a galvanizing ideal capable of rousing people to
perform beyond their everyday capacities. Later, at the end of the war,
Sorel concluded that Lenin best embodied this ideal. Still later he was
briefly impressed by Mussolini (who was, in turn, Sorel’s most successful
disciple).?’

Also important for the fascist assault on democracy were social theo-
rists who raised pragmatic doubts about the workability of this relatively
young form of government. Mussolini referred often to Gustave Le Bon’s
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La Psychologie des foules (The Psychology of Crowds, 1895). Le Bon took
a cynical look at how passions rose and fused within a mass of people
who could then be easily manipulated.?® Mussolini also enrolled in the
courses of Vilfredo Pareto at the University of Lausanne in 1904 when he
was living in exile to escape Italian military service. Pareto (1848-1923),
son of a Mazzinian exile in France and a French mother, was a liberal
economist so frustrated by the spread of protectionism in the late nine-
teenth century that he constructed a political theory about how the super-
ficial rules of electoral and parliamentary democracy were inevitably
subverted in practice by the permanent power of elites and by the irra-
tional “residues” of popular feelings.

At the summit of the intellectual scale, the major intellectual devel-
opment of the end of the nineteenth century was the discovery of the
reality and power of the subconscious in human thought and the irra-
tional in human action. While Bergson and Freud had absolutely nothing
to do with fascism, and indeed suffered personally from it, their work
helped undermine the liberal conviction that politics means free people
choosing the best policies by the simple exercise of their reason.?” Their
findings —particularly Freud’s—were spread and popularized after 1918
by direct wartime experiences such as battlefield emotional trauma, for
which the term “shell shock” was invented.

At the bottom of the intellectual scale, a host of popular writers
reworked an existing repertory of themes—race, nation, will, action—
into harder, more aggressive forms as the ubiquitous social Darwinism.
Race, hitherto a rather neutral term for any animal or human grouping,
was given a more explicitly biological and hereditarian form in the late
nineteenth century. Charles Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton suggested in
the 1880s that science gave mankind the power to improve the race by
urging “the best” to reproduce; he invented the word “eugenics” for this
effort.3! The nation—once, for progressive nationalists like Mazzini, a
framework for progress and fraternity among peoples—was made more
exclusive and ranked in a hierarchy that gave “master races” (such as the
“Aryans,” a figment of nineteenth-century anthropological imagination)3?
the right to dominate “inferior” peoples. Will and action became virtues
in themselves, independently of any particular goal, linked to the struggle
among the “races” for supremacy.*?

Even after the horrors of 191418 had made it harder to think of war as
the sort of bracing exploit admired by Rudyard Kipling, Theodore Roo-
sevelt, or the early Boy Scout movement, some still considered it the high-
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est human activity. If the nation or Volk was mankind’s highest attain-
ment, violence in its cause was ennobling. Beyond that, a few aesthetes
of violence found beauty in the very extremity of masculine will and
endurance demanded by trench warfare.*

New forms of anxiety appeared with the twentieth century, to which
fascism soon promised remedies. Looking for fears, indeed, may be a
more fruitful research strategy than a literal-minded quest for thinkers
who “created” fascism. One such fear was the collapse of community
under the corrosive influences of free individualism. Rousseau had
already worried about this before the French Revolution.?® In the mid-
nineteenth century and after, the fear of social disintegration was mostly a
conservative concern. After the turbulent 1840s in England, the Victorian
polemicist Thomas Carlyle worried about what force would discipline
“the masses, full of beer and nonsense,” as more and more of them
received the right to vote.3¢ Carlyle’s remedy was a militarized welfare dic-
tatorship, administered not by the existing ruling class but by a new elite
composed of selfless captains of industry and other natural heroes of the
order of Oliver Cromwell and Frederick the Great. The Nazis later
claimed Carlyle as a forerunner.?”

Fear of the collapse of community solidarity intensified in Europe
toward the end of the nineteenth century, under the impact of urban
sprawl, industrial conflict, and immigration. Diagnosing the ills of com-
munity was a central project in the creation of the new discipline of soci-
ology. Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), the first French holder of a chair in
sociology, diagnosed modern society as afflicted with “anomie” —the pur-
poseless drift of people without social ties—and reflected on the replace-
ment of “organic” solidarity, the ties formed within natural communities
of villages, families, and churches, with “mechanical” solidarity, the ties
formed by modern propaganda and media such as fascists (and advertisers)
would later perfect. The German sociologist Ferdinand Ténnies regretted
the supplanting of traditional, natural societies (Gemeinschaften) by more
differentiated and impersonal modern societies (Gesellschaften) in Gemein-
schaft und Gesellschaft (1887), and the Nazis borrowed his term for the
“people’s community” (Volksgemeinschaft) they wanted to form. The early-
twentieth-century sociologists Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, and Roberto
Michels contributed more directly to fascist ideas.?®

Another late-nineteenth-century anxiety was decadence: the dread
that great historic nations were doomed by their own comfort and com-
placency to declining birth rates® and diminished vitality. The best known
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prediction of decline, whose title everyone knew even if few waded
through its prose, was Oswald Spengler’s Der Untergang des Abendlandes
(Decline of the West, 1918). Spengler, a German high school history
teacher, argued that cultures have life cycles like organisms, passing from
a heroic and creative “Age of Culture” to a corrupt “Age of Civilization”
when rootless masses, huddled in cities, lose contact with the soil, think
only of money, and become incapable of great actions. Thus Germany
was not alone in its decline. In a second volume (1922), he suggested
that a heroic “Caesarism” might still manage to save things in Germany.
Modernization, Spengler feared, was sweeping away rooted traditions.
Bolshevism would carry destruction even further. He advocated a spiri-
tual revolution that would revitalize the nation without altering its social
structure. ¥

Enemies were central to the anxieties that helped inflame the fascist
imagination. Fascists saw enemies within the nation as well as outside.
Foreign states were familiar enemies, though their danger seemed to
intensify with the advance of Bolshevism and with the exacerbated border
conflicts and unfulfilled national claims that followed World War L. Inter-
nal enemies grew luxuriantly in number and variety in the mental land-
scape as the ideal of the homogeneous national state made difference
more suspect. Ethnic minorities had been swollen in western Europe
after the 1880s by an increased number of refugees fleeing pogroms in
eastern Europe.*! Political and cultural subversives—socialists of various
hues, avant-garde artists and intellectuals—discovered new ways to chal-
lenge community conformism. The national culture would have to be
defended against them. Joseph Goebbels declared at a book-burning cere-
mony in Berlin on May 10, 1933, that “the age of extreme Jewish intellec-
tualism has now ended, and the success of the German revolution has
again given the right of way to the German spirit.”* Though Mussolini
and his avant-garde artist friends worried less than the Nazis about cul-
tural modernism, Fascist squads made bonfires of socialist books in Italy.

The discovery of the role of bacteria in contagion by the French biolo-
gist Louis Pasteur and the mechanisms of heredity by the Austrian monk-
botanist Gregor Mendel in the 1880s made it possible to imagine whole
new categories of internal enemy: carriers of disease, the unclean, and the
hereditarily ill, insane, or criminal. The urge to purify the community
medically became far stronger in Protestant northern Europe than in
Catholic southern Europe. This agenda influenced liberal states, too.
The United States and Sweden led the way in the forcible sterilization of
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habitual offenders (in the American case, especially African Americans),
but Nazi Germany went beyond them in the most massive program of
medical euthanasia yet known.*

Fascist Italy, by contrast, though it promoted the growth of la razza,
understood in cultural-historical terms,* remained little touched by the
northern European and American vogue for biological purification. This
difference rested upon cultural tradition. The German Right had tradi-
tionally been vilkisch, devoted to the defense of a biological “people”
threatened by foreign impurities, socialist division, and bourgeois soft-
ness.* The new Italian nationalism was less biological and more political
in its determination to “do over” the Risorgimento that had been cor-
rupted by liberals and weakened by socialists. It claimed the right of Ital-
ians as a “proletarian nation” to a share of the world’s colonies. If it were
true that every nation, whatever its superficial democratic gadgetry, was
really run by an elite, as the sociologists Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca,
and the disillusioned German socialist émigré Roberto Michels were
telling Italians at the end of World War I, then Italy must look to the cre-
ation of a worthy new elite capable of running its new state and leading
[talian opinion, by “myths” if necessary.*

Fascists need a demonized enemy against which to mobilize follow-
ers, but of course the enemy does not have to be Jewish. Each culture
specifies the national enemy. Even though in Germany the foreign, the
unclean, the contagious, and the subversive often mingled in a single dia-
bolized image of the Jew, Gypsies and Slavs were also targeted. American
fascists diabolized blacks and sometimes Catholics as well as Jews. Italian
Fascists diabolized their South Slav neighbors, especially the Slovenes, as
well as the socialists who refused the war of national revival. Later they
easily added to their list the Ethiopians and the Libyans, whom they tried
to conquer in Africa.

Fascist anxieties about decline and impurity did not necessarily point
toward the restoration of some antique golden age. Isaiah Berlin was
surely stretching a point when he found a precursor to fascism in Joseph
de Maistre in Restoration France, not so much by virtue of his conviction
of human depravity and the need for authority as because of his “pre-
occupation with blood and death,” his fascination with punishment, and
his prophecy of “totalitarian society.”*” But de Maistre offered only old-
fashioned solutions: the unlimited authority of Church and King. Zeev
Sternhell has established that socialist heresies belong among the roots
of fascism, though they were not alone, of course.* Other elements of
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the fascist mental universe —national unity, citizen participation —came
from the bosom of liberal values.

Fascism’s place in the European intellectual tradition is a matter of
heated dispute. Two extreme positions have been staked out. Zeev Stern-
hell considers fascism a coherent ideology that formed “an integral part of
the history of European culture.”? According to Hannah Arendt, Nazism
“owed nothing to any part of the Western tradition, be it German or not,
Catholic or Protestant, Christian, Greek or Roman. . . . On the contrary
Nazism is actually the breakdown of all German and European traditions,
the good as well as the bad . . . basing itself on the intoxication of destruc-
tion as an actual experience, dreaming the stupid dream of producing the
void.”>0

In support of Sternhell, a whole repertory of themes had become
available to fascism within European culture by 1914—the primacy of the
“race” or the “community” or “the people” (the Volk, for Germans) over
any individual rights; the right of the strongest races to fight it out for pri-
macy; the virtue and beauty of violent action on behalf of the nation; fear
of national decline and impurity; contempt for compromise; pessimism
about human nature.

It is wrong, however, to construct a kind of intellectual teleology that
starts with the fascist movement and reads backwards, selectively, round-
ing up every text or statement that seems to be pointing toward it. A linear
pedigree that leads directly from pioneer thinkers to a finished fascism is
pure invention. For one thing, nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-
century rebels against conformist liberalism, such as Nietzsche, and against
reformist socialism, such as Sorel, are not seen whole if we pick out the
parts that seem to presage fascism. Fascist pamphleteers who quoted from
them later were wrenching fragments out of context.

Antifascists, too, drew on these authors. Even some German vélkisch
writers rejected Nazism. Oswald Spengler, for example, despite the Nazis’
enthusiasm for his work, always refused to endorse National Socialism.
“Enthusiasm,” he wrote in 1932, apparently with Hitler in mind, “is a dan-
gerous burden on the road of politics. The pathfinder must be a hero, not
a heroic tenor.”! The poet Stefan George, whose dream of a purified
community of peasants and artists led by a cultivated elite was attractive to
some Nazis, refused their offer of the presidency of the German Academy.
Horrified by the coarse violence of the Storm Troopers (Sturmabteilun-
gen, or SA), George went into voluntary exile in Ziirich, where he died in
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December 1933.°2 One of his former disciples, Colonel Count Klaus
Schenk von Stauffenberg, tried to assassinate Hitler in July 1944. Ernst
Niekisch (1889-1967), whose radical rejection of bourgeois society was
linked to a passionate German nationalism, cooperated briefly with Nazism
in the middle 1920s before becoming a bitter opponent on the Left. The
Austrian theorist of corporatism Othmar Spann was enthusiastic for Nazism
in 1933, but the Nazi leadership judged his form of corporatism too anti-
statist and they arrested him when they took over Austria in 1938.>3

In Italy, Gaetano Mosca, who influenced Fascists by his analysis of
the inevitable “circulation of elites” even within democracies, was one of
the senators who stood up to Mussolini in 1921. He signed Croce’s Anti-
Fascist Manifesto in 1925. Giovanni Prezzolini, whose zeal to redo the
Risorgimento had inspired the young Mussolini,>* grew reserved and left
to teach in the United States.

Intellectual and cultural preparation may have made it possible to
imagine fascism, but they did not thereby bring fascism about. Even for
Sternhell, the ideology of fascism, fully formed, he believes, by 1912, did
not shape fascist regimes all by itself. Fascist regimes had to be woven into
societies by choices and actions.>

The intellectual and cultural critics who are sometimes considered
the creators of fascism actually account better for the space made avail-
able for fascism than they do fascism itself. They explain most directly
the weakness of fascism’s rivals, the previously ascendant bourgeois liber-
alism and the powerful reformist socialism of pre-1914 Europe. Concrete
choices and actions were necessary before fascism could come into being,
exploit that weakness, and occupy those spaces.

A turther difficulty with tracing the intellectual and cultural roots of
fascism is that the national cases differ so widely. That should not be sur-
prising, for two reasons. Some national settings, most notably successful
democracies but also troubled countries like Russia where dissent and
anger still polarized to the Left, offered fascism few openings. Moreover,
fascists do not invent the myths and symbols that compose the rhetoric of
their movements but select those that suit their purposes from within the
national cultural repertories. Most of these have no inherent or necessary
link to fascism. The Russian Futurist poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, whose
love of machines and speed equaled that of Marinetti, found his outlet as
a fervent Bolshevik.

In any event, it is not the particular themes of Nazism or Italian Fas-
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cism that define the nature of the fascist phenomenon, but their function.
Fascisms seek out in each national culture those themes that are best
capable of mobilizing a mass movement of regeneration, unification, and
purity, directed against liberal individualism and constitutionalism and
against Leftist class struggle. The themes that appeal to fascists in one cul-
tural tradition may seem simply silly to another. The foggy Norse myths
that stirred Norwegians or Germans sounded ridiculous in Italy, where
Fascism appealed rather to a sun-drenched classical Romanita.>®

Nevertheless, where fascism appealed to intellectuals it did so most
widely in its early stages. Its latitudinarian hospitality to disparate intellec-
tual hangers-on was at its broadest then, before its antibourgeois animus
was compromised by the quest for power. In the 1920s, it seemed the very
essence of revolt against stuffy bourgeois conformity. The Vorticist move-
ment, founded in London in 1913 by the American poet Ezra Pound and
the Canadian-British writer and painter Wyndham Lewis,”” was sympa-
thetic to Italian Fascism in the 1920s. Its champions showed just as well as
Marinetti’s Futurism that one could be rebellious and avant-garde with-
out having to swallow the leveling, the cosmopolitanism, the pacifism, the
feminism, or the earnestness of the Left.

But the intellectual and cultural changes that helped make fascism
conceivable and therefore possible were both broader and narrower,
simultaneously, than the fascist phenomenon itself. On the one hand,
many people shared in those currents without ever becoming fascist sup-
porters. The British novelist D. H. Lawrence sounded like an early fascist
in a letter to a friend, twenty months before the outbreak of World War I
“My great religion is a belief in the blood, the flesh, as being wiser than
the intellect. We can go wrong in our minds, but what our blood feels and
believes and says is always true.”® But when the war began, Lawrence,
married to a German woman, was horrified by the killing and declared
himself a conscientious objector.

On the other hand, fascism became fully developed only after its
practitioners had quietly closed their eyes to some of their early principles,
in the effort to enter the coalitions necessary for power. Once in power, as
we will see, fascists played down, marginalized, or even discarded some of
the intellectual currents that had helped open the way.

To focus only on the educated carriers of intellect and culture in the
search for fascist roots, furthermore, is to miss the most important register:
subterranean passions and emotions. A nebula of attitudes was taking
shape, and no one thinker ever put together a total philosophical system
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to support fascism. Even scholars who specialize in the quest for fascism’s
intellectual and cultural origins, such as George Mosse, declare that the
establishment of a “mood” is more important than “the search for some
individual precursors.”® In that sense too, fascism is more plausibly
linked to a set of “mobilizing passions” that shape fascist action than to a
consistent and fully articulated philosophy. At bottom is a passionate
nationalism. Allied to it is a conspiratorial and Manichean view of history
as a battle between the good and evil camps, between the pure and the
corrupt, in which one’s own community or nation has been the victim. In
this Darwinian narrative, the chosen people have been weakened by
political parties, social classes, unassimilable minorities, spoiled rentiers,
and rationalist thinkers who lack the necessary sense of community.
These “mobilizing passions,” mostly taken for granted and not always
overtly argued as intellectual propositions, form the emotional lava that
set fascism’s foundations:

e a sense of overwhelming crisis beyond the reach of any tradi-
tional solutions;

o the primacy of the group, toward which one has duties superior
to every right, whether individual or universal, and the subordi-
nation of the individual to it;

o the belief that one’s group is a victim, a sentiment that justifies
any action, without legal or moral limits, against its enemies,
both internal and external;®0

o dread of the group’s decline under the corrosive effects of indi-
vidualistic liberalism, class conflict, and alien influences;

o the need for closer integration of a purer community, by consent
if possible, or by exclusionary violence if necessary;

o the need for authority by natural leaders (always male), culmi-
nating in a national chief who alone is capable of incarnating
the group’s destiny;

o the superiority of the leader’s instincts over abstract and univer-
sal reason;

o the beauty of violence and the efficacy of will, when they are
devoted to the group’s success;

o the right of the chosen people to dominate others without
restraint from any kind of human or divine law, right being
decided by the sole criterion of the group’s prowess within a
Darwinian struggle.

41



THE ANATOMY OF FASCISM

The “mobilizing passions” of fascism are hard to treat historically, for
many of them are as old as Cain. It seems incontestable, however, that the
fevers of increased nationalism before World War 1 and the passions
aroused by that war sharpened them. Fascism was an affair of the gut more
than of the brain, and a study of the roots of fascism that treats only the
thinkers and the writers misses the most powerful impulses of all.

Long-Term Preconditions

Longer-term shifts in fundamental political, social, and economic struc-
tures also helped prepare the way for fascism. As I pointed out at the
beginning, fascism was a latecomer among political movements.®! It was
simply inconceivable before a number of basic preconditions had been
put in place.

One necessary precondition was mass politics. As a mass movement
directed against the Left, fascism could not really exist before the citizenry
had become involved in politics. Some of the first switches on the tracks
leading to fascism were thrown with the first enduring European experi-
ments with manhood suffrage following the revolutions of 1848.92 Up to
that time, both conservatives and liberals had generally tried to limit the
electorate to the wealthy and the educated —“responsible” citizens, capa-
ble of choosing among issues of broad principle. After the revolutions of
1848, while most conservatives and cautious liberals were trying to restore
limits to the right to vote, a few bold and innovative conservative politi-
cians chose instead to gamble on accepting a mass electorate and trying to
manage it.

The adventurer Louis Napoleon was elected president of the Second
French Republic in December 1848 by manhood suffrage, using simple
imagery and what is called today “name recognition” (his uncle was the
world-shaking Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte). Confronted with a liberal
(in the nineteenth-century meaning of the term) legislature that tried
in 1850 to disenfranchise poor and itinerant citizens, President Louis
Napoleon boldly championed manhood suffrage. Even after he had made
himself Emperor Napoleon III in a military coup d’état in December
1851, he let all male citizens vote for a phantom parliament. Against the
liberals’ preference for a restricted, educated electorate, the emperor pio-
neered the skillful use of simple slogans and symbols to appeal to the poor
and little educated.®
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Similarly, in the new German empire he completed in 1871, Bis-
marck chose to manipulate a broad suffrage in his battles against liberals.
It would be absurd to call these authoritarians “fascists,”** but they were
clearly pioneering in terrain that fascists would later master. By choosing
to manipulate a mass electorate rather than to disenfranchise it, they
parted company with both conservatives and liberals and with politics as
then practiced, in the form of learned discussion among notables chosen
by a deferential public to govern on its behalf.

Unlike conservatives and cautious liberals, fascists never wanted to
keep the masses out of politics. They wanted to enlist, discipline, and
energize them. In any event, by the end of World War I, there was no pos-
sible turning back to a narrow suffrage. Young men almost everywhere
had been summoned to die for their countries, and one could hardly deny
the full rights of citizenship to any of them. Women, too, whose economic
and social roles the war had expanded enormously, received the vote in
many northern European countries (though not yet in France, Italy,
Spain, or Switzerland). While fascists sought to restore patriarchy in the
family and the workplace, they preferred to mobilize sympathetic women
rather than disfranchise them, at least until they could abolish voting
altogether.®

European political culture also had to change before fascism became
possible. The Right had to recognize that it could no longer avoid partici-
pating in mass politics. This transition was made easier by the gravitation
of increasing numbers of middle-class citizens into conservative ranks,
as their limited political demands were satisfied and as threatening new
socialist demands took shape. By 1917 (if not before), the revolutionary
project was immediate enough to alienate much of the middle class from
the Left allegiance of its democratic grandparents of 1848. Conservatives
could begin to dream of managing electoral majorities.

The democratic and socialist Lefts, still united in 1848, had to split
apart before fascism could become possible. The Left also had to lose its
position as the automatic recourse for all the partisans of change—the
dreamers and the angry, among the middle class as well as the working
class. Fascism is therefore inconceivable in the absence of a mature and
expanding socialist Left. Indeed fascists can find their space only after
socialism has become powerful enough to have had some share in gov-
erning, and thus to have disillusioned part of its traditional working-
class and intellectual clientele. So we can situate fascism in time not only
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after the irreversible establishment of mass politics, but indeed late in
that process, when socialists have reached the point of participating in
government—and being compromised by it.

That threshold was crossed in September 1899, when the first Euro-
pean socialist accepted a position in a bourgeois cabinet, in order to help
support French democracy under attack during the Dreytus Affair, thereby
earning the hostility of some of his movement’s moral purists.®® By 1914,
part of the Left’s traditional following had become disillusioned with what
they considered the compromises of moderate parliamentary socialists.
After the war, looking for something more uncompromisingly revolu-
tionary, they went over to Bolshevism, or, as we have seen, via national
syndicalism to fascism.

After 1917, of course, the Left was no longer gathering itself and wait-
ing for its moment, as it had been doing before 1914. It was threatening to
march across the world at the head of a seemingly irresistible Bolshevik
Revolution. The fright given the entire middle and upper classes by
Lenin’s victory in Russia, and the anticipated success of his followers in
more industrialized Germany, is crucial for understanding the panicky
search during 1918-22 for some new kind of response to Bolshevism.

The fire-bells set oft by Bolshevism transformed into emergencies the
difficulties already faced by liberal values and institutions in the aftermath
of World War 1.7 All three key liberal institutions— parliament, market,
school—dealt poorly with these emergencies. Elected representatives
struggled to find the necessary minimum of common ground to make dif-
ficult policy choices. Assumptions about the adequacy of a self-regulating
market, even if believable in the long run, seemed laughably inadequate
in the face of immediate national and international economic disloca-
tions. Free schooling no longer seemed sufficient by itself to integrate
communities shaken by the cacophony of opposing interests, cultural plu-
ralism, and artistic experiment. The crisis of liberal institutions did not
affect every country with exactly the same intensity, however, and I will
explore these varying national experiences in the next chapter.

Precursors

We have already noted that fascism was unexpected. It is not the linear
projection of any one nineteenth-century political tendency. It is not
easily comprehensible in terms of any of the major nineteenth-century

44



Creating Fascist Movements

paradigms: liberalism, conservatism, socialism. There were neither words
nor concepts for it before Mussolini’s movement and others like it were
created in the aftermath of World War L.

There had been straws in the wind, however. Late in the nineteenth
century came the first signs of a “Politics in a New Key”:% the creation of
the first popular movements dedicated to reasserting the priority of the
nation against all forms of internationalism or cosmopolitanism. The
decade of the 1880os—with its simultaneous economic depression and
broadened democratic practice —was a crucial threshold.

That decade confronted Europe and the world with nothing less than
the first globalization crisis. In the 188os new steamships made it possible
to bring cheap wheat and meat to Europe, bankrupting family farms and
aristocratic estates and sending a flood of rural refugees into the cities. At
the same time, railroads knocked the bottom out of what was left of skilled
artisanal labor by delivering cheap manufactured goods to every city. At
the same ill-chosen moment, unprecedented numbers of immigrants
arrived in western Europe —not only the familiar workers from Spain and
Italy, but also culturally exotic Jews fleeing oppression in eastern Europe.
These shocks form the backdrop to some developments in the 188os that
we can now perceive as the first gropings toward fascism.

The conservative French and German experiments with a manipu-
lated manhood suffrage that I alluded to earlier were extended in the
1880s. The third British Reform Bill of 1884 nearly doubled the electorate
to include almost all adult males. In all these countries, political elites
found themselves in the 188os forced to adapt to a shift in political culture
that weakened the social deference that had long produced the almost
automatic election of upper-class representatives to parliament, thereby
opening the way to the entry of more modest social strata into politics:
shopkeepers, country doctors and pharmacists, small-town lawyers—the
“new layers” (nouvelles couches) famously summoned forth in 1874 by
Léon Gambetta, soon to be himself, the son of an immigrant Italian gro-
cer, the first French prime minister of modest origins.

Lacking personal fortunes, this new type of elected representative
lived on their parliamentarians’ salary and became the first professional
politicians.®” Lacking the hereditary name recognition of the “notables”
who had dominated European parliaments up to then, the new politi-
cians had to invent new kinds of support networks and new kinds of
appeal. Some of them built political machines based upon middle-class
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social clubs, such as Freemasonry (as Gambetta’s Radical Party did in
France); others, in both Germany and France, discovered the drawing
power of anti-Semitism and nationalism.”

Rising nationalism penetrated at the end of the nineteenth century
even into the ranks of organized labor. I referred earlier in this chapter to
the hostility between German-speaking and Czech-speaking wage earners
in Bohemia, in what was then the Habsburg empire. By 1914 it was going
to be possible to use nationalist sentiment to mobilize parts of the working
class against other parts of it, and even more so after World War L.

For all these reasons, the economic crisis of the 188os, as the first
major depression to occur in the era of mass politics, rewarded dema-
goguery. Henceforth a decline in the standard of living would translate
quickly into electoral defeats for incumbents and victories for political
outsiders ready to appeal with summary slogans to angry voters.

Several notorious mass-based populist nationalist movements arose in
Europe during the 188o0s. France, precocious in so many political experi-
ments, was also a pioneer in this one. The glamorous General Boulanger,
made minister of war in January 1886 by the moderately Left-leaning gov-
ernment of Charles de Freycinet, was idolized in Paris because he had
stood up to the Germans and had treated his soldiers considerately, and
because his blond beard and black horse looked splendid in patriotic
parades. The general was dismissed as minister of war in May 1887, how-
ever, for excessively bellicose language during a period of tension with
Germany. His departure for a provincial reassignment triggered a gigantic
popular demonstration as his Parisian fans lay down on the rails to block
his train. Boulanger had originally been close to the anticlerical moderate
Left (“Radicals,” in the French political terminology of the day), but he
now allowed himself to become the center of a political agitation that
drew from both Left and Right. While he continued to support Radical
proposals such as the abolition of the indirectly elected senate, his advo-
cacy of sweeping constitutional changes now acquired an odor of con-
spiracy by a providential man.

When the alarmed government dismissed Boulanger from the army,
the ex-general was now free to indulge his newfound political ambitions.
His strategy was to run in every by-election that occurred whenever a par-
liamentary seat became vacant through death or resignation. Boulanger
turned out to have wide popular appeal in working-class districts. Monar-
chists as well as Bonapartists gave him money because his success seemed
more likely to damage the Republic than to reform it. In January 188q,
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after he had won a by-election in Paris by a considerable majority,
Boulanger’s supporters urged him to carry out a coup d’état against a
French Republic already reeling under financial scandals and economic
depression. At the climactic moment, however, the providential man fal-
tered. Threatened with government prosecution, he fled to Belgium on
April 1, where he later committed suicide on the grave of his mistress.
Boulangism turned out to be a flash in the pan.”! But for the first time in
Furope the ingredients had been assembled for a mass-based, populist
nationalist gathering around a charismatic figure.

Similar ingredients mingled in the popular emotions aroused in
France after 1896 against Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish staff officer
wrongly accused of spying for Germany. The case convulsed France until
1906. The anti-Dreyfus camp enlisted in defense of the authority of the
state and the honor of the army both conservatives and some Leftists
influenced by traditional anticapitalist anti-Semitism and Jacobin forms
of nationalism. The pro-Dreyfus camp, mostly from Left and center,
defended a universal standard of the rights of man. The nation took prece-
dence over any universal value, proclaimed the anti-Dreyfusard Charles
Maurras, whose Action Francaise movement is sometimes considered the
first authentic fascism.”? When a document used to incriminate Dreyfus
turned out to have been faked, Maurras was undaunted. It was, he said, a
“patriotic forgery,” a faux patriotique.

Austria-Hungary was another setting where forerunner movements
successfully pioneered in the terrain of populist nationalism. Georg von
Schonerer (1842-1921), a wealthy landowner and apostle of pan-Germanism
from the Sudetenland, along the western fringes of Bohemia, urged the
German speakers of the Habsburg empire to work for union with the
German empire and to fight Catholic and Jewish influence.” We have
already noted how Karl Lueger was elected mayor of Vienna in 1897, over
the opposition of the emperor and traditional liberals, and governed
invincibly until his death in 1910 with a path-breaking mixture of “munici-
pal socialism” (public gas, water, electricity, hospitals, schools, and parks)
and anti-Semitism.™

German politicians, too, experimented in the 188os with the appeal of
anti-Semitism. The Protestant court pastor Adolf Stocker used it in his
Christian Social Party in an attempt to draw voters from the working and
lower middle classes to conservatism. A new generation of liberals drawn
from outside the old circles of aristocrats and big planters, lacking the old
mechanisms of social deference, used it as a new way to manage mass
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politics.”> But these tests of overtly anti-Semitic politics in Germany had
shrunk to insignificance by the early twentieth century. Such forerunner
movements showed that while many elements of later fascism already
existed, conditions were not ripe to put them together and gain a substan-
tial following.”

Arguably the first concrete example of “national socialism” in prac-
tice was the Cercle Proudhon in France in 1911, a study group designed to
“unite nationalists and left-wing anti-democrats” around an offensive against
“Jewish capitalism.””” It was the creation of Georges Valois, a former mili-
tant of Charles Maurras’s Action Francaise who broke away from his mas-
ter in order to concentrate more actively on converting the working class
from Marxist internationalism to the nation. It proved too early, however,
to rally more than a few intellectuals and journalists to Valois’s “triumph
of heroic values over the ignoble bourgeois materialism in which Europe
is now stifling . . . [and] . . . the awakening of Force and Blood against
Gold.”’8

The term national socialism seems to have been invented by the
French nationalist author Maurice Barres, who described the aristocratic
adventurer the Marquis de Mores in 1896 as the “first national socialist.”””
Mores, after failing as a cattle rancher in North Dakota, returned to Paris
in the early 189os and organized a band of anti-Semitic toughs who attacked
Jewish shops and offices. As a cattleman, Mores found his recruits among
slaughterhouse workers in Paris, to whom he appealed with a mixture of
anticapitalism and anti-Semitic nationalism.®" His squads wore the cow-
boy garb and ten-gallon hats that the marquis had discovered in the
American West, which thus predate black and brown shirts (by a modest
stretch of the imagination) as the first fascist uniform. Mores killed a
popular Jewish officer, Captain Armand Meyer, in a duel early in the
Dreyfus Affair, and was himself killed by his Touareg guides in the Sahara
in 1896 on an expedition to “unite France to Islam and to Spain.”$! “Life
is valuable only through action,” he had proclaimed. “So much the worse
if the action is mortal.”%2

Some Italians were moving in the same direction. Some Italian disci-
ples of Sorel found in the nation the kind of mobilizing myth that the pro-
letarian revolution was failing to provide.®? Those who, like Sorel, wanted
to retain the purity of motive and intensity of commitment that socialism
had offered when it was a hounded opposition, now joined those who
despised the compromises of parliamentary socialism and those who were
becoming disillusioned by the failure of general strikes— climaxing in the
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terrible defeat of “red week” in Milan in June 1914. They thought that
productivism®* and expansionist war for “proletarian” Italy (as in Libya in
1911) might replace the general strike as the most effective mobilizing
myth for revolutionary change in Italy. Another foundation stone had
been laid for the edifice that fascists would build: the project of win-
ning the socialists” clientele back to the nation via a heroic antisocialist
“national syndicalism.”

Considering these precursors, a debate has arisen about which coun-
try spawned the earliest fascist movement. France is a frequent candi-
date.®> Russia has been proposed.80 Hardly anyone puts Germany first.57 It
may be that the earliest phenomenon that can be functionally related to
fascism is American: the Ku Klux Klan. Just after the Civil War, some for-
mer Confederate officers, fearing the vote given to African Americans in
1867 by the Radical Reconstructionists, set up a militia to restore an over-
turned social order. The Klan constituted an alternate civic authority, par-
allel to the legal state, which, in the eyes of the Klan’s founders, no longer
defended their community’s legitimate interests. By adopting a uniform
(white robe and hood), as well as by their techniques of intimidation and
their conviction that violence was justified in the cause of their group’s
destiny,® the first version of the Klan in the defeated American South was
arguably a remarkable preview of the way fascist movements were to func-
tion in interwar Europe. It should not be surprising, after all, that the most
precocious democracies—the United States and France —should have
generated precocious backlashes against democracy.

Today we can perceive these experiments as harbingers of a new kind
of politics to come. At the time, however, they seemed to be personal
aberrations by individual adventurers. They were not yet perceptible as
examples of a new system. They become visible this way only in restro-
spect, after all the pieces have come together, a space has opened up, and
a name has been invented.

Recruitment

We have repeatedly encountered embittered war veterans in our account
of the founding of the first fascist movements. Fascism would have remained
a mere pressure group for veterans and their younger brothers, however, if
it had not drawn in many other kinds of recruits.®”

Above all, the early fascists were young. Many of the new generation
were convinced that the white-bearded men responsible for the war, who
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still clung to their places, understood nothing of their concerns, whether
they had experienced the front or not. Young people who had never
voted before responded enthusiastically to fascism’s brand of antipolitical
politics.”

Several features distinguished the most successful fascisms from pre-
vious parties. Unlike the middle-class parties led by “notables” who con-
descended to contact their publics only at election time, the fascist parties
swept their members up into an intense fraternity of emotion and effort.!
Unlike the class parties—socialist or bourgeois—fascist parties managed
to realize their claim to bring together citizens from all social classes.
These were attractive features for many.”?

Farly fascist parties did not recruit from all classes in the same
proportions, however. It was soon noticed that fascist parties were largely
middle class, to the point where fascism was perceived as the very embodi-
ment of lower-middle-class resentments.”> But, after all, all political par-
ties are largely middle class. On closer inspection, fascism turned out to
appeal to upper-class members and voters as well.*

Early fascism also won more working-class followers than used to be
thought, though these were always proportionally fewer than their share
in the population.” The relative scarcity of working-class fascists was not
due to some proletarian immunity to appeals of nationalism and ethnic
cleansing. It is better explained by “immunization” and “confessional-
ism”:% those already deeply engaged, from generation to generation, in
the rich subculture of socialism, with its clubs, newspapers, unions, and
rallies, were simply not available for another loyalty.

Workers were more available for fascism if they stood outside the
community of socialists. It helped if they had a tradition of direct action,
and of hostility to parliamentary socialism: in Italy, blackleg marble work-
ers in traditionally anarchist Carrara,”” for example, or the Genoese seamen
organized by Captain Giuseppe Giulietti, who followed first D’Annunzio
and then Mussolini. The unemployed, too, had been separated from
organized socialism (which, under the harsh and divisive conditions of
economic depression, appeared to value employed workers more than the
unemployed). The unemployed were more likely to join the communists
than the fascists, however, unless they were first-time voters or from the
middle class.” A similar rootedness in the parish community probably
explains the smaller proportion of Catholics than Protestants among the
Nazi electorate.

Special local conditions could draw proletarians to fascism. A third of
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the members of the British Union of Fascists in rundown East London
were unskilled or semiskilled workers, recruited through resentment at
recent Jewish immigrants, disillusion with the feckless Labour Party, or
anger at communist and Jewish assaults upon BUF parades.”” The Hun-
garian Arrow Cross won a third of the votes in heavily industrial central
Budapest (Csepel Island), and had success in some rural mining areas, in
the absence of a plausible Left alternative for an antigovernment protest
vote. 100

Whether fascism recruited more by an appeal to reason than to the
emotions is hotly debated.!%! The evident power of emotions within fas-
cism has tempted many to believe that fascism recruited the emotionally
disturbed or the sexually deviant. I will consider some of the pitfalls of psy-
chohistory in chapter 8. It needs to be reemphasized that Hitler himself,
while driven by hatreds and abnormal obsessions, was capable of prag-
matic decision-making and rational choices, especially before 1942. To
conclude that Nazism or other forms of fascism are forms of mental dis-
turbance is doubly dangerous: it offers an alibi to the multitude of “nor-
mal” fascists, and it ill prepares us to recognize the utter normality of
authentic fascism. Most fascist leaders and militants were quite ordinary
people thrust into positions of extraordinary power and responsibility by
processes that are perfectly comprehensible in rational terms. Putting fas-
cism on the couch can lead us astray. Suspicions about Hitler’s own per-
verse sexuality rest on no firm evidence,!”? though he was notoriously no
conventional family man. Both homosexuals (such as Ernst Rohm and
Edmund Heines of the SA) and violent homophobes (Himmler, for
example) were prominent in the masculine fraternity that was Nazism.
But there is no evidence that the proportion of homosexuals was higher
among Nazis than in the general population. The issue has not risen for
[talian Fascism.

The fascist leaders were outsiders of a new type. New people had
forced their way into national leadership before. There had long been
hard-bitten soldiers who fought better than aristocratic officers and became
indispensable to kings. A later form of political recruitment came from
young men of modest background who made good when electoral poli-
tics broadened in the late nineteenth century. One thinks of the afore-
mentioned French politician Léon Gambetta, the grocer’s son, or the
beer wholesaler’s son Gustav Stresemann, who became the preeminent
statesman of Weimar Germany. A third kind of successtul outsider in
modern times has been clever mechanics in new industries (consider
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those entrepreneurial bicycle makers Henry Ford, William Morris, and
the Wrights).

But many of the fascist leaders were marginal in a new way. They
did not resemble the interlopers of earlier eras: the soldiers of fortune, the
first upwardly mobile parliamentary politicians, or the clever mechanics.
Some were bohemians, lumpen-intellectuals, dilettantes, experts in noth-
ing except the manipulation of crowds and the fanning of resentments:
Hitler, the failed art student; Mussolini, a schoolteacher by trade but
mostly a restless revolutionary, expelled for subversion from Switzerland
and the Trentino; Joseph Goebbels, the jobless college graduate with lit-
erary ambitions; Hermann Goering, the drifting World War [ fighter ace;
Heinrich Himmler, the agronomy student who failed at selling fertilizer
and raising chickens.

Yet the early fascist cadres were far too diverse in social origins and
education to fit the common label of marginal outsiders.!”* Alongside
street-brawlers with criminal records like Amerigo Dumini!™ or Martin
Bormann one could find a professor of philosophy like Giovanni Gen-
tile!®> or even, briefly, a musician like Arturo Toscanini.!% What united
them was, after all, values rather than a social profile: scorn for tired bour-
geois politics, opposition to the Left, fervent nationalism, a tolerance for
violence when needed.

Someone has said that a political party is like a bus: people are always
getting on and off. We will see as we go along how fascist clientele altered
over time, from early radicals to later careerists. Here, too, we cannot see
the fascist phenomenon in full by looking only at its beginnings.

Understanding Fascism by Its Origins

In this chapter we have looked at the times, the places, the clientele, and
the rhetoric of the first fledgling fascist movements. Now we are forced
to admit that the first movements do not tell the whole story. The first
fascisms were going to be transformed by the very enterprise of trying to
be more than a marginal voice. Wherever they became more active
claimants for power, that effort was to turn them into something strikingly
different from the radical early days. Understanding the first move-
ments gives us only a partial and incomplete understanding of the whole
phenomenon.

It is curious what a disproportionate amount of historical attention
has been lavished on the beginnings of fascism. There are several rea-
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sons for this. One is the latent (but misleading) Darwinian convention
that if we study the origins of something we grasp its inner blueprint.
Another is the availability of a profusion of fascist words and cultural arti-
facts from the early stages which are grist for historians” mills; the sub-
tler, more secretive, and more sordid business of negotiating deals to
reach or exercise power somehow seems a less alluring subject (erro-
neously so!).

A solid pragmatic reason why so many works about fascism concen-
trate on the early movements is that most fascist movements never got any
further. To write of fascism in Scandinavia, Britain, the Low Countries, or
even France is necessarily to write of movements that never developed
beyond founding a newspaper, staging some demonstrations, speaking on
street corners. José Antonio Primo de Rivera in Spain, Mosley in Britain,
and the most outspokenly fascist movements in France never even partici-
pated in the electoral process.!?

Looking mainly at early fascism starts us down several false trails. It
puts intellectuals at the center of an enterprise whose major decisions
were made by power-secking men of action. The intellectual fellow trav-
elers had diminishing influence in the rooting and regime stages of the
fascist cycle, although certain ideas reasserted themselves in the radical-
ization stage (see chapter 6). Further, concentrating on origins puts mis-
leading emphasis on early fascism’s antibourgeois rhetoric and its critique
of capitalism. It privileges the “poetic movement” of José Antonio Primo
de Rivera that would impose “hard and just sacrifices . . . on many of our
own class,” and “reach the humble as well as the powerful with its bene-
fits,”198 and the “great red fascism of our youth,” as Robert Brasillach
remembered it with fond nostalgia shortly before his execution for treason
in Paris in February 1945.1%

Comparison, finally, has little bite at the early stages, for every coun-
try with mass politics had a fledgling fascist movement at some point
after 1918. Comparison does show that the map of fascist intellectual crea-
tivity does not coincide with the map of fascist success. Some observers
contend that fascism was invented in France, and attained its fullest intel-
lectual flowering there.''% But fascism did not come close to power in
France until after military defeat in 1940, as we will see in more detail
below.

The first to test early fascism at the ballot box was Mussolini. He imag-
ined that his antisocialist but antibourgeois “antiparty” would draw in all
the veterans of Italy and their admirers and turn his Fasci di Combatti-

53



THE ANATOMY OF FASCISM

mento into a mass catch-all party. Running for parliament in Milan on
November 16, 1919, on the original San Sepolcro program, with its mix-
ture of radical domestic change and expansionist nationalism, he received
a total of 4,796 votes out of 315,165.11! Before becoming a major contender
in Italian political life, he would have to make adjustments.

To understand fascism whole, we need to spend as much energy on
the later forms as on the beginnings. The adaptations and transformations
that mark the path followed by some fascisms from movement to party to
regime to final paroxysm will occupy much of the rest of this book.
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CHAPTER 3

Taking Root

Successful Fascisms

Between the two world wars, almost every nation on earth, and certainly
all those with mass politics, generated some intellectual current or activist
movement akin to fascism. Nearly ubiquitous but mostly ephemeral,
movements like the Greyshirts of Iceland! or the New Guard of New
South Wales (Australia)? would not interest us urgently today had not a
few of their kind grown big and dangerous. A few fascist movements
became much more successful than the general run of fascist street-
corner orators and bullies. By becoming the carriers of substantial griev-
ances and interests, and by becoming capable of rewarding political
ambitions, they took root within political systems. A handful of them
played major roles in public life. These successful fascisms elbowed a
space among the other contending parties or interest groups, and per-
suaded influential people that they could represent their interests and
feelings and fulfill their ambitions better than any conventional party.
The early ragtag outsiders thus transformed themselves into serious politi-
cal forces capable of competing on equal terms with longer-established
parties or movements. Their success influenced entire political systems,
giving them a more intense and aggressive tone and legitimating open
expressions of extreme nationalism, Left-baiting, and racism. This bundle
of processes—how fascist parties take root—is the subject of the present
chapter.

Becoming a successful participant in electoral or pressure-group poli-
tics forced young fascist movements to focus their words and actions more
precisely. It became harder for them to indulge their initial freedom to
mobilize a wide range of heterogeneous complaints, and to voice the scat-
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tered resentments of everyone (except socialists) who felt aggrieved but
unrepresented. They had to make choices. They had to give up the amor-
phous realms of indiscriminate protest and locate a definite political space?
in which they could obtain positive practical results. In order to form
effective working relations with significant partners, they had to make
themselves useful in measurable ways. They had to offer their followers
concrete advantages and engage in specific actions whose beneficiaries
and victims were obvious.

These more focused steps forced the fascist parties to make their pri-
orities clearer. At this stage, one can begin to test fascist rhetoric against
fascist actions. We can see what really counted. The radical rhetoric never
disappeared, of course: as late as June 1940 Mussolini summoned “Prole-
tarian and Fascist Italy” and “the Blackshirts of the Revolution” to “the
battlefield against the plutocratic and reactionary democracies of the
West.” As soon as the fascist parties began to take root in concrete politi-
cal action, however, the selective nature of their antibourgeois rhetoric
became clearer.

It turned out in practice that fascists” anticapitalism was highly selec-
tive.> Even at their most radical, the socialism that the fascists wanted was
a “national socialism”: one that denied only foreign or enemy property
rights (including that of internal enemies). They cherished national pro-
ducers.® Above all, it was by offering an effective remedy against socialist
revolution that fascism turned out in practice to find a space. If Mussolini
retained some lingering hopes in 1919 of founding an alternative socialism
rather than an antisocialism, he was soon disabused of those notions by
observing what worked and what didn’t work in Italian politics. His dismal
electoral results with a Left-nationalist program in Milan in November
19197 surely hammered that lesson home.

The pragmatic choices of Mussolini and Hitler were driven by their
urge for success and power. Not all fascist leaders had such ambitions.
Some of them preferred to keep their movements “pure,” even at the cost
of remaining marginal. José Antonio Primo de Rivera, founder of the
Falange Espartiola, saw his mission as the reconciliation of workers and
employers by replacing materialism—the fatal flaw of both capitalism
and socialism—with idealism in the service of Nation and Church,
though his early death in November 1936 before a Republican firing
squad saved him from the hard choices Franco’s success would have
forced on him.% Charles Maurras, whose Action Francaise was a pioneer
of populist anti-Left nationalism, let his followers run for office only once,
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in 1919, when his chief lieutenant, the journalist Léon Daudet, and a
handful of provincial sympathizers were elected to the French Chamber
of Deputies. Colonel Frangois de La Rocque’s Croix de Feu disdained
elections, but its more moderate successor, the Parti Social Francais,
began running candidates in by-elections in 1938.7 Ferenc Szdlasi, the for-
mer staff officer who headed the Hungarian Arrow Cross, refused ever to
run for office again after two defeats, and preferred nebulous philosophiz-
ing to maneuvers for power.

Hitler and Mussolini, by contrast, not only felt destined to rule but
shared none of the purists’ qualms about competing in bourgeois elec-
tions. Both set out—with impressive tactical skill and by rather different
routes, which they discovered by trial and error—to make themselves
indispensable participants in the competition for political power within
their nations.

Becoming a successful political player inevitably involved losing fol-
lowers as well as gaining them. Even the simple step of becoming a party
could seem a betrayal to some purists of the first hour. When Mussolini
decided to change his movement into a party late in 1921, some of his ide-
alistic early followers saw this as a descent into the soiled arena of bour-
geois parliamentarism.!” Being a party ranked talk above action, deals
above principle, and competing interests above a united nation. Idealistic
early fascists saw themselves as offering a new form of public life—an
“antiparty”!! —capable of gathering the entire nation, in opposition to
both parliamentary liberalism, with its encouragement of faction, and
socialism, with its class struggle. José Antonio described the Falange
Espariola as “a movement and not a party—indeed you could almost call
it an anti-party . . . neither of the Right nor of the Left.”!? Hitler's NSDAP,
to be sure, had called itself a party from the beginning, but its members,
who knew it was not like the other parties, called it “the movement” (die
Bewegung). Mostly fascists called their organizations movements!®> or
camps!* or bands!® or rassemblements'© or fasci: brotherhoods that did not
pit one interest against others, but claimed to unite and energize the
nation.

Conflicts over what fascist movements should call themselves were
relatively trivial. Far graver compromises and transformations were
involved in the process of becoming a significant actor in a political
arena. For that process involved teaming up with some of the very capi-
talist speculators and bourgeois party leaders whose rejection had been
part of the early movements” appeal. How the fascists managed to retain
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some of their antibourgeois rhetoric and a measure of “revolutionary”
aura while forming practical political alliances with parts of the establish-
ment constitutes one of the mysteries of their success.

Becoming a successful contender in the political arena required
more than clarifying priorities and knitting alliances. It meant offering a
new political style that would attract voters who had concluded that “poli-
tics” had become dirty and futile. Posing as an “antipolitics” was often
effective with people whose main political motivation was scorn for poli-
tics. In situations where existing parties were confined within class or con-
fessional boundaries, like Marxist, smallholders’, or Christian parties, the
fascists could appeal by promising to unite a people rather than divide it.
Where existing parties were run by parliamentarians who thought mainly
of their own careers, fascist parties could appeal to idealists by being “par-
ties of engagement,” in which committed militants rather than careerist
politicians set the tone. In situations where a single political clan had
monopolized power for years, fascism could pose as the only nonsocialist
path to renewal and fresh leadership. In such ways, fascists pioneered in
the 1920s by creating the first European “catch-all” parties of “engage-
ment,”!7 readily distinguished from their tired, narrow rivals as much by
the breadth of their social base as by the intense activism of their militants.

Comparison acquires some bite at this point: only some societies
experienced so severe a breakdown of existing systems that citizens began
to look to outsiders for salvation. In many cases fascist establishment
failed; in others it was never really attempted. Fully successful fascist
implantation occurred in only a few cases in Europe between the wars. |
propose to discuss three cases in this chapter: two successful and one
unsuccessful. Then we will be in a better position to see clearly what con-
ditions helped fascist movements to become implanted in a political
system.

(1) The Po Valley, Italy, 1920—22

Mussolini was saved from oblivion after the nearly terminal disaster of the
elections of November 1919 by a new tactic invented by some of his fol-
lowers in rural northern Italy: squadrismo. Some of his more aggressive
disciples there formed strong-arm squads, squadre d’azione, and applied
the tactics they had learned as soldiers to attacking the internal enemies
(in their view) of the Italian nation. Marinetti and some other friends of
Mussolini had set the example in their April 1919 raid on Avanti.!8

The squadre started their career in the nationalist cauldron of Trieste,
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a polyglot Adriatic port taken from Austria-Hungary by Italy according to
the terms of the postwar settlement. To establish Italian supremacy in this
cosmopolitan city, a fascist squad burned the Balkan Hotel, where the
Slovene Association had its headquarters, in July 1920, and intimidated
Slovenes in the street.

Mussolini’s Blackshirts were not alone in using direct action for
nationalist aims in postwar Italy. Mussolini’s most serious rival was the
writer-adventurer Gabriele D’Annunzio. In 1919—20 D’Annunzio was, in
fact, a far greater celebrity than the leader of the tiny Fascist sect. He was
already notorious in Italy not only for his bombastic plays and poems and
his extravagant life, but also for leading air raids over Austrian territory
during World War I (in which he lost an eye).

In September 1919, D’Annunzio led a band of nationalists and war
veterans into the Adriatic port of Fiume, which the peacemakers at Ver-
sailles had awarded to the new state of Yugoslavia. Declaring Fiume the
“Republic of Carnaro,” D’Annunzio invented the public theatricality that
Mussolini was later to make his own: daily harangues by the Comandante
from a balcony, lots of uniforms and parades, the “Roman salute” with
arm outstretched, the meaningless war cry “Eiq, eia, alala.”

As the occupation of Fiume turned into an international embarrass-
ment for Italy, D’Annunzio defied the government in Rome and his more
conservative nationalist backers drifted away. The Fiume regime drew its
support increasingly from the nationalist Left. Alceste De Ambris, for
example, an interventionist syndicalist and friend of Mussolini, drafted its
new constitution, the Charter of Carnaro. D’Annunzian Fiume became a
kind of martial populist republic whose chief drew directly upon a popu-
lar will affirmed in mass rallies, and whose labor unions sat alongside
management in official “corporations” that were supposed to manage the
economy together. An international “Fiume League” attempted to assem-
ble the national liberation movements of the world as a rival to the
League of Nations.!?

Mussolini uttered only mild protests when the old master politi-
cal fixer Giovanni Giolitti, once again prime minister of Italy, at the
age of eighty, negotiated a settlement with Yugoslavia in November 1920
that made Fiume an international city, and then sent the Italian navy
at Christmas to disperse D’Annunzio’s volunteers. This did not mean
that Mussolini was uninterested in Fiume. Once in power, he forced
Yugoslavia to recognize the city as Italian in 1924.2 But Mussolini’s ambi-
tions gained from D’Annunzio’s humiliation. Adopting many of the
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Comandante’s mannerisms, Mussolini managed to draw back to his own
movement many veterans of the Fiume adventure, including Alceste De
Ambris.

Mussolini succeeded where D’Annunzio failed by more than mere
luck or style. Mussolini was sufficiently thirsty for power to make deals
with leading centrist politicians. D’Annunzio gambled all or nothing on
Fiume, and he was more interested in the purity of his gestures than in
the substance of power. He was also fifty-seven years old in 1920. Once in
office, Mussolini easily bought him off with the title of prince of Monte
Nevoso and a castle on Lake Garda.?! D’Annunzio’s failure is a warning to
those who wish to interpret fascism primarily in terms of its cultural
expressions. Theater was not enough.

Above all Mussolini bested D’Annunzio by serving economic and
social interests as well as nationalist sentiment. He made his Blackshirts
available for action against socialists as well as against the South Slavs of
Fiume and Trieste. War veterans had hated the socialists since 1915 for
their “antinational” stance during the war. Big planters in the Po Valley,
Tuscany, Apulia, and other regions of large estates hated and feared the
socialists for their success at the end of the war in organizing the brac-
cianti, or landless laborers, to press for higher wages and better working
conditions. Squadrismo was the conjunction of these two hatreds.

Following their victory in the first postwar election (November 1919),
the Italian socialists had used their new power in local government to
establish de facto control over the agricultural wage-labor market. In
the Po Valley in 1920, every farmer who needed workmen for planting
or harvesting had to visit the socialist Labor Exchange. The Labor
Exchanges made the most of their new leverage. They forced the farmers
to hire workers year-round rather than only seasonally, and with better
wages and working conditions. The farmers were financially squeezed.
They had invested considerable sums before the war in transforming Po
Valley marshlands into cultivable farms; their cash crops earned little
money in the difficult conditions of the Italian postwar economy. The
socialist unions also undermined the farmers’” personal status as masters of
their domains.

Frightened and humiliated, the Po Valley landowners looked franti-
cally for help.?2 They did not find it in the Italian state. Local othcials
were either socialists themselves, or little inclined to do battle with them.
Prime Minister Giolitti, a true practitioner of laissez-faire liberalism,
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declined to use national forces to break strikes. The big farmers felt aban-
doned by the Italian liberal state.

In the absence of help from the public authorities, the large landown-
ers of the Po Valley turned to the Blackshirts for protection. Glad for an
excuse to attack their old pacifist enemies, fascist squadre invaded the city
hall in Bologna, where socialist officials had hung up a red banner, on
November 21, 1920. Six were killed. From there, the movement quickly
spread throughout the rich agricultural country in the lower Po River
delta. Black-shirted squadristi mounted nightly expeditions to sack and
burn Labor Exchanges and local socialist offices, and beat and intimidate
socialist organizers. Their favorite forms of humiliation were adminis-
tering uncontainable doses of castor oil and shaving off half of a proud
Latin moustache. In the first six months of 1921, the squads destroyed
17 newspapers and printing works, 59 Peoples’ Houses (socialist head-
quarters), 119 Chambers of Labor (socialist employment offices), 107
cooperatives, 83 Peasants’ Leagues, 151 socialist clubs, and 151 cultural
organizations.”> Between January 1 and April 7, 1921, 102 people were
killed: 25 fascists, 41 socialists, 20 police, and 16 others.?

The Po Valley Blackshirts” success was not based on force alone. The
Fascists also gave some peasants what they wanted most: jobs and land.
Turning the tables on the socialists, the Fascists established their own
monopoly over the farm labor market. By offering a few peasants their
own small parcels of land, donated by farsighted owners, they persuaded
large numbers of landless peasants to abandon the socialist unions. Land
had been the heart’s desire of all Po Valley peasants who had too little (as
smallholders, sharecroppers, or renters) or none at all (as day laborers).
The socialists quickly lost their hold on these categories of farmworkers,
not only because they had been exposed as unable to defend their postwar
gains, but also because their long-term goal of collectivized farms was
unattractive to the land-hungry rural poor.

At the same time, the squadristi succeeded in demonstrating the inca-
pacity of the state to protect the landowners and maintain order. They
even began to supplant the state in the organization of public life and
to infringe on its monopoly of force. As they became more daring, the
Blackshirts occupied whole cities. Once installed in Ferrara, say, they
would force the town to institute a program of public works. By early 1922,
the Fascist squads and their truculent leaders, such as Italo Balbo in
Ferrara and Roberto Farinacci in Cremona—called ras after Ethiopian
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chieftains—were a de facto power in northeastern Italy with which the
state had to reckon, without whose goodwill local governments could not
function normally.

Landowners were not the only ones who helped the Blackshirts of the
Po Valley smash socialism. Local police and army commanders lent them
arms and trucks, and some of their younger personnel joined the expedi-
tions. Some local prefects, resentful of the pretensions of new socialist
mayors and town councils, turned a blind eye to these nightly forays, or
even supplied vehicles.

Although the Po Valley Fascists still advocated some policies—public
works for the unemployed, for example —that recalled the movement’s
initial radicalism, the squadristi were widely viewed as the strong-arm
agents of the big landowners. Some idealistic early Fascists were horrified
by this transformation. They appealed to Mussolini and the Milan leader-
ship to stop this drift toward complicity with powerful local interests. Bar-
bato Gatelli, one of the disillusioned, complained bitterly that Fascism
had lost its original ideals and had become “the bodyguard of the profi-
teers.” He and his friends tried to organize a rival Fascist movement and a
new newspaper (L’Idea Fascista) to recover the old spirit, but Mussolini
sided with the squadristi.?> The purists eventually left the party or were
pushed out of it. They were replaced by sons of landowners, younger
policemen, army officers and NCOs, and other supporters of squadrismo.
D’Annunzio, to whom some of the disgruntled idealists looked to replace
Mussolini, grumbled that Fascism had come to mean “agrarian slavery.”2¢
That was neither the first nor the last time fascist movements lost part of
their first clientele and recruited a new one,?” in the process of positioning
themselves to become rooted in a profitable political space.

As we saw in the previous chapter, the first Fascists had been recruited
among radical veterans, national syndicalists, and Futurist intellectuals—
young antibourgeois malcontents who wanted social change along with
national grandeur. In many cases it was only nationalism that separated
them from socialists and the radical wing of the new Catholic party, the
Partito Popolare Italiano (“Popolari”).2® Indeed, many had come from the
Left—like Mussolini himself. Squadrismo altered the movement’s social
composition toward the Right. Sons of landowners, even some criminal
elements, now joined. But Fascism still retained its youthful quality: the
new Fascism remained a generational revolt against the elders.

Mussolini chose to adapt his movement to opportunity rather than
cling to the failed Left-nationalist Fascism of Milan in 1919. We can follow
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his evolution in the drift of fascist positions rightwards in the speeches and
programs of 1920—22.2 The first idea to disappear was the first Fascism’s
rejection of war and imperialism —the “pacifism of the trenches” so wide-
spread among veterans when their memory of combat was still fresh. The
San Sepolcro program accepted the League of Nations” “supreme postu-
late of . . . the integrity of each nation” (though atfirming Italy’s right to
Fiume and the Dalmatian coast). The league disappeared from the pro-
gram of June 1919, though the Fascists still called for the replacement of
the professional army by a defensive militia, and the nationalization of
arms and munitions factories. The program of the transformed Fascist
Party in November 1921 attacked the League of Nations for partiality,
asserted Italy’s role as a “bulwark of Latin civilization in the Mediter-
ranean” and of italianita in the world, called for the development of
Italy’s colonies, and advocated a large standing army.

Early Fascism’s radical proposals for nationalizations and heavy taxes
were watered down by 1920 to the right of workers to defend strictly eco-
nomic goals, but not “demagogic” ones. The representation of workers
in management was limited by 1920 to personnel matters. By 1921, the
Fascists rejected “progressive and confiscatory taxation” as “fiscal dema-
goguery that discourages initiative,” and set productivity as the highest
goal of the economy. A lifelong atheist, Mussolini had urged in 1919 the
confiscation of all properties belonging to religious congregations and
the sequestration of all the revenues of episcopal sees. In his first speech in
the Chamber of Deputies, however, on June 21, 1921, he said that Catholi-
cism represents “the Latin and imperial tradition of Rome,” and called for
a settlement of differences with the Vatican. As for the monarchy, Mus-
solini declared in 1919 that “the present regime in Italy has failed.” In 1920
he softened his initial republicanism to an agnostic position in favor of
any constitutional regime that best served the moral and material interests
of the nation. In a speech on September 20, 1922, Mussolini publicly
denied any intention to call into question the monarchy or the ruling
House of Savoy. “They ask us what is our program,” said Mussolini. “Our
program is simple. We want to govern Italy.”30

Long after his regime had settled into routine, Mussolini still liked to
refer to the “Fascist revolution.” But he meant a revolution against social-
ism and flabby liberalism, a new way of uniting and motivating Italians,
and a new kind of governmental authority capable of subordinating pri-
vate liberties to the needs of the national community and of organizing
mass assent while leaving property intact. The major point is that the Fas-
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cist movement was reshaped in the process of growing into the available
space. The antisocialism already present in the initial movement became
central, and many antibourgeois idealists left or were pushed out. The
radical anticapitalist idealism of early Fascism was watered down, and we
must not let its conspicuous presence in early texts confuse us about what
Fascism later became in action.

The de facto power of Fascism in rural northeastern Italy —especially
Emilia-Romagna and Tuscany—had become by 1921 too substantial for
national politicians to ignore. When Prime Minister Giolitti prepared
new parliamentary elections in May 1921, grasping at any resource to roll
back the large vote earned in November 1919 by the socialists and the
Popolari, he included Mussolini’s Fascists in his electoral coalition along-
side liberals and nationalists. Thanks to this arrangement, thirty-five PNF
candidates were elected to the Italian chamber on Giolitti’s list, including
Mussolini himself. This number was not large, and many contemporaries
thought that Mussolini’s movement was too incoherent and contradictory
to last.3! Nevertheless, it showed that Mussolini had become a vital part of
the Italian antisocialist coalition on a national level. It was the first step in
that advance toward national power that was now Mussolini’s one guiding
principle.

The transformation of Italian Fascism set in motion by success in the
Po Valley in 1920—22 shows us why it is so hard to find a fixed “essence” in
early Fascist programs or in the movement’s first young antibourgeois
rebels, and why one must follow the movement’s trajectory as it found a
political space and adapted to fit it. Without the Po Valley transformation
(paralleled in other regions where Fascism won local landowner support
like Tuscany and Apulia),*? Mussolini would have remained an obscure
Milan agitator who failed.

(2) Schleswig-Holstein, Germany, 1928-33

Schleswig-Holstein was the only German state (Land) to give the Nazis
an outright majority in any free election: it voted 51 percent Nazi in the
parliamentary election of July 31, 1932. Hence it offers us an obvious sec-
ond example of a fascist movement successfully becoming a major politi-
cal actor.

The German fascist movement had failed to establish itself during
the first postwar crisis of 1918-23, when the Freikorps’s bloody repression
of the Munich soviet and other socialist risings offered an opening. The
next opportunity arrived with the Depression. Having done very poorly
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with an urban strategy in the elections of 1924 and 1928, the Nazi Party
turned to the farmers.?* They chose well. Agriculture had prospered
nowhere in the 1920s, because world markets were flooded by new pro-
ducers in the United States, Argentina, Canada, and Australia. Agricul-
tural prices tumbled further in the late 1920s, even before the 1929 crash;
that was only the final blow to the world’s farmers.

In the sandy cattle-raising country of interior Schleswig-Holstein,
near the Danish frontier, farmers had traditionally supported the conser-
vative nationalist party (DNVP).3* At the end of the 1920, they lost faith in
the capacity of traditional parties and of the national government to help
them. The Weimar Republic was triply damned in their eyes: dominated
by distant Prussia, by sinful and decadent Berlin, and by “reds” who
thought only of cheap food for urban workers. As the collapse of farm
prices after 1928 forced many of them into debt and foreclosure, desperate
Schleswig-Holstein cattle farmers abandoned the DNVP and turned to
the Landbund, a violent peasant self-help league. Its localized tax strikes
and protests against banks and middlemen were ineffective, for lack of
any nationally organized support. So in July 1932, 64 percent of the rural
vote in Schleswig-Holstein went to the Nazis. The cattle farmers would
likely have switched again to some newer nostrum (their commitment to
Nazism was already beginning to fade in the November 1932 election) if
Hitler’s appointment to the office of chancellor in January 1933 had not
frozen things in place.

The first process one observes at work here is the humiliation of exist-
ing political leaders and organizations in the crisis of the world Depres-
sion of 1929. Space was opened up by their helplessness in the face of
collapsed prices, glutted markets, and farms seized and sold by banks for
debt.

The Schleswig-Holstein cattle raisers comprised only one part—the
most successful part—of the broad stream of particular and sometimes
incompatible grievances that Hitler and the Nazis managed to assemble
into an electoral tidal wave between 1929 and July 1932. The growth of the
Nazi vote from the ninth party in Germany in 1928 to the first in 1932
showed how successfully Hitler and his strategists profited from the dis-
credit of the traditional parties by devising new electoral techniques and
directing appeals to specific constituencies.?

Hitler knew how to work a mass electorate. He played skillfully upon
the resentments and fears of ordinary Germans, in incessant public meet-
ings spiced up by uniformed strong-arm squads, the physical intimidation
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of enemies, the exhilaration of excited crowds and fevered harangues, and
dramatic arrivals by airplane and fast, open Mercedeses. The traditional
parties stuck doggedly to the long bookish speeches appropriate for a
small educated electorate. The German Left did adopt salutes and shirts, ¢
but it could not recruit far outside the working class. While the other par-
ties were firmly identified with one interest, one class, or one political
approach, the Nazis managed to promise something for everyone. They
were the first party in Germany to target different occupations with tailor-
made appeals, paying little heed if one contradicted another.?”

All of this cost a lot of money, and it has often been alleged that Ger-
man businessmen paid the bills. The orthodox Marxist version of this
view holds that Hitler was virtually created by businessmen as a kind of
private anticommunist army. It is indeed possible to discover German
businessmen (usually from small business) who were attracted by Hitler’s
expansionist nationalism and antisocialism and deceived by his care-
fully tailored addresses to business audiences which downplayed anti-
Semitism and suppressed any reference to the radical clauses in the 25
Points. The steel manufacturer Fritz Thyssen, whose ghostwritten book I
Paid Hitler (1941) provided ammunition for the Marxist case, turns out
to be exceptional, both in his early support for Nazism and in his break
with Hitler and exile after 1939.3® Another famous businessman, the aged
coal magnate Exmil Kirdorf, joined the Nazi Party in 1927 but left it angrily
in 1928 over Nazi attacks on the coal syndicate, and he supported the
conservative DNVP in 1933.%

Close scrutiny of business archives shows that most German business-
men hedged their bets, contributing to all the nonsocialist electoral for-
mations that showed any signs of success at keeping the Marxists out
of power. Though some German firms contributed some money to the
Nazis, they always contributed more to traditional conservatives. Their
favorite was Franz von Papen. When Hitler grew too important to ignore,
they were alarmed by the anticapitalist tone of some of his radical associ-
ates such as the interest-rate crank Gottfried Feder, the “salon bolshevik”
Otto Strasser (as an irritated Hitler once called him), and a violence-
prone organization of anti-Semitic shopkeepers, the Fighting League of
the Commercial Middle Class. Even the head of the Nazi Party adminis-
trative apparatus, Gregor Strasser, though more moderate than his brother
Otto, proposed radical job-creation measures.* Nazi radicalism actually
increased in late 1932, when the party sponsored legislation to abolish all
trusts and cooperated with the communists in a transport workers’ strike in
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Berlin. Some important firms, such as I. G. Farben, contributed almost
nothing to the Nazis before 1933.#1 An important share of Nazi funds
came instead from entry fees at mass rallies, the sale of Nazi pamphlets
and memorabilia, and small contributions.*2

Hitler thus built Nazism by July 1932 into the first catch-all party in
German history and the largest party so far seen there. His Storm Troopers
aroused both fear and admiration by their readiness to beat up socialists,
communists, pacifists, and foreigners. Direct action and electioneering
were complementary, not contradictory, tactics. Violence —selective vio-
lence against “antinational” enemies who were perceived by many Ger-
mans as outside the fold—helped win the votes that allowed Hitler to
pretend that he was working for power by legal means.

One reason why the Nazis succeeded in supplanting the liberal
middle-class parties was the liberals” perceived failure to deal with the
twin crises Germany faced in the late 1920s. One crisis was many Ger-
mans’ sense of national humiliation by the Treaty of Versailles. The con-
tentious issue of treaty fulfillment became acute again in January 1929
when an international commission under the American banker Owen D.
Young began another attempt to settle the problem of German payment
of reparations for World War I. When the German government signed the
Young Plan in June, German nationalists attacked it bitterly for its contin-
ued recognition of Germany’s duty to pay something, even though the
sums had been reduced. The second crisis was the Depression that began
in 1929. The German economic collapse was the most catastrophic of any
major country, depriving a quarter of the population of work. All the anti-
system parties joined in blaming the Weimar Republic for its failure to
cope with either crisis.

For the moment, I leave this story in July 1932, with the Nazi Party the
largest in Germany, with 37 percent of the vote. The Nazis had not gained
a majority at the ballot box—they never would—but they had made
themselves indispensable to any nonsocialist coalition that wished to gov-
ern with a popular majority rather than through presidential emergency-
decree powers, as had been the case since the last normal government
fell in March 1930 (we will examine this matter more closely in the next
chapter).

Fascism was not yet in power in Germany, however. In November
1932, the Nazi vote slipped in further parliamentary elections. The Nazi
Party was losing its most precious asset: momentum. Money was running
out. Hitler, gambling all or nothing on the position of chancellor, refused
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all lesser offers to become vice-chancellor in a coalition government. The
Nazi rank and file grew restive as the chances for jobs and places seemed
to be slipping away. Gregor Strasser, head of the party organization and a
leader of the movement’s anticapitalist wing, was expelled for indepen-
dent negotiations with the new chancellor, General Kurt von Schleicher.
The movement might have ended as a footnote to history had it not been
saved in the opening days of 1933 by conservative politicians who wanted
to pilfer its following and use its political muscle for their own purposes.
The specific path by which the fascists arrived in power in both Italy and
Germany is the subject of the next chapter. But not until we have exam-
ined a third case, the failure of fascism in France.

An Unsuccessful Fascism: France, 1924—40

Not even the victor nations were immune to the fascist virus after World
War 1. Outside Italy and Germany, however, although fascists could be
noisy or troublesome, they did not get close to power. That does not mean
we should ignore these other cases. Failed fascist movements may tell us
as much about what was needed for taking root as successful ones.

France offers an ideal example. Though France seems typified for
many by the fall of the Bastille, the Rights of Man, and the “Marseillaise,”
numerous French monarchists and authoritarian nationalists had never
been reconciled to a parliamentary republic as appropriate for la grande
nation. When the republic coped badly between the wars with the triple
crisis of revolutionary threat, economic depression, and German menace,
that discontent hardened into outright disaffection.

The extreme Right expanded in interwar France in reaction to elec-
toral successes by the Left. When a center-Left coalition, the Cartel des
Gauches, won the 1924 parliamentary election, Georges Valois, whom we
encountered in chapter 2 as the founder of the Cercle Proudhon for nation-
alist workers in 1911,# founded the Faisceau, whose name and behavior
were borrowed straight from Mussolini. Pierre Taittinger, a champagne
magnate, formed the more traditionally nationalist Jeunesses Patriotes. And
the new Fédération Nationale Catholique took on a passionately antire-
publican tone under General Noél Currieres de Castelnau.

In the 1930s, as the Depression bit, as Nazi Germany dismantled the
safeguards of the 1918 peace settlement, and as the Third Republic’s
center-Left majority (renewed in 1932) became tarnished by political cor-
ruption, a new crop of radical Right “leagues” (they rejected the word
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party) blossomed. In massive street demonstrations on February 6, 1934,
before the Chamber of Deputies in which sixteen people were killed,
they proved that they were strong enough to topple a French government
but not strong enough to install another one in its place.

In the period of intense polarization that followed, it was the Left that
drew more votes. The Popular Front coalition of socialists, Radicals, and
communists won the elections of May 1936, and Prime Minister Léon
Blum banned paramilitary leagues in June, something German chancel-
lor Heinrich Briining had failed to do in Germany four years earlier.

The Popular Front’s victory had been narrow, however, and the pres-
ence of a Jew supported by communists in the prime minister’s office
raised the extreme Right to a paroxysm of indignation. Its true strength in
1930s France has been the subject of a particularly intense debate.** Some
scholars have argued that France had no indigenous fascism, but, at most,
a little “whitewash” splashed from foreign examples onto a homegrown
Bonapartist tradition.* At the opposite extreme are those who consider
that France was the “true cradle of fascism.”* Contemplating this unde-
niably noisy and vigorous far Right and the ease with which democracy
was overthrown after French defeat in June 1940, Zeev Sternhell con-
cluded that fascism had “impregnated” by then the language and atti-
tudes of French public life. He supported his case by labeling as fascist a
broad range of criticisms of the way democracy was working in France in
the 1930s made by a wide spectrum of French commentators, some of
whom expressed some sympathy for Mussolini but almost none for
Hitler.*” Most French and some foreign scholars thought Sternhell’s “fas-
cist” category was far too loose and his conclusions excessive.

It is not enough, of course, to simply count up the number of promi-
nent French intellectuals who spoke a language that sounded fascist,
along with the colorful array of movements that demonstrated and pon-
tificated in 1930s France. Two questions arise: Were they as significant as
they were noisy, and were they really fascist? It is important to note that
the more closely a French movement imitated the Hitlerian or (more fre-
quently) the Mussolinian model, as did the tiny blue-shirted Solidarité
Francaise or the narrowly localized Parti Populaire Francais of Jacques
Doriot,* the less successful it was, while the one far Right movement that
approached mass catch-all party status between 1936 and 1940, Colonel
Francgois de La Rocque’s Parti Social Francais, tried to look moderate and
“republican.”

Any assessment of fascism in France turns on La Rocque. If his move-
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ments were fascist, fascism was powerful in 1930s France; if they were not,
fascism was limited to the margins. La Rocque, a career army officer from
a monarchist family, took over in 1931 the Croix de Feu, a small veterans’
association of those decorated with the Croix de Guerre for heroism under
fire, and developed it into a political movement. He drew in a wider
membership and denounced the weakness and corruption of parliament,
warned against the threat of Bolshevism, and advocated an authoritarian
state and greater justice for workers integrated into a corporatist economy.
His paramilitary force, called dispos (from the French word disponible, or
“ready”), embarked on militaristic automobile rallies in 1933 and 1934.
They mobilized with precision to pick up secret orders at remote destina-
tions for “le jour |” (D day) and “I'heure H” (H hour) in apparent training
to combat by force a communist insurrection.

The Left, made jittery by supposed fascist marches on Rome, Berlin,
Vienna, and Madrid, branded the Croix de Feu fascist. That impression
was fortified when the Croix de Feu participated in the march on the
Chamber of Deputies in the night of February 6, 1934. Colonel de La
Rocque kept his forces separate from the others on a side street, however,
and in all his public statements he gave the impression of strict discipline
and order more than of unbridled street violence. Unusually for the
French Right, he rejected anti-Semitism and even recruited some notable
patriotic Jews (though his sections in Alsace and Algeria were anti-
Semitic). Although he found good in Mussolini (except for what he saw
as excessive statism), he retained the anti-Germanism of most French
nationalists.

When the Popular Front government dissolved the Croix de Feu
along with other right-wing paramilitary groups in June 1936, Colonel de
La Rocque replaced it with an electoral party, the Parti Social Frangais
(PSF). The PSF abandoned paramilitary rallies and emphasized national
reconciliation and social justice under a strong but elected leader. This
move toward the center was enthusiastically ratified by rapidly growing
membership. The PSF was probably the largest party in France on the eve
of the war. It is very hard to measure the size of any of the French far Right
movements, however, in the absence of electoral results or audited circu-
lation figures for their newspapers. The parliamentary elections sched-
uled for 1940, in which La Rocque’s party was expected to do well, were
canceled by the war.

As France regained some calm and stability in 1938—39 under an
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energetic center-Left prime minister, Edouard Daladier, all the far Right
movements except the most moderate one, La Rocque’s PSF, lost ground.
After the defeat of 1940, it was the traditional Right, and not the fascist
Right, that established and ran the collaborationist Vichy government.’!
What was left of French fascism completed its discredit by reveling in
occupied Paris on the Nazi payroll during 1940—44. For a generation after
the liberation of 1945, the French extreme Right was reduced to the
dimensions of a sect.

The failure of fascism in France was not due to some mysterious
allergy,’? though the importance of the republican tradition for a majority
of French people’s sense of themselves cannot be overestimated. The
Depression, for all its ravages, was less severe in France than in more
industrially concentrated Britain and Germany. The Third Republic, for
all its lurching, never suffered deadlock or total paralysis. Mainstream con-
servatives did not feel sufficiently threatened in the 1930s to call on fascists
for help. Finally, no one preeminent personage managed to dominate the
small army of rival French fascist chefs, most of whom preferred intransi-
gent doctrinal “purity” to the kind of deal making with conservatives that
Mussolini and Hitler practiced.

We can put a bit more flesh on these bare bones of analysis by exam-
ining one movement more closely. The Greenshirts were a farmers” move-
ment in northwestern France in the 1930s, overtly fascist at least in its early
days, which succeeded in sweeping some embittered farmers into direct
action, but failed to construct a permanent movement or to spread out-
side the Catholic northwest to become a truly national contender.”? It is
important to investigate rural fascism in France, since it was among farm-
ers that Italian and German fascisms first successfully implanted them-
selves. Moreover, in a country that was more than half rural, the potential
for fascism in France would rest upon what it could do in the countryside.
That being the case, it is curious that all previous studies of French fas-
cism have examined only the urban movements.

Space opened up in rural France at the beginning of the 1930s
because both the government and the traditional farmers” organizations,
as in Schleswig-Holstein, were discredited by their utter helplessness in
the collapse of farm prices.

The Greenshirts” leader, Henry Dorgeres (the pen name of an agri-
cultural journalist who discovered a talent for whipping up peasant anger
on market day), openly praised Fascist Italy in 1933 and 1934 (though he
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later declared it too statist), and he adopted a certain number of fascist
mannerisms: the colored shirt, the inflamed oratory, nationalism, xeno-
phobia, and anti-Semitism. At peak form in 1935, he was capable of gath-
ering the largest crowds ever seen in distressed French rural market towns.

There was even a space in France that superficially resembled the
opportunities offered to direct action by Italian Fascists in the Po Valley:
in the summers of 1936 and 1937, when massive strikes of farm laborers
on the big farms of the northern plains of France at crucial moments—
thinning the sugar beets, harvesting the beets and wheat—threw farm
owners into panic. The Greenshirts organized volunteers to carry out the
harvest, recalling the Blackshirts” rescue of Po Valley farmers. They had a
keen sense of theater: at the end of the day, they gathered at a memorial to
the dead of World War I and laid a wheat sheaf there.

Direct action by Dorgeres’s harvest volunteers led nowhere, however,
and these tiny groups that bore a family resemblance to Mussolini’s
squadristi never became a de facto local power in France. A major reason
for this was that the French state dealt much more aggressively than the
[talian one with any threat to the harvest. Even Léon Blum’s Popular
Front sent the gendarmes instantly whenever farmworkers went out on
strike at harvest time. The French Left had always put high priority on
feeding the cities, since the days in 1793 when Robespierre’s Committee
of Public Safety had sent out “revolutionary armies” to requisition grain.”*
French farmers had less fear than the Po Valley ones of being abandoned
by the state, and felt less need for a substitute force of order.

Moreover, over the course of the 1930s, the powerful French conser-
vative farm organizations held their own much better than in Schleswig-
Holstein. They organized successtul cooperatives and supplied essential
services, while the Greenshirts offered only a vent for anger. In the end,
the Greenshirts were left on the margins. The crucial turning point
arrived when Jacques Le Roy Ladurie, president of the powerful French
Farmers’ Federation (FNEA, Fédération Nationale des Exploitants Agri-
coles), who had earlier helped Dorgeres work up rural crowds, decided in
1937 that it would be more efficacious to construct a powerful farmers’
lobby capable of influencing the state administration from within. The
power of entrenched conservative farm organizations like the FNEA and
the mighty cooperative movement based at Landerneau in Brittany was
such that the Greenshirts found little space available.

This suggests that fascist interlopers cannot easily break into a politi-
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cal system that is functioning tolerably well. Only when the state and
existing institutions fail badly do they open opportunities for newcomers.
Another shortcoming of Dorgeres’s Greenshirts was their inability to form
the basis for a catch-all party. While Dorgeres was a genius at arousing
farmers’ anger, he almost never addressed the woes of the urban middle
class. As an essentially ruralist agitator, he tended to see urban shopkeep-
ers as part of the enemy rather than as potential alliance partners in a fully
developed fascism.

Still another reason for Dorgeres’s failure was that large areas of rural
France were closed to the Greenshirts by long-standing attachment to the
traditions of the French Revolution, which had given French peasants full
title to their little plots of land. While peasants of republican southern and
southwestern France could become violently angry, their radicalism was
channeled away from fascism by the French Communist Party, which
was rather successful among French small farmers of traditionally Left-
leaning regions.”® And so rural France, despite its intense suffering in the
Depression of the 1930s, was not a setting in which a powerful French fas-
cism could germinate.

Some Other Unsuccessful Fascisms

Outside Italy and Germany, only a rather limited number of nations
offered conditions that enabled fascism to win large electoral support,
along with eager conservative coalition partners. Next after Germany in
order of electoral success came the Arrow Cross Party—Hungarist Move-
ment of Ferenc Szdlasy, which won about 750,000 votes out of 2 million
in the Hungarian elections of May 1939.°° The government, however, was
already firmly in the hands of the conservative military dictatorship of
Admiral Horthy, who had both no intention of sharing power and no need
to do so. The other important vote winner in eastern Europe was the
Legion of the Archangel Michael in Romania, which, running under the
label “All for the Fatherland,” was the third largest party in the general
election of 1937, with 15.38 percent of the vote, and 66 seats out of 390 in
the legislature.”’

The most successful fascist vote winner in western Europe, at least
momentarily, was Léon Degrelle’s Rexist movement in Belgium. Degrelle
began by organizing Catholic students and running a Catholic publish-
ing house (Christus Rex), and then developed wider ambitions. In 1935

73



THE ANATOMY OF FASCISM

he embarked on a campaign to persuade Belgian voters that the tradi-
tional parties (including the Catholic Party) were mired in corruption and
routine at a moment that demanded dramatic action and vigorous leader-
ship. In the national parliamentary elections of May 1936 the Rexists cam-
paigned with a simple but eloquent symbol: a broom. A vote for Rex
would sweep the old parties away. They also called for unity. The old par-
ties divided Belgium, for they gathered voters on confessional or ethnic
or class lines. Rex promised—as all effective fascist movements did —to
gather citizens of all classes in a unifying “rassemblement” rather than a
divisive “party.”

These appeals struck home in a country plagued by ethnic and lin-
guistic division aggravated by economic depression. The Rexists won
11.5 percent of the popular vote in May 1936 and 21 out of 202 seats in the
legislature. Degrelle was not able to hold on to his mushroom vote, how-
ever. The conservative establishment united against him, and Church
leaders disavowed him. When Degrelle ran in a by-election in Brussels in
April 1937, the entire political class from communists to Catholics united
behind a popular young opponent, the future prime minister Paul Van
Zeeland, and Degrelle lost his own parliamentary seat.>

Degrelle’s rapid rise and equally rapid decline reveals how hard it is
for a fascist leader to keep the bubble intact after managing to assemble a
heterogeneous protest vote. Rapid flows of the vote into a new catch-all
party could be a two-way current. The feverish swelling of the party could
be followed by an equally rapid collapse if it did not establish itself as
capable of representing some important interests and gratifying ambitious
career politicians. One big vote was not enough to root a fascist party.

Other western European fascist movements had less electoral suc-
cess. The Dutch Nationaal Socialistische Beweging (NSB) won 7.94 per-
cent of the votes in the national election of 1935, but declined rapidly
thereafter.”” Vidkun Quisling’s Nasjonal Samling received only 2.2 per-
cent of the Norwegian vote in 1933 and 1.8 percent in 1936, though in
the port of Stavanger and in two rural localities the vote was as high as
12 percent.

Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists was one of the most
interesting failures, not least because Mosley probably had the greatest
intellectual gifts and the strongest social connections of all the fascist
chiefs. As a promising junior minister in the Labour government of 1929,
he put forward a bold plan in early 1930 to combat the Depression by
making the empire a closed economic zone and by spending (into deficit,
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if need be) for job-creating public works and consumer credit. When the
leaders of the Labour Party rebuffed these unorthodox proposals, Mosley
resigned and formed his own New Party in 1931, taking a few left-wing
Labour MPs with him. The New Party won no seats, however, in the par-
liamentary election of October 1931. A visit to Mussolini persuaded the
frustrated Mosley that fascism was the wave of the future, and his own per-
sonal way forward.

Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (October 1932) won some important
early converts, like Lord Rothermere, publisher of the mass-circulation
London Duaily Mail. Mosley’s movement aroused revulsion, however,
when his black-shirted guards spotlighted and beat up opponents at a
large public meeting at the Olympia exhibition hall in London in June
1934. Hitler’s Night of the Long Knives, at the end of the same month,
provoked the departure of go percent of the BUF’s fifty thousand mem-
bers,®! including Lord Rothermere. At the end of 1934, Mosley took an
actively anti-Semitic tack and sent his Blackshirts to swagger through
London’s East End, where they fought with Jews and Communists, build-
ing a new clientele among unskilled workers and struggling shopkeepers
there. The Public Order Act, passed soon after the “Battle of Cable
Street” with antifascists on October 4, 1936, outlawed political uniforms
and deprived the BUF of its public spectacles, but it grew again to about
twenty thousand with a campaign against war in 1939. Mosley’s black
shirts, violence, and overt sympathy for Mussolini and Hitler (he was mar-
ried to Diana Mitford in Hitler’s presence at Munich in 1936) seemed
alien to most people in Britain, and gradual economic revival after 1931
under the broadly accepted National Government, a coalition dominated
by conservatives, left him little political space.

Some of the European imitators of fascism in the 1930s were little
more than shadow movements, like Colonel O’Duffy’s Blueshirts in Ire-
land, though the poet W. B. Yeats agreed to write his anthem and he sent
three hundred volunteers to help Franco in Spain. Most of these feeble
imitations showed that it was not enough to don a colored shirt, march
about, and beat up some local minority to conjure up the success of a
Hitler or a Mussolini. It took a comparable crisis, a comparable opening
of political space, comparable skill at alliance building, and comparable
cooperation from existing elites. These imitations never got beyond the
founding stage, and so underwent none of the transformations of the suc-
cessful movements. They remained “pure” —and insignificant.
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Comparisons and Conclusions

Fascist movements appeared so widely in the early twentieth century that
we cannot learn much about their nature from the mere fact of their foun-
dation. But they grew at different rates and succeeded to different degrees.
A comparative look at their successes and failures suggests that the major
differences lay not only in the movements themselves but also, and sig-
nificantly, in the opportunities offered. To understand the later stages of
fascism, we will have to look beyond the parties themselves to the settings
that offered space (or not) and to the sorts of helpers who were (or were
not) available.

Intellectual history, vital for the first formation of fascist movements,
offers us less help at this stage. Fascism remained marginal in some
nations that would seem, at first glance, to have had powerful intellectual
and cultural preparation for it. In France, for example, the richness, fer-
vor, and celebrity of the intellectual revolt against classical liberal values
in the early twentieth century would seem, on intellectual history grounds
alone, to make that country a prime candidate for the successtul estab-
lishment of fascist movements.®2 We have seen why it did not happen.®
Indeed, all European countries produced thinkers and writers in whom
we can perceive today a strong current of fascist sensibility. It is therefore
difficult to argue that one country was more “predisposed” than another
by its intellectuals to give an important role to fascist parties.

Anti-Semitism needs special mention. It is not clear that cultural
preparation is the most important predictor of which country would carry
measures against Jews to extremes. If one had been asked around 1900 to
identify the European nation where the menace of anti-Semitism seemed
most acute, who would have chosen Germany? It was in France after
1898, during the Dreyfus frenzy, that Jewish shops were looted, and in
French Algeria that Jews were murdered.®* Ugly anti-Semitic incidents
occurred in Britain at the turn of the century,%> and in the United States,
such as the notorious lynching of Leo Frank in Atlanta,% not to mention
those traditionally rabid centers of endemic anti-Jewish violence in Poland
and Russia, where the very word pogrom was invented.

In Germany, by contrast, organized anti-Semitism, vigorous in the
1880s, lost steam as a political tactic in the decades before World War 1.7
After the war, Jewish advancement into posts like university teaching
became easier in Weimar Germany than in the United States of Harding
and Coolidge. Even Wilhelmian Germany may have been more open to
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Jewish professional advancement than the United States of Theodore
Roosevelt, with important exceptions such as the officer corps. What
comparison reveals about Wilhelmian Germany is not that it had more
numerous or more powerful anti-Semites and rebels against “modernity”
than other European states, but that in a political crisis the German army
and bureaucracy were less subject to effective judicial or political over-
sight.08

Nevertheless, there are connections between intellectual prepara-
tion and the later success of fascism, and we need to be very precise
about what they are. The role of intellectuals was crucial at three points
already suggested in chapter 1: in discrediting previous liberal regimes; in
creating new poles outside the Left around which anger and protest (until
recently a monopoly of the Left) could be mobilized; and in making fas-
cist violence respectable. We need also to study the cultural and intellec-
tual preparation of those sectors of the old elites that were ready to
cooperate with the fascists (or at least to try to coopt them). The European
states resembled each other rather closely in their luxuriant growth of
antiliberal criticism as the twentieth century opened. Where they differed
was in those political, social, and economic preconditions that seem to
distinguish the states where fascism, exceptionally, was able to become
established.

One of the most important preconditions was a faltering liberal
order.%? Fascisms grew from back rooms to the public arena most easily
where the existing government functioned badly, or not at all. One of the
commonplaces of discussions of fascism is that it thrived upon the crisis of
liberalism. I hope here to make that vague formulation somewhat more
concrete.

On the eve of World War [ the major states of Europe were either gov-
erned by liberal regimes or seemed headed that way. Liberal regimes
guaranteed freedoms both for individuals and for contending political
parties, and allowed citizens to influence the composition of govern-
ments, more or less directly, through elections. Liberal government also
accorded a large measure of freedom to citizens and to enterprises. Gov-
ernment intervention was expected to be limited to the few functions
individuals could not perform for themselves, such as the maintenance of
order and the conduct of war and diplomacy. Economic and social mat-
ters were supposed to be left to the free play of individual choices in the
market, though liberal regimes did not hesitate to protect property from
worker protests and from foreign competition. This kind of liberal state
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ceased to exist during World War [, for total war could be conducted only
by massive government coordination and regulation.

After the war was over, liberals expected governments to return to
liberal policies. The strains of war making, however, had created new
conflicts, tensions, and malfunctions that required sustained state inter-
vention. At the war’s end, some of the belligerent states had collapsed. In
Russia (only partially a liberal state in 1914), power was taken by the Bol-
sheviks. In Italy, and later Germany, it was taken by fascists. Between the
wars parliamentary governments gave way to authoritarian regimes in
Spain, Portugal, Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia, Estonia, Lithuania, and
Greece, to mention only the European cases. What had gone wrong with
the liberal recipe for government?

We must not view this as exclusively a matter of ideas. What was at
stake was a technique of government: rule by notables, where the well-
born and well-educated could rely on social prestige and deference to
keep them elected. Notable rule, however, came under severe pressure
from the “nationalization of the masses.””" After 1918, politicians, includ-
ing anti-Left politicians, would have to learn to deal with a mass electorate
or fail. Where the mass vote was new and unruly, as in Italy (all men
received the vote there only in 1912), and in the Prussian state within
Germany (where the old three-class voting system in local elections was
abolished only in 1918), many old-fashioned politicians, whether liberal
or conservative, had not the faintest idea how to appeal to a crowd. Even
in France, where conservatives had learned in the nineteenth century
to tame at least the rural part of a mass electorate by exploiting social
influence and traditions of deference, they had trouble after 1918 under-
standing that these influences no longer worked. When the nationalist
conservative Henri de Kérillis tried to deal with the new challenges of
mass politics by setting up a “Propaganda Center for National Republi-
cans” in 1927, hidebound conservatives scoffed that his methods were
more appropriate for selling a new brand of chocolate than for politics.”!

Fascists quickly profited from the inability of centrists and conserva-
tives to keep control of a mass electorate. Whereas the notable dinosaurs
disdained mass politics, fascists showed how to use it for nationalism and
against the Left. They promised access to the crowd through exciting
political spectacle and clever publicity techniques; ways to discipline
that crowd through paramilitary organization and charismatic leadership;
and the replacement of chancy elections by yes-no plebiscites.”? Whereas
citizens in a parliamentary democracy voted to choose a few fellow citi-
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zens to serve as their representatives, fascists expressed their citizenship
directly by participating in ceremonies of mass assent. The propagandistic
manipulation of public opinion replaced debate about complicated issues
among a small group of legislators who (according to liberal ideals) were
supposed to be better informed than the mass of the citizenry. Fascism
could well seem to offer to the opponents of the Left efficacious new tech-
niques for controlling, managing, and channeling the “nationalization of
the masses,” at a moment when the Left threatened to enlist a majority of
the population around two nonnational poles: class and international
pacifism.

One may also perceive the crisis of liberalism after 1918 in a second
way, as a “crisis of transition,” a rough passage along the journey into
industrialization and modernity. It seems clear that nations that industri-
alized late faced more social strains than did Britain, the first to industri-
alize. For one thing, the pace was faster for the latecomers; for another,
labor was by then much more powerfully organized. One does not have
to be a Marxist to perceive the crisis of the liberal state in terms of a stress-
ful transition to industrialization, unless one injects inevitability into the
explanatory model. Marxists, until fairly recently, saw this crisis as an
ineluctable stage in capitalist development, where the economic system
can no longer function without reinforced discipline of the working class
and/or a forceful conquest of external resources and markets. One can
argue, much less sweepingly, that the latecomers simply faced higher lev-
els of social turmoil which required new forms of control.

A third way of looking at the crisis of the liberal state envisions the
same problem of late industrialization in social terms. Certain liberal
states, according to this version, were unable to deal with either the
“nationalization of the masses” or the “transition to industrial society”
because their social structure was too heterogeneous, divided between
pre-industrial groups that had not yet disappeared —artisans, great land-
owners, rentiers—alongside new industrial managerial and working classes.
Where the pre-industrial middle class was particularly powerful, accord-
ing to this reading of the crisis of the liberal state, it could block peaceful
settlement of industrial issues, and could provide manpower to fascism in
order to save the privileges and prestige of the old social order.”

Yet another “take” on the crisis of the liberal order focuses on stress-
ful transitions to modernity in cultural terms. According to this reading,
universal literacy, cheap mass media, and invasive alien cultures (from
within as well as from without) made it harder as the twentieth century
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opened for the liberal intelligentsia to perpetuate the traditional intellec-
tual and cultural order.” Fascism offered the defenders of a cultural
canon new propaganda skills along with a new shamelessness about using
them.

It may not be absolutely necessary to choose only one among these
various diagnoses of the difficulties faced by the liberal regimes of Europe
after the end of World War I. Italy and Germany do indeed seem to fit
all four. They were among the last major states in Europe to learn to live
with a mass electorate: Italy in 1912, Germany only fully in 1919. Russia,
another newcomer to mass politics, fell to the Left as befitted an even less
developed society where even the middle class was not yet fully enfran-
chised. Industrially, Italy, as “the least of the Great Powers,””> had been
engaged in an energetic catching-up sprint since the 18gos. Germany, to
be sure, was already a highly industrial nation in 1914, but it had been the
last of the Great Powers to industrialize, after the 1860s, and then, after the
defeat of 1918, desperately needed repair and reconstruction. In social
structure, both Italy and Germany contained large pre-industrial sectors
(though so did France and even England).”® Cultural conservatives in
both countries felt intensely threatened by artistic experiment and popu-
lar culture; Weimar Germany was indeed at the very epicenter of postwar
cultural experimentalism.”

One needs to interject a warning at this point against inevitability.
Identifying the crisis of liberal regimes as crucial to the success of fascism
suggests that some kind of environmental determinism is at work. If the
setting is conducive, according to this way of thinking, one gets fascism. |
prefer to leave space for national differences and for human choices in
our explanation.

In the shorter term, the European states had undergone vastly differ-
ent national experiences since 1914. Most obviously, some countries had
won the war while others had lost it. Two maps of Europe help explain
where fascism would grow most rankly. Fascist success follows closely but
not exactly the map of defeat in World War I. Germany, with its stab-in-
the-back legend, was the classic case. Italy, exceptionally, had belonged to
the victorious alliance, but it had failed to achieve the national expansion
that the Italian nationalists who had led Italy into the war had counted
on. The victory was in their eyes a vittoria mutilata. Spain had been neu-
tral in 191418, but its loss of empire in the Spanish-American War of 18¢8
branded the whole generation that followed with national humiliation.
The Spanish radical Right grew partly in fear that the new republic
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founded in 1931 was letting separatist movements get the upper hand in
Catalonia and the Basque country. In Spain, however, defeat and fears of
decline led to Franco’s military dictatorship rather than to power for the
leader of the fascist Falange, José Antonio Primo de Rivera. Fascism is
never an inevitable outcome.

Fascist success also followed fairly closely another map: that of
attempts at Bolshevik revolution —or fear of it—during the period when
communism seemed likely to spread beyond its Russian home base. Ger-
many, Italy, and Hungary had all had particularly close calls with the
“red menace” after the war. The fit is not precise here, either, for fascism
also flourished in states more threatened by ethnic division than by class
conflict—Belgium, for example.

In settings where a large landless peasantry added massive numbers to
a revolutionary movement, and where large portions of the middle class
were still struggling for the most elementary rights (rather than defending
established privileges), as in Russia in 1917, mass protest gathered on the
Left. Communism, not fascism, was the winner. Revolutionary Russia did
contain anti-Bolshevik squads that resembled the German Freikorps,’®
but a society where landless peasants far outnumbered an insecure mid-
dle class offered no mass following to fascism. Russia came close to a mili-
tary dictatorship in July 1917 when General Lavr Georgyevich Kornilov
tried to march on Moscow, and that would have been a likely outcome if
Bolshevism had failed in Russia.

A typology of crises that could give fascism an opening is not enough.
An equally important consideration is the capacity of liberal and demo-
cratic regimes to respond to these crises. Leon Trotsky’s metaphor of the
“least-barricaded gate” works just as well for fascism as it did, in Trotsky’s
opinion, for Bolshevism. Trotsky used this metaphor to help explain how
Bolshevism made its first brea