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Of all the unanswered questions of our time, perhaps the most important is: ‘What is Fascism?’


— George Orwell (1944)





Introduction



What Is Fascism?


The problem with writing about fascism is that no one can say precisely what it is. There are two versions of it in the popular imagination. The first is vivid and monstrous – a journey to the furthest possibilities of human evil. Adolf Hitler barking out violent fantasies from a podium. Benito Mussolini glaring at an adoring crowd. The murder factories. The uniformed thugs. The mechanisation of man.


The second is broad, shallow and ubiquitous. It’s a cheap insult we throw around any time we come across someone with a whiff of the authoritarian: the overbearing politician, the dogmatic activist, the busybody, the ticket inspector.


The word fascism therefore leads a double life. It is serious and frivolous, existential and glib. And then, when you peer more closely, it threatens to disintegrate altogether. Scholars don’t even agree on what fascism meant between 1922 and 1945, let alone what it might mean today. Arguments about who is and is not a fascist are now so mainstream they informed a joke in Greta Gerwig’s billion-dollar 2023 blockbuster Barbie. When Margot Robbie’s Barbie ventures into the real world, a surly high-schooler calls her a fascist. ‘She thinks I’m a fascist?’ Barbie protests. ‘I don’t control the railways or the flow of commerce.’


Confusion is inevitable because fascism has no clear-cut intellectual basis. Most major political ideologies have a hefty theoretical grounding, based on the work of great thinkers. Conservatism has Edmund Burke, liberalism has John Stuart Mill, socialism has Karl Marx. But fascism is not a coherent ideology. Mussolini’s ‘The Doctrine of Fascism’ was an extended encyclopedia entry published 13 years into fascism’s lifespan, while Hitler’s Mein Kampf was a deranged screed of personal grievances and prejudices. While Joseph Stalin agonised over proving, however dishonestly, that his actions conformed to Marxist and Leninist doctrine, fascist leaders did not bother justifying themselves at all, because there was no doctrine to follow.


Fascism, then, is more of an energy than an ideology. It does not communicate through the mind. It is pumped into the heart and enforced by the fist. It is intellectually vacuous and constantly shifting. When the term first appeared in Italy in 1919, fascism short-circuited conventional assumptions about the political spectrum. It combined the ancient and the modern, mysticism and bureaucracy, left and right, the mob and the machine, in unprecedented and sometimes inexplicable ways. ‘Whichever way we approach fascism,’ wrote the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset in 1927, ‘we find that it is simultaneously one thing and the contrary, it is A and not A.’


Yet the paradoxes of fascism are a strength rather than a weakness. It weaponises its contradictions to maximise both its appeal and its freedom to act as it wishes. There is therefore no such thing as a pure version of fascism.


People have been arguing about the nature of fascism since at least 1922, when Mussolini became Italy’s prime minister, and they are still arguing about it now. They use the word in two distinct but connected ways: the first is a description of a historical movement, and the second is a contemporary warning about what might happen next.


The historical approach presumes that fascism can only be understood in retrospect, based more on what fascist regimes did than what they said. But even this does not achieve total clarity. Each fascist party around the world behaved in strikingly different ways. The two most prominent and successful fascist movements, in Italy and Germany, had as much that divided them as united them.


Even within each country, fascism was a shapeshifter whose self-image did not align with its actual conduct. Fascist leaders wanted the world to see their societies as great coordinated machines working in perfect unity. But in reality, they were chaotic, messy compromises, riven by internal tensions and rivalries. Many of fascism’s aims evolved according to whatever was most convenient at the time. It was fluid, opportunistic and contradictory.


The body of scholarly work on fascism is therefore incapable of consensus. The most prominent thinkers on the subject, including Robert O. Paxton, Roger Griffin, Zeev Sternhell and Stanley G. Payne, have been trying for decades to come up with a watertight definition, but every proposal has been either too narrow or too broad. Other writers have attempted to address fascism’s inconsistencies and absences by compiling checklists of characteristics, but they are just as unsatisfactory. The Oxford English Dictionary’s definition is accurate but incomplete: ‘An authoritarian and nationalistic system of government and social organisation which emerged after the end of the First World War in 1918, and became a prominent force in European politics during the 1920s and 1930s, most notably in Italy and Germany; (later also) an extreme right-wing political ideology based on the principles underlying this system.’


Another problem – for historians, though not the world – is that we didn’t get to see how fascism might have evolved if it had not self-immolated in the furnace of war. Perhaps Hitler and Mussolini might have died in their beds decades later, like Spain’s General Franco or Portugal’s Antonio Salazar, their regimes having degraded into more conventional authoritarian dictatorships. Or perhaps fascism was inherently so unstable that it would have devoured itself in some other way.


Even during the lifetimes of Hitler and Mussolini, the word roamed wildly. In 1936, the anti-fascist American journalist Dorothy Thompson complained that the far left ‘stupidly . . . label everybody who does not agree with them “Fascists”’. In his 1944 essay ‘What Is Fascism?’, George Orwell remarked that he had heard the word applied to not just political factions but ‘farmers, shopkeepers, Social Credit, corporal punishment, fox-hunting, bull-fighting, the 1922 Committee, the 1941 Committee, Kipling, Gandhi, Chiang Kai-Shek, homosexuality, Priestley’s broadcasts, Youth Hostels, astrology, women, dogs and I do not know what else’.


Fascism’s incredible messiness allows for partisan mischief – bad-faith actors simplifying history to make points about present-day politics and assign all the blame to their enemies. Conservatives pounce with glee on fascism’s debt to socialism, while leftists focus on the complicity of conservatives. Both camps are engaged in ignoring inconvenient facts. German and Italian fascists themselves claimed that they had transcended traditional notions of left and right.


The contemporary approach is to reduce the emphasis on historical details and instead treat the word fascism as a red alert – a clarion call to democrats that something especially malign and dangerous is taking place. It means we are less interested in explaining what happened in Europe a century ago than in identifying warning signs about what might take place in the future. The goal is to raise the alarm in the spirit of the old anti-fascist slogan: ‘Never Again’.


This is often done sloppily, without any serious engagement with how fascism truly functioned. It can sometimes seem as if only the emotive label fascist can signal sufficient concern, as if calling a politician a ‘far-right ethno-nationalist authoritarian’ is somehow not taking them seriously enough. In the words of fascism expert Roger Griffin: ‘You can be a total xenophobic racist male chauvinist bastard and still not be a fascist.’ Sometimes this is done cynically, as an attempt to associate whichever group you don’t like with the moral horror of fascism’s worst crimes: Christofascism, Islamofascism, ecofascism, woke fascism, even liberal fascism. As a result, the word is typically more of an insult than a diagnosis. And each time it is used in this way, it loses some of its power.


These arguments became much more urgent and mainstream with Donald Trump’s shocking ascendancy to the White House in 2016, which propelled him into an international brotherhood of authoritarians alongside the likes of Russia’s Vladimir Putin and Hungary’s Viktor Orbán. As the democratically elected candidate of one of America’s two major parties, Trump was no 1930s-style fascist, but his rhetoric, policies and bullish contempt for democratic norms, culminating in his efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election, nudged his administration closer to fascism than any in the country’s history. President Joe Biden, not a man prone to hyperbole, later described Trump’s Make America Great Again (MAGA) movement as ‘semi-fascist’.


The specific circumstances that birthed fascism between the two world wars no longer exist, but the energy that drove it does. All around us, we can see an obsession with national rebirth, the demonisation of enemies, and the channelling of material anxieties into violent, irrational, conspiratorial, apocalyptic movements. It is that dark blood-magic that distinguishes fascism from conventional hard-right governments. As new books about fascism and the fragility of democracy filled the shelves during the Trump administration, some anxious readers revisited old ones such as Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and It Can’t Happen Here, Sinclair Lewis’s 1935 novel about an American fascist takeover. While it is dangerous to meet complacency with hysteria, it is important to remember that something akin to fascism can always happen here. No country is inherently immune. No electorate is so sophisticated that it cannot become vulnerable to fascism’s psychological temptations. As the Austrian psychologist Wilhelm Reich wrote in 1933: ‘There is not a single individual who does not bear the elements of fascist feeling and thinking in his structure.’


This, then, is the moral lesson of the story of fascism. It is not necessarily about precise definitions, or watertight checklists, or strictly policed usage. It is about recognising that fascism appeals to some of the darkest instincts of human nature: the hatred of difference, the yearning for order, the sublimation of the individual to the group, the enchantment of violence. At heart, Orwell suggested, fascism meant ‘something cruel, unscrupulous, arrogant, obscurantist . . . almost any English person would accept “bully” as a synonym for “Fascist”’.


The story of fascism shows us what happens when these instincts are given free rein and reach their ultimate expression. It therefore serves as a reminder to treat with extreme vigilance any individual or group that seeks to encourage those ideas, and to dedicate oneself to stopping them.


The first step in that process is to understand where fascism came from. This book will tell its origin story. Rather than join the long, fruitless hunt for a perfect definition, we will explain what happened, how it happened and why. Only then will we try to understand what fascism means and what form it might take in the present day. The story begins in the strangest of ways, with a motley crew of nationalists, anarchists, socialists, artists, war veterans and cranks in Italy in 1919.





Chapter One




Mussolini’s Road to Power



On 12 September 1919, a feverish middle-aged man in a bright red Fiat filled with flowers led around 2,000 Italian war veterans and nationalists into the Adriatic port of Fiume. Fifty-six-year-old Gabriele D’Annunzio was perhaps Italy’s most compelling celebrity: a poet, playwright, journalist, womaniser, ultra-nationalist and master self-promoter who had been honoured for his courageous escapades during the First World War. He wanted to replace democracy with rule by an elite of exceptional individuals who happened to be just like himself.


Until recently part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Fiume had a large Italian population, but the post-war peacemakers had granted it instead to the new nation of Yugoslavia. D’Annunzio, outraged by Italy’s ‘mutilated victory’, had a very simple solution: he would march in and take it. Fearing that he would mount a coup against Rome if it moved against him, the Italian government was petrified into inaction. D’Annunzio declared himself the de facto dictator, or Duce, of the ‘Republic of Carnaro’ and ruled for a full 15 months before he was finally removed by force.


D’Annunzio has been called the John the Baptist of fascism. With his right-hand man, Alceste De Ambris, he drafted a proto-fascist constitution, persecuted Fiume’s Slav population and used combat-seasoned militias to suppress dissent. More importantly, he invented the aesthetic of fascism. A narcissist with a flair for drama, he pioneered the black-shirt uniforms, the rousing speeches from a balcony, the street parades, the rhythmic call-and-response chants, the soldiers’ anthem ‘Giovinezza’ (‘Youth’) and the stiff-armed Roman salute that is now synonymous with fascism. It was the politics of the piazza, not parliament. He was essentially remixing the images and rituals of ancient Rome for post-war Italian nationalists.


Back in Italy, another ambitious nationalist was monitoring the occupation with a mixture of admiration, embarrassment and envy. Six months before D’Annunzio’s march, 35-year-old newspaper editor Benito Mussolini had launched a new movement. It came to be called fascism.  Like D’Annunzio, Mussolini wanted to restore the glory of the Roman Empire, with himself as its Caesar. But unlike D’Annunzio, he knew how to play the game of politics. The Duce of Fiume was a colourful eccentric who burned himself out because he had no strategy. Mussolini saw in the rubble of his failure the components of future success.


Benito Amilcare Andrea Mussolini was born in humble circumstances on 29 July 1883 just outside Predappio, a small town near Ravenna. ‘The fact that I was born among the common people put the trump cards in my hand,’ he later said. His mother, Rosa, was a Catholic schoolteacher. His father, Alessandro, was a blacksmith and local politician who had been arrested for his socialist activism. Alessandro’s ideological muddle of socialism, anarchism, nationalism and authoritarianism was a powerful influence on his son, whom he named after three celebrated revolutionaries.


As a student, Mussolini was neither promising nor popular: a stubborn, misanthropic loner with a violent streak. During his first decade after graduating, he was often gloomy and aimless, drifting around Europe. He was a drinker, gambler and womaniser whose seductions by his own account included rape.


Mussolini earned a living as a reluctant schoolteacher, disliked by both pupils and parents. But he found his calling during a spell in Switzerland as a socialist journalist whose prose was punchy, direct and brutally entertaining. His beliefs, however, were erratic, to put it kindly. Sometimes he identified as an anarchist and sometimes as an ‘authoritarian communist’. He carried a medallion bearing the face of Karl Marx. According to biographer Denis Mack Smith, ‘he appeared to adopt opinions merely because they fitted some new attitude or would help his career’, and would justify his U-turns ‘as an example of an inner intuition that he came to consider as infallible’. Though he read widely, contemporaries thought of him as more of an actor than an intellectual: a shallow and unoriginal thinker with a weathervane personality.


Nonetheless, after settling in Italy for good in 1910, he steadily became one of the country’s most renowned socialist writers and editors. He also honed his oratory at political meetings, learning exactly which buttons to push to drive the crowd into a mounting frenzy.


Mussolini had a direct line to Italy’s anxieties. A relative latecomer to unification, industrialisation and urbanisation, the country at that time was desperate to become a great power. In 1910, the Italian Nationalist Association party brought together some of the future constituents of the fascist coalition, including big business and middle-class professionals, to pursue proto-fascist goals: the strengthening of national unity through authoritarianism and military expansionism. But Mussolini was not among them. Nor was he a revolutionary syndicalist like De Ambris – radical, anti-democratic trade unionists who believed that ‘one big union’ could bring down the capitalist system with a general strike. At this point he was still firmly a man of the left. In 1911, when the nationalists and many syndicalists supported Italy’s imperialist war in Libya, Mussolini was jailed for his part in an anti-war riot. The Italian flag, he wrote, was ‘a rag to be planted on a dunghill. There are only two fatherlands in the world: that of the exploited and that of the exploiters.’


After his release, Mussolini became the energetic editor of the Italian Socialist Party’s newspaper Avanti!, almost tripling its circulation. ‘My newspaper was a weapon, a banner, my very soul,’ he later said. ‘I once thought of it as my favourite child.’ He ran unsuccessfully as a Socialist candidate for the Chamber of Deputies, Italy’s parliament, and then successfully as a councillor in Milan. But Mussolini was no orthodox socialist. While he had read Marx, he was far more excited by writers with stranger and more visceral ideas.


Fascism was neither inevitable nor predictable, but it drew on ideas that had been circulating in the European mind for decades. The end of the nineteenth century was a period of immense upheaval in the fields of politics, sociology, psychology, technology and medical science. In each country, the middle classes in particular were convulsed by paranoia about the unruly urban masses, the fate of the nation and the destiny of the race.


One popular idea was degeneration: the notion that the moral and physical health of Europe was in terminal decline unless drastic measures were taken to control reproduction. The new pseudoscience of eugenics (‘race hygiene’ in Germany) encouraged ‘pure’ citizens to procreate while discouraging or prohibiting the ‘impure’. There were many candidates for this biological enemy within: Jews, immigrants, homosexuals, socialists, the working-class masses. Eugenics, like nationalism and socialism, prioritised the health of the group over the rights of the individual.


While eugenicists fetishised biology and statistics, other writers were delving into the murk of the human subconscious. The Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud was taking expeditions into the id. The French intellectual Gustave Le Bon was constructing an analysis of mob psychology. Whereas liberal democracy was founded on the Enlightenment values of liberty, reason and progress, these thinkers unearthed a vast resource of untapped power in the realm of emotion and myth. This pointed to a new kind of politics in which the essence of the nation could be found in the ancient ties of blood and soil rather than the ballot box. It was something you felt, not something you pondered.


Mussolini called Le Bon’s 1895 book The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind ‘a masterful work’ and read it many times. By describing the crowd as dangerously volatile but controllable by the right person, Le Bon foresaw the art of twentieth-century dictatorship: ‘The multitude is always ready to listen to the strong-willed man, who knows how to impose himself on it. Men gathered in a crowd lose all force of will, and turn instinctively to the person who possesses the quality they lack.’  As Mussolini revealingly rephrased it: ‘The crowd loves strong men. The crowd is like a woman.’


Mussolini was attracted to such fashionable thinking about the power of extraordinary individuals to seize the reins of history, in contrast to the contemptible compromises and half-measures of liberal democracy. He devoured Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy about the superman and the will to power. In Switzerland, he attended lectures by the Italian economist and sociologist Vilfredo Pareto, who argued that democracy was an illusion and all that really mattered was which elite was in charge.


The retired engineer and amateur theorist Georges Sorel had been sketching out a vision of what a new elite might look like. Sorel felt that the nations of Europe had become sleepy and decadent and needed some shocking, soul-stirring, violent upheaval, based on the power of myth rather than logic. Unlike Marx, he thought that a revolution could just as easily be based on nationalism (‘the people’) rather than class consciousness. When revolutionary syndicalism failed, he moved towards nationalism; when Lenin’s Bolshevik Russian Revolution succeeded in October 1917, he turned back to communism. What mattered was results. ‘I owe most to Georges Sorel,’ Mussolini said years later. ‘This master of syndicalism by his rough theories of revolutionary tactics has contributed most to form the discipline, energy and power of the fascist cohorts.’


To call all of these thinkers proto-fascists would be unfair, but they all helped to mould Mussolini’s belief in a vigorous revolutionary aristocracy, unconstrained by conventional ideology and justified in the use of physical force. The idea of fascism, then, was latent in European culture, but it needed an unprecedented crisis to activate it. That crisis came in the form of the First World War.


When the war broke out on 28 July 1914, Italy was bitterly divided over whether to join it. The pro-war movement was a disparate alliance of people with often mutually exclusive goals. Some hoped it would lead to a revolution; others believed a grand conflict would instead strengthen the young nation. The common factor was nationalism: Italy first.


For a few weeks Mussolini stuck to the Socialist Party’s anti-war line and called intervention an ‘unpardonable crime’, but he soon resigned from Avanti! and launched his own, pro-intervention newspaper in Milan, Il Popolo d’Italia (The Italian People), leading to his expulsion from the party. His shocked comrades assumed he had been bribed into changing his mind. As it happens, Mussolini’s newspaper did later accept secret funding from the British and French governments, but his U-turn was sincere. The war had accelerated his journey away from Marxism’s emphasis on class conflict towards revolutionary nationalism: ‘Class reveals itself as a collection of interests – but the nation is a history of sentiments, traditions, language, culture, and race.’ He insisted that he carried the true flame of socialism – national socialism. ‘You cannot get rid of me because I am, and always will be, a Socialist,’ he taunted his former allies. ‘You hate me because you still love me!’


Mussolini also co-founded with Alceste De Ambris a pressure group to promote intervention: the Fasci d’Azione Rivoluzionaria (Leagues of Revolutionary Action). The fasces is a tight bundle of rods, sometimes encasing an axe. It symbolised the power of magistrates in ancient Rome but came to represent unity during the French and American revolutions: one rod can be broken, a bundle cannot. To this day it appears uncontroversially in such contexts as the flag of Ecuador, the state seal of Colorado and the coat of arms of Vilnius, Lithuania. In Italy, fascio meant a league with revolutionary ambitions. At this stage, fascism was not yet an idea. It was still a half-cooked soup of instincts, symbols and personal calculations.


The bitter argument between pro- and anti-war forces in Italy overrode traditional politics. Some syndicalists aligned with Mussolini. So did the poet Filippo Marinetti, founder of the belligerent Futurist art movement, who described war as ‘the world’s only hygiene’. Anyone who opposed the war, socialist or otherwise, was branded a ‘defeatist’. The two camps clashed in the streets. And for the first time, Mussolini enjoyed the thrilling taste of political violence.


Italy finally declared war on Austria-Hungary in May 1915. In September, Mussolini was conscripted and sent to the Isonzo front, where he impressed his superiors and was promoted to sergeant. But in February 1917, he was injured by a mortar explosion during a training exercise and returned to Milan to resume editing Il Popolo d’Italia.


The more extreme and certain his editorials, the more readers he attracted, even if he contradicted his equally extreme and certain previous editorials. ‘It makes little difference to him what the flag is, whether that of Fascism or socialism,’ wrote one early biographer, ‘so long as he is its standard-bearer.’ For Mussolini, only those who had fought possessed the strength and integrity required to rule the country: an aristocracy of the trenches. What was needed, he wrote, was a man ‘ruthless and energetic enough to make a clean sweep’ and make Italy great again.


Fascism only succeeds when the status quo fails, and there was no greater failure than the previously unimaginable carnage of the First World War. Italy, despite being on the winning side, had been humiliated by the debacle of the Battle of Caporetto in autumn 1917 – a lasting symbol of the liberal government’s ineptitude. Overall, the country had lost more than 600,000 men. It was unclear exactly what it had gained.


The chaotic, traumatised post-war world didn’t just pose formidable short-term challenges for governments; it shattered the old order and the liberal belief in progress. The new symbols of the age were barbed wire, machine guns and the technology of slaughter. An orgy of national hatred and senseless killing had mutilated the minds of an entire generation, creating a widespread sense of resentment and loss.


The war had also introduced democratic nations to the experience of mass mobilisation, centralised economies, restricted liberties and modern propaganda, all of which fascism would later exploit. And it hastened the Russian Revolution, which became a model for ruthless insurrectionary violence. According to the historian Stanley G. Payne, it was the Bolshevik Lenin who ‘initiated most of the new practices and institutions of fascist-type regimes’.


On top of all that, the war created a vast reserve of aimless veterans, hungry for purpose. Poems and films might give the impression that all soldiers were reluctant conscripts, sickened and scared, but the truth was that some of them had never felt more alive. The trenches spawned a new collective identity, distinct from mainstream society: a cult of virility, violence, comradeship and self-sacrifice, forged in the heat of battle.


The war machine had ground them up and spat them out. They felt betrayed by the machinations of the peacemakers and the weakness of their political leaders. Plagued by inflation and unemployment, they were primed for extremism of one kind or another. Revolutionary socialism was the obvious destination, but Mussolini was about to provide a potent alternative. ‘When I came back from the war, like so many, I hated politics and politicians,’ wrote the army captain and fascist Italo Balbo. ‘Better to deny everything, to destroy everything, so as to rebuild everything from scratch. . . Without Mussolini, three-quarters of the Italian youth which had returned from the trenches would have become Bolsheviks.’ Members of the Arditi, a fearsome elite commando group in the Italian army, were especially attracted to leaders like Mussolini and D’Annunzio, who gave them an opportunity to transition to fighting domestic enemies. Some became Mussolini’s private goon squad, stewarding his public appearances in their distinctive black shirts.


The word fascismo came a little later, but fascism was born on 23 March 1919. It did not look like the future. On a rainy Sunday morning in Milan, a few dozen people gathered in a hall overlooking the Piazza San Sepolcro to witness Mussolini launch a group with the ‘hard, metallic name’ Fasci Italiani di Combattimento (Italian Combat League). They were an overwhelmingly young ragbag of war veterans, pro-war leftists and intellectuals, united on one point: the need to ‘declare war on socialism . . . because it has opposed nationalism’.


Occupying a previously unmapped political space – both revolutionary and traditionalist – fascism was confusing from the very start. Mussolini was a political entrepreneur who cobbled together a movement from disparate components and only gradually finessed it into a coherent programme. So when the fascists published their first platform in June 1919, co-written by Marinetti and De Ambris, it was merely Mussolini’s opening offer to the Italian people. To paraphrase the old joke: these were Mussolini’s principles, but if the Italian people did not like them, he had others.
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