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enon which is still the object of interest and debate over fifty years after its
defeat in the Second World War. It introduces recent scholarship and
continuing debates on the nature of fascism as well as often contentious con-
tributions by foreign historians and political scientists.

From the pre-First World War intellectual origins of fascism to its
demise in 1945, this book examines:

• the two ‘waves’ of fascism – in the period immediately following the
First World War and in the late 1920s and early 1930s;

• whether the European crisis created by the Treaty of Versailles allowed
fascism to take root;

• why fascism came to power in Italy and Germany, but not anywhere else
in Europe;

• fascism’s own claim to be an international and internationalist move-
ment;

• the idea of ‘totalitarianism’ as the most useful and appropriate way of
analysing the fascist regimes.
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Introduction
The historical problem of fascism

Fascism is the only major new political movement and ideology to develop
in twentieth-century Europe. This book aims to provide a comparative
historical analysis of fascism in Europe in the inter-war and wartime periods.
There were fascist movements in practically every European country, varying
greatly in political weight and significance, which in itself suggests that
fascism was a characteristic phenomenon of these years, with its own typical
set of political aims, organisation and methods. The challenge of the book is
to make historical sense of fascism in Europe, when the range and number of
its various national manifestations have led some historians to the extreme
nominalist position which is exactly the opposite of the premise of this
book, of ‘fascism’ not really existing at all, other than in the self-serving
imaginations of historians and political and social scientists, who recognise a
good thing when they see it (Allardyce 1979).

The study of fascism is an academic industry, and the appearance of this
book may well indicate a crisis of over-production. My treatment unavoid-
ably owes a lot to two of the best and most recent studies, but it is different
from them and offers different things. It is not as comprehensive and dense
as Stanley Payne’s magisterial A History of Fascism, 1919–1945 (Payne
1995), and does not cover fascism as a worldwide and as a post-1945 phe-
nomenon, so avoiding the thorny issue as to whether fascism was, by defini-
tion, epochal and European. It is not as schematic and theoretical as Roger
Griffin’s impressive and ingenious rescue of the idea of a generic fascism, The
Nature of Fascism (Griffin 1993), which deals in ‘ideal types’. In his hands,
this is a useful tool of analysis, because by accentuating or distilling the
characteristics of the phenomenon to its ‘pure’ form, it gives us a very clear
sense of what was distinctive about fascism, particularly in relation to other
authoritarian political movements and systems of rule in Europe in this
period. But in adopting this approach, fascism to an extent becomes an
abstraction, with the attendant risks, in less careful hands, of reification, of
treating the ‘idea’ as a real ‘thing’, a danger to which all the ‘isms’ are
exposed.

This is really the problem with much of the mono-causal social and polit-
ical science explanations of the fascist phenomenon, including the Marxist
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ones. People started to interpret fascism as soon as the first fascism, Italian
Fascism, became a significant political force. Mainly coming from the
Marxist left, these interpretations had a very immediate political purpose, to
understand the enemy so as to draw the appropriate lessons for the revolu-
tionary struggle of the proletariat (Beetham 1983). The official line in the
late 1920s of the USSR-dominated international organisation of Communist
parties, the Comintern, was so mistaken in its over-simplified view of
fascism as ‘capitalism in crisis’ and intrinsically no different from other
political forms of class domination, that it contributed directly to the
coming to power of Nazism in Germany. Proceeding on the grounds of
the worse, the better, the German Communist party, the KPD, did not
defend democracy against Nazism in the early 1930s, and in 1932–33 was,
with the Nazis, part of the negative majority in the German national parlia-
ment, the Reichstag, which made Germany ungovernable by democratic
parties. The success of fascism in Germany can hardly be put down entirely
to the failure of the left. But it helped, as much as the Comintern’s change
to a Popular Front strategy after Hitler’s coming to power contributed to
the defeat of fascism elsewhere, in France if not in Spain, as should be clear
later in the book.
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The Marxist underestimation of fascism in the 1920s was revealed in the
tendency of all Marxist historiography, then and since, to regard fascism as
an epiphenomenon, something secondary to the real thing, which was
capitalism, and only intelligible in relation to that real motor of political
change. This way of interpreting fascism can only explain fascism by con-
necting it to some other, more important phenomenon and by seeing it as
functional to the realisation of some ‘higher’ historical purpose or end. This
approach is also characteristic of the major non-Marxist interpretation of
fascism, which relates it to the process of modernisation, the transition, in
other words, from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’ societies. Confusingly, the appli-
cation of the template of modernisation has produced very divergent posi-
tions, and some historians and social scientists have seen fascism as being
intrinsically ‘modernising’, while others have found it essentially ‘anti-
modern’. The fact that the use of the same explanatory framework can
produce such opposed conclusions about the one phenomenon suggests that
the former should be ditched as a way of understanding fascism. More will
be said about this in the concluding chapter.

Both the main strands of interpretation, therefore, in some sense deny that
fascist movements and regimes were autonomous, independent political forces
for change. This study looks at fascist movements and regimes in their own
right, in their time, and on their own terms, as history, in other words, rather
than as a concept, necessarily abstracted from and independent of the evidence
of the actual words and actions of political leaders and their movements.

This is a dangerous game to play, because it means taking seriously what
fascists said and did at the time. Renzo De Felice was the recently deceased
author of a mammoth unfinished biography of the Italian Fascist dictator,
Benito Mussolini, happily still not translated into English, and the historian
largely responsible for provoking the equivalent in Italy of the German
‘historians controversy’ over the nature of Nazism. He has been condemned
by his fellow historians, sometimes justifiably, for a dangerously over-literal
and naïve reading of Fascist sources, which came close to passing off Fascist
propaganda as the reality, marking his inability or unwillingness to see
behind the words for the ‘real’ meaning of Fascism.1 We should, I suppose,
be cynical about what any politician says he is doing or wants to do, but it is
noticeable that historians often do not extend any benefit of the doubt to
inter-war fascist leaders. They are usually portrayed as political opportunists
(what politician is not?), politicians of action whose actions did not marry
with their words, which were literally propaganda, and fixated on power ‘for
its own sake’. It is difficult to shake off the impression of Mussolini as a
political adventurer and gangster, which emerges from the brilliantly sus-
tained and entertaining biography by the British historian, Denis Mack-
Smith (Mack-Smith 1981).

Of course fascists were ‘action men’, and their activism and willingness to
use violence against their political opponents and against their own soci-
eties, in some cases amounting to a cult of violence, distinguished them
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from most other contemporary political movements. But fascist leaders and
movements did have an ideology, understood as a body of ideas or principles
inspiring and informing political action, and political programmes and pol-
icies which embodied the ideology. This history will bring them out, and
show the connections between them, as well as being sensitive to the often
considerable gaps between fascist aspirations and reality.

These will emerge most clearly in the treatment of the two fascist
regimes in Italy and Germany, where the goal of a ‘totalitarian’ organisation
of society for war was only partially achieved, and was probably impossible
to achieve. The two dictators, Mussolini and Hitler, presided over partially
‘fascistised’ societies, a sometimes messy and unresolved co-habitation of ele-
ments of the world they wanted to create and of the survivors of the world
they had inherited on coming to power. But the historical conclusion that
the fascist regimes were a political compromise should not disguise the fact
that an attempt was made to forge a fascist ‘new order’, and that in the total-
itarian state, the regimes had equipped themselves with the means to make
the attempt.

The book does not accept the widely held view of Zeev Sternhell, the
French intellectual historian of fascist ideas, that the only real fascism on
display in the inter-war period was embodied not in the fascist regimes, but
in the fascist movements, whose ‘pure’ fascism was unsullied by the exigen-
cies and compromises inherent in the exercise of actual political power
(Sternhell 1979). For one thing, compromises, tactical alliances with the
existing political and economic establishments and other right-wing move-
ments and parties were very much part of the history of fascist movements,
both the few that actually came to power and the majority of those which
did not. In often crowded political scenes, fascist movements, as newcomers
to that scene, had to make these kinds of alignments in order to make any
political headway at all, let alone take power. Once in power, the Italian
Fascist and German Nazi governments did use that power to shape politics
and society according to fascist beliefs and principles. This was a process; the
‘fascistisation’ of Italy and Germany proceeded at different rates, for various
‘national’ reasons which will be explored in the book, and some would justi-
fiably argue that the Italian Fascist regime remained conditioned and held
back by the compromises with other centres of power in Italian life, which it
made in order to come to power. But we still need to invert Sternhell’s view:
what fascism was, was best revealed when it came to power. The coming to
power marked the point at which the fudging compromises could be shaken
off, not necessarily the point at which the enjoyment of power corrupted the
purity of the ideological goals of the movement.

The setting for fascism

The argument so far is that to understand fascism, you have to write its
history, or histories. An historical, rather than an a priori and static
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conceptual approach, is probably the best way to trace the dynamics and
trajectories of fascist movements and regimes. Historians look at the
particular and the contingent, but they still have to make connections, gen-
eralise, even, eventually, conceptualise. Part of that historical generalising
involves, crucially, providing the context or surroundings for the fascist phe-
nomenon, which a concept, abstracted from the actual events and happen-
ings whose essence it is meant to convey, often does not. The context, or
setting, for fascism was the crisis of what contemporaries called the ‘Ver-
sailles system’, in other words, the post-First World War economic and
political order, which was based on a capitalist economy and parliamentary
democracy internally, and the League of Nations internationally. This was
the order which appeared to emerge or be endorsed in the peace treaties of
1919–23, imposed by the major victorious powers, Britain, France, Italy and
the USA, on the major defeated powers, Germany, Austria-Hungary and
Turkey.

The First World War of 1914–18 had revolutionary effects on the polit-
ical geography of Europe, pushing on the process of democratisation of
European societies and making possible a new national and international
order. This became evident in 1917, when the eventually victorious alliance
of powers finally articulated their war aims, and made the war, a war for
democracy against the autocracies of Europe. The expression of democratic
war aims came late in the day, and were the governments’ response to the
lengthening war which, with already massive casualties and expenditure of
resources, made popular support and commitment to the war effort ever
more vital, and yet more fragile. There were signs of a general war weariness,
and governments needed to find a good reason for the war and for continu-
ing it, and did so in the promise and reward of a better post-war society.

The first Russian Revolution of February 1917 was the outcome of a
general crisis of legitimacy of a partially reformed but still absolutist,
monarchical system of rule induced by the strains of war mobilisation. This
led to the fall of the Tsar and a parliamentary interregnum, and allowed the
Entente powers of Britain, France, Italy and Russia to pose unequivocally as
the defenders of democracy. The Communist Bolshevik Revolution of
October 1917 brought the parliamentary experiment to an end. But making
the world safe for democracy was even more the binding element of the
remaining Entente powers, as the alternative to Bolshevism and the prospect
of a revolutionary war, of war being transformed into social revolution.

The entry of the USA into the war in April 1917, which tipped the
balance in favour of the Entente, led to the adoption of President Wilson’s
Fourteen Points as the basis of a new democratic post-war order, even
though their principles cut across the secret alliances for territorial aggrand-
isement which had, for instance, brought Italy into war on the Entente side
in 1915. Wilson’s Fourteen Points specifically mentioned only Polish
independence, and envisaged the federal reform of the multinational Austro-
Hungarian empire rather than its dismemberment. But the pressures of war
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on the ground meant that, by August 1918, the Western allies were calling
for new national states in Central and Eastern Europe, granting official
recognition to the self-styled Czech, Polish and ‘Yugoslav’ governments-in-
exile. This was clearly a way of paralysing the Austro-Hungarian empire and
accelerating the dissolution of the empire with its military defeat, and it
indicated that national self-determination was to be the principle behind
the post-war settlement in Central and Eastern Europe. National self-
determination meant that each nation should have a state, qualified, where
necessary, by economic and strategic viability, and that the ‘people’ should
govern through democratic political institutions.

So the peace settlement, embodied in the immediate post-war treaties,
could be portrayed as the triumph of democratic nationalism and interna-
tionalism. This was a Europe which the nineteenth-century Italian national-
ist and Europeanist, Giuseppe Mazzini, would have aspired to create. There
was national unification, the liberation of independent national states from
the prison of oppressive multinational empires, but within a new inter-
national order of democratically-run national states, embodied in and guar-
anteed by a new international organisation, the League of Nations, founded
in 1919 as part of the peace settlement. Germany, Austria, Hungary,
Romania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, both the defeated and the
victors of the war, the victims and beneficiaries of the eventual Versailles
settlement, adopted democratic constitutions soon after the armistices which
ended the fighting. War and revolution had brought about not a change of
governments, but more fundamentally, a change of political system.

For those that were already national states, the pre-war assumption of the
natural progress of political democracy, in the shape of a widening popular
franchise and representative parliamentary government, had been strength-
ened and accelerated by the war, both in countries which were at war, and
those which were not. Between 1915 and 1921, full political democracy, for
men at least, came to Britain and Italy, of the countries at war, and of the
neutral countries to the Netherlands and Denmark, and for women as well
in Norway and Sweden. The outcome was a Europe which, fleetingly, was
more politically unified around similar democratic parliamentary systems
than at any time before. With a Europe of democratic national states, in a
League of Nations framework resting on an abstract equality of member
states, there was harmonisation between how each European country ran its
affairs, and how they conducted their relations with each other.

If this was the triumph of parliamentary democracy and national self-
determination, it was a passing one. By 1938, parliamentary democratic
systems were still functioning in the countries of Northern and Western
Europe. But they had largely disappeared in Southern, Central and Eastern
Europe, giving way to fascist dictatorships in Italy and Germany, authori-
tarian rule in Portugal, Spain, Austria, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Romania,
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, and to limited democratic systems in
Hungary, Poland and Greece. More tellingly, of the new national states
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created after the First World War, democracy survived only in Ireland,
Finland and Czechoslovakia. By 1942, a tendentious date because it marked
the high point of the conquest and occupation of Europe by the fascist
powers, only Britain, Ireland, Iceland, Sweden, Switzerland and Finland
were democracies. So what had appeared to unite Europe politically in the
immediate post-war period, national states run as parliamentary demo-
cracies, came under severe threat and challenge thereafter. Fascism was one
of the challenges and alternatives to the Versailles system, and if success was
measured by the taking of power, not the most successful of the alternatives
to parliamentary democracy. We shall see how the drift to more authorit-
arian politics in Southern and Eastern Europe, while apparently providing
an ambience in which fascist movements could flourish, was ultimately a
greater obstacle to fascists taking power than parliamentary democracy.

National tensions

The destabilisation of parliamentary democratic systems of government in
the inter-war period came from three sources, which led to conflict and
tension both within and between countries. For one thing, national–ethnic
issues in Central and Eastern Europe were accentuated rather than eased by a
post-war settlement apparently based on national self-determination. The
mix of nationalities living in the areas of the pre-war multinational empires
made it impossible to carve out viable single nationality states. The so-called
‘successor states’, the products of the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian
empire in military defeat and revolution, were no less multinational than the
empire they replaced. The difference was that instead of the reasonably
neutral or divide-and-rule imperial government, which had helped the dif-
ferent peoples more or less to rub along together, there were governments
which represented the interests of one or a few of the ethnic groups living in
the new states.

These governments understood national or state integration as securing
the dominance of the main ethnic group, both resenting and ignoring the
protection of minority rights built into their democratic constitutions. At
the same time, many of these countries adopted the French model of repub-
lican democracy, with governments tied to winning and then maintaining
majorities in legislatures elected on the basis of adult male suffrage and pro-
portional representation. This necessitated government by coalition, and
invited the representation in parliament of a plethora of parties, many of
them ethnically based, even when they matched the other political cleavages
of modern European societies, religion and class. So, in Poland, there were
Polish and Ukrainian peasant parties, unlikely to cooperate politically as
agrarian parties because of the ethnic divide, land reform in Eastern Poland
requiring Polish landowners to concede to their Ukrainian peasant tenants.
Even in Czechoslovakia, the one country in Central and Eastern Europe
where the workings of the parliamentary system successfully managed to
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reconcile the interests of its national groups, there were separate Czech and
German Social Democratic and Christian Democratic parties.

This was a recipe for political instability, and the presence of so many
parties complicated and frustrated the normal political bargaining behind
the formation and survival of governments. The protracted political horse
trading involved in government formation itself shredded the credibility of
parliamentary institutions for politicians and electorates which had little or
no experience of the normality this represented. But it was the sheer
intractability of national issues, by their nature not susceptible to the bar-
gaining and compromise which was, and is, the essence of a democratic
parliamentary system, which led directly to the 1926 military coup in
Poland and the strengthening of the executive arm of government against a
parliament where thirty-two parties were represented, and to the royalist
coups and supranational dictatorships in Yugoslavia in 1929 and Bulgaria in
1934–35.

Irredentism and counter-irredentism, claiming or resisting the transfer of
national enclaves from the rule of a foreign state, was the near-inevitable
outcome of the peace settlement, which rewarded the victors of the First
World War with the territory of the defeated. International cohabitation, let
alone international co-operation, was practically out of the question in these
circumstances. The so-called Little Entente, an alliance of Czechoslovakia,
Yugoslavia and Romania, united the beneficiaries of the post-war settlement
against its victim, Hungary, which was, after the 1920 Treaty of Trianon,
near enough an ethnic Magyar state, and had territorial–ethnic claims on
each and all of them.

In Central Europe, the defeated Germany had lost territory in the east
and the west, but it had been spared occupation, partition and dismember-
ment. A defeated and largely territorially intact Germany was still capable
of being the strongest continental European power, if only by natural polit-
ical and economic weight or potential. ‘The German problem’, the terms
and conditions on which Germany could exercise its naturally pivotal posi-
tion in European affairs, was the divisive European issue in the period 1918
to 1945. The continuity of the problem should not obscure the fact that its
dimensions were changed by the Nazis taking power in Germany in 1933.

The threat from the left

The second source of political instability in the inter-war period was the
threat from the left. The most significant event of the period was the Bolshe-
vik seizure of power in Russia in October 1917. A proletarian socialist
revolution was no longer a prospect, but a reality, subversive of the political
and socio-economic systems of much of Europe, whose success was a tremen-
dous stimulus to socialist revolutionaries elsewhere. Marxist socialist revolu-
tion was never meant to be contained by state frontiers, and this was
particularly so, when the revolution had occurred in Russia, which as Lenin
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and the Bolshevik leadership realised, was the weakest and most backward
link in the capitalist chain. Conditions for the creation of socialism were not
immediately present in Russia, and for the revolution in Russia to last, it
had to spread to the more economically advanced industrial countries to
the west.

The prospect of general European revolution, arising as in Russia, from
the extraordinary strains of war on countries’ economies and societies, had
probably disappeared by 1923, perhaps as early as 1920. Bolshevik Russia
fought and lost a war with the new Polish state in 1919–21, which finally
settled Poland’s Eastern frontier and was thought at the time to have halted
the spread of revolution westwards. There were short-lived Soviet republics
in Bavaria, Hungary and Slovakia in 1919–20, what appeared to contempor-
aries to be the real threat of a socialist revolution in Germany in 1918–19
and in Italy in 1919–20, a nasty civil war in Finland in 1917–18, where the
anti-communist forces defeated the communists, and communist-inspired
working class agitation in most places in the immediate aftermath of the
war. The final fling came in abortive communist risings in central Germany
and in Bulgaria in 1923.

Although the threat of European revolution appeared to have been con-
tained, it was difficult for other states to treat the Soviet Union as if it was
another state in a system of states. This was not only because the USSR had
territorial disputes with its neighbours, including Finland and Romania. In
these countries, the USSR was both the national and the social enemy;
it held or claimed contested territory, and it threatened social revolution
internally, as it did to all non-communist states. It was the exemplar of a
new universal order which was opposed to the political and socio-economic
systems of other European countries.

Ideological antipathy entered the conduct of diplomacy between states,
and it eroded the principle and practice of pluralist democratic systems. In
East European countries, local communist parties were barely, if at all,
afforded legal existence. Elsewhere, it was difficult to accept as normal polit-
ical players, movements which were systematically opposed to the political
systems they participated in, and were bound to an international revolution-
ary organisation, the Comintern, which was run from and by the USSR.
Governments in the 1930s faced this same classic dilemma of democratic
societies with respect to fascist movements as well. The PCF, the French
Communist Party and one of the most ‘bolshevised’ of the West European
Communist parties, was always regarded as the stooge of Moscow, and this
perception and antipathy on the French right were important dimensions in
both the domestic and foreign policies of French governments in the late
1930s.

On the political right, the threat from the left in the inter-war period was
generalised and broadened from Bolshevism to any political and social
advance of the organised socialist left. Mass electoral politics allowed social-
ist parties to make significant political gains, and across Western and
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Northern Europe, from Norway to Spain, socialist parties entered govern-
ment for the first time. This, of course, was one way of dealing with the
threat from the left. One of the most significant political developments in
inter-war Europe was the successful accommodation of an eventually non-
revolutionary, social democratic left to a capitalist economy and democratic
parliamentary system, which in turn, contributed to the defeat or contain-
ment of fascism. But concession to and bargaining with the enemy on the
left as the logic of democratic politics worked its way through, did not
happen everywhere. The threat from the left was both the reason and
opportunity for the emergence of fascist movements, which took the altern-
ative route to taming the left, violence and coercion.

Economic difficulties

Economic difficulties were the third source of political instability in the
inter-war period. The concern here is to look at the political fallout of
Europe’s persistent economic problems, rather than to explain their causes,
but some brief general remarks on Europe’s inter-war economic crises should
be made. After a very difficult transition from wartime to peacetime
economies between 1918 and 1924, which sharpened the political conflict
and sense of political crisis in Italy and Germany especially, there was a
period of economic growth until the late 1920s.

But the European economies were disrupted by the impact and con-
sequences of the First World War, which were political as much as eco-
nomic in origin. The Versailles settlement had endorsed the break-up of the
Austro-Hungarian empire, which had, in effect, been a natural area of free
trade, into separate, competitive national states, each set on building up
their national economic power with their own currencies and behind protec-
tive tariff barriers. Protection, and the removal of industry and agriculture
from their sources of supply and markets because of the existence of new
states, reduced the level of trade between the countries of Central and
Eastern Europe. Loss of revenue from intra-regional trade made things even
more difficult for governments struggling anyway to set up the infrastruc-
tures of new states, and which preferred to raise money by printing it rather
than by taxing their populations. The price inflation, and plummeting of
currency values which ensued, were overcome by stabilising the currencies
with foreign loans.

But the new states of Central and Eastern Europe faced economic depres-
sion throughout the period, because of the small size and potential of their
domestic markets, and also because they were mainly producers of agricul-
tural products and raw materials. There was a worldwide depression in agri-
culture, marked by over-production, falling demand and, consequently,
falling prices, a situation partly attributable to the self-evident effects the
war had on the rate of population growth after the war.

The disappearance of Russia from the European and world economy as a
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result of war, revolution and the consolidation of a communist regime,
together with the economic depression of the successor states in Central and
Eastern Europe, had direct repercussions on the more industrial economies
of Western Europe, reducing their exports and export potential in the rest of
Europe. This was particularly serious for Germany, which had to export
more if it was to start paying off the unrealistically massive reparations for
war damage imposed by the victorious allies in the Treaty of Versailles. The
occupation of the industrial Ruhr areas of Germany by France and Belgium
to enforce payment of reparations in 1923 turned already high inflation into
a progressive collapse of the value of the German currency, restored only in
1924 with the help of foreign loans and the scaling down of reparation pay-
ments.

But there was no escaping the fatal connection of reparations to the inter-
national repayment of war debts. In order to sustain war mobilisation,
France, Italy and Russia had borrowed heavily from Britain, which in turn,
was forced to borrow from the USA. Debt repayment meant the post-war
societies had to meet the costs of the war, and France and Britain used tax
revenue which could have been more productively deployed elsewhere in the
economy. But the assumption was that German reparations would allow the
Allies to pay off their war debts to each other and the USA. This only hap-
pened to the extent that the USA kept on lending money to Germany,
enabling her to pay reparations to France, Britain and Italy, and these to pay
their debts to the USA. The breaking of this cycle, with a financial crisis and
economic downturn in the USA in 1929 cutting off US markets to European
exports and US investment in Europe, was one of the reasons why the
depression in the USA spread to Europe.

We may now see the so-called Great Depression of 1929–33 as a cyclical
downturn in the global economy. But it was the watershed event of
twentieth-century Europe. For one thing, its effects made parliamentary
politics very difficult to operate, in some cases, including Germany, imposs-
ible to operate, to the point where they were destroyed altogether. In an
expanding economy, all individual, group and sectional interests could be
successfully met or traded off; politics was about the distribution of plenty.
This was why in pre-war Western Europe, where industrial growth seemed
to guarantee an ever-expanding economic prosperity, liberal politicians often
assumed that a dynamic capitalist economy would underpin progress
towards political democracy. But the reverse was true, when the economy
took a downturn. Politics became a matter of allocating scarcity, a painful
process with too many losers and too few winners, in the end straining the
political system through which the trading-off of interests was conducted.

All democratic governments struggled to distribute the costs of the
Depression in society, and in Germany could not do so at all. The last prop-
erly democratic and parliamentary coalition government of the post-war
Weimar Republic, headed by the SPD, the Social Democratic party, fell in
1930 as the result of the SPD’s dispute with its centre and right coalition
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partners over the continued state funding of the workers’ unemployment
insurance scheme. Similar hard and politically divisive choices over eco-
nomic and social policies to meet the Depression were being faced by each
and every democratic government.

The outcome of the political paralysis in Germany in the face of the
Depression, a Nazi dictatorship, indicated that there was more at stake than
a change of government within the parliamentary system; it was the legiti-
macy of the system itself. The Great Depression was a recession of such
depth and spread that it effectively provoked the collapse of the global
economy. To contemporaries, it was not a crisis in the capitalist system, but
the crisis of the system, and as such, led to a general questioning throughout
Europe of the functionality of capitalism and democratic parliamentary
government. By making incredible the claims of capitalist economies and
political democracies to deliver the good life to the people of Europe, the
Great Depression had the effect of highlighting the rival and competitive
political alternatives to these systems in the 1930s, those of communism and
fascism. The Depression helped to make fascism an international phenome-
non, most notably in the triumph of Nazism in Germany, and also in the
emergence of new fascist movements in various European countries. Mus-
solini, the Fascist dictator of Italy, and in power since 1922, could move
under the impact of the Depression from a position in the mid-1920s that
fascism was not for export, to one in the early 1930s which proclaimed a
‘universal’ fascism, capable of replacing in all countries demonstrably bank-
rupt and dysfunctional democratic and capitalist systems.

Defining fascism

Once fascism is placed in its setting of a general European crisis, that of the
Versailles system, it is possible to identify two ‘waves’ of fascism accom-
panying the periods of most acute crisis. The first fascist movements, and
the first fascist government, emerged in the immediate aftermath of the
First World War. Their appearance can be related to the impact of wartime
mobilisation in belligerent countries, and particularly to the threat from the
left in the wake of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, and to ethnic–territorial
conflict in Central and Eastern Europe, where the 1919 settlement had
imposed new and contested state boundaries and superimposed by inter-
national treaty parliamentary institutions on ‘backward’ political cultures.
Fascist movements then proliferated throughout Europe, and existing move-
ments ‘took off ’, with Nazism coming to power in Germany, under the
impact of the Great Depression, which seemed to be the structural crisis of
the European political and social order.

Setting the historical context also makes it possible to provide a passable
working definition of fascism. Fascist movements were radical hyper-
nationalist cross-class movements with a distinctive militarist organisation
and activist political style. In a climate of perceived national danger and
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crisis, they sought the regeneration of their nations through the violent
destruction of all political forms and forces which they held to be respons-
ible for national disunity and divisiveness, and the creation of a new national
order based on the moral or ‘spiritual’ reformation of their peoples, a ‘cul-
tural revolution’ achievable only through the ‘total’ control of society, and
on class-collaborative, regulatory forms of socio-economic organisation,
often of a corporatist nature. Their aims of forging internal national unity
were often linked to, and were premises for, national territorial expansion
and empire, a connection seen most explicitly in the totalitarian mass-
mobilising organisation of their societies for war by the two fascist regimes
in Italy and Germany.
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1 The roots of fascism

Some contemporary observers and historians saw fascism as a kind of bolt
from the blue, the extraordinary product or outcome of the impacts of the
First World War on European society and politics. The most famous, or
notorious, one-word definition of the first fascism in Italy, as a ‘parenthesis’,
came from one of Italy’s most influential intellectuals, Benedetto Croce.1 He
might have used the word ‘aberration’ in his deliberate attempt to minimise
the importance of fascism in Italy and deny that it belonged to Italy’s
history from the political and territorial unification of the country in 1870.
The ‘parenthesis’ view literally puts the fascist period in Italy into brackets,
separating it off from what came before and what came after. So, under its
liberal political leadership between 1870 and 1915, and particularly under
Giovanni Giolitti, Prime Minister of various governments in the early
1900s, Italy was developing into a modern industrial nation with demo-
cratic parliamentary institutions, keeping, in other words, to the ‘normal’
pattern of development of West European countries. This development was
brutally interrupted by the coming to power of Fascism, the consequence of
the impact of the First World War on Italian and European society. Normal
service was resumed with the military defeat of Fascism by 1945, when the
country was once again enabled to take the road of parliamentary democracy.
For Croce and others, then, the Great War was the break in continuity of the
political development of Italy and Europe.

Other historians, and this is now the more consensual view, see the
origins of fascism in cultural and intellectual changes which occurred in late
nineteenth and early twentieth-century Europe, before the First World War,
and trace a basic continuity in ideas from the pre-war period, through the
war and into the inter-war years. The French historian of ideas, Zeev Stern-
hell, in his important book on the pre-war ‘revolutionary right’ in France
(Sternhell 1978), argues that there was a fully fledged fascist ideology in
existence in France by 1914. His view that fascism had a history before it
had a name was then trumped by his even more controversial study of
fascism in France in the inter-war period (Sternhell 1986). This book, which
landed Sternhell in the law courts, saw the ‘fascist’ ideas of the 1890s being
replicated in the France of the 1930s, and permeating French inter-war



political and intellectual life to such an extent that many intellectuals who
went nowhere near actual fascist movements were, nevertheless, because of
the ‘fascist’ ideas they professed, ‘fascists’ without realising or admitting it, a
view which virtually confined anti-fascism to the orthodox Marxist and
socialist left.

This chapter will argue that an understanding of the origins of fascism
can come from a synthesis of these two approaches.

The turn-of-the-century ‘counter-culture’

The new ideas circulating among the intellectual and cultural avant-garde in
the Europe of the 1890s and early 1900s were a reaction and challenge to
what was and remained the dominant and widespread assumption of and
belief in ‘progress’. Economically and socially, ‘progress’ in pre-war Europe
meant the spread of industrial production and urban living, holding out the
prospect of material prosperity for all, as the appliance of science, specifically
electricity as an energy source, expanded both industrial manufacturing and
its transportation while literally bringing light and communication to an
ever widening range of people in their public and private activities. Cultur-
ally, ‘progress’ was science, and the application of reason, the scientific
method, not only to material production but also to the management of
society. The years before the war marked the emergence of modern social
scientific studies in the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, political
science, psychology and criminology. The accepted mode of analysis across
the natural and human sciences was positivism which, working from the
assumption that everything was knowable through the use of reason,
rejected metaphysical speculation and took as true and real only those things
which could be tested and proved empirically: ‘facts’ before ‘faith’. Politic-
ally, ‘progress’ was the advance of political democracy and representative
parliamentary government, the successful working models of which were the
French Third Republic and the British ‘constitutional’ monarchy.

The major works of the two key figures in the development of the late
nineteenth-century minority counter-culture, the English naturalist Charles
Darwin and the German philosopher Friedrich Nietszche, had appeared a
generation earlier. Darwin’s ground-breaking theory of the evolution of
animal, plant and the human species by a process of natural selection, where
the fittest survive through successful adaptation to environment, was applied
or misapplied to contemporary human societies, as well as to the study of
heredity in the new science of genetics. This ‘social Darwinism’ was perme-
ating mainstream European culture by the beginning of the twentieth
century, in part because the apparently ‘scientific’ justification it gave to cul-
tural and racial superiority, imperialism and war, corresponded to the reality
of the growing global economic, military and imperial rivalry among
Europe’s and the world’s industrial and industrialising powers. All of the
turn-of-the-century intellectuals had read in some form or another the works
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of Nietzsche, writing in the 1870s and 1880s. From him, they took a
general anti-establishment and non-conformist stance, a willingness to ques-
tion and challenge all facets of the conventional bourgeois way of life, the
sense of the atrophying of this ‘civilisation’ and of the need for a new reju-
venating morality which might have to be formed and imposed by a new
breed of uninhibited supermen.

Besides the common grounding of Darwinism and Nietzsche, the intel-
lectual reaction against the idea and assumption of rationally ordered
‘progress’ drew on the findings of the new social sciences which, in the
rational pursuit of knowledge about human society and mentality, were
showing up the irrationality of much of human behaviour and actions. One
of the most influential of these ‘scientific’ studies was Gustav Le Bon’s work
on the psychology of crowds, which had a very contemporary resonance at
the beginning of the age of mass politics, and was something which most
inter-war fascist leaders claimed to have read or heard about. Le Bon’s study
seemed to show that what drove and inspired people en masse to collective
action were their emotions and feelings, not rational discourse and argu-
ment. So if a speaker wanted to arouse and excite his listeners, what mat-
tered was not the quality or logic or ‘truth’ of his argument, but his ability
to tap into the subconscious will and soul of his audience.

As the example of Le Bon makes clear, the rational revelation of the irra-
tional could be swiftly translated into political thinking and technique. On
the left, some revolutionary syndicalists, already rather out of step with
Marxist orthodoxy, revised Marxist socialism in the light of these discoveries
by the new sciences or pseudo-sciences. Marxism, of course, was a materialist
set of ideas, with a materialist conception of historical and social develop-
ment. What determined changes in society and politics were changes in the
economic system of production. Political systems and ideologies, religion,
moral values, were ‘topping’, shaped by economic realities, the way things
were produced and the relations of domination and subordination which
existed between the various people involved in the productive process. In
common with his revolutionary syndicalist sympathisers, the French thinker
Georges Sorel thought that the Marxist socialist parties and labour move-
ments of late nineteenth-century Europe were in danger of being domesti-
cated, losing their revolutionary élan and becoming part of the system they
were committed to overthrowing, through their involvement in democratic
parliamentary politics.

Sorel wanted socialism to recover its revolutionary ‘soul’, and so empha-
sised the need for violence in the revolutionary process, a purgative and
regenerative violence smashing the old order. He wanted people to be
moved emotionally, inspired by socialism to act, recognising that there was
more to human motivation than material concerns. Violence, in itself, was
both a sign of the will to take action and a source of motivation. A violent
act, for Sorel, was a kind of collective male-bonding session, the shared risk
and responsibility helping to forge a sense of togetherness and solidarity
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which could fuel further action. He thought much the same mobilising
functions would be achieved by the use of political ‘myths’, understood as
visionary sets of beliefs which could be conveyed by words and images. The
efficacy of the ‘myth’ lay in its capacity to evoke a mass response, to inspire
political action, not in its objective ‘truth’.

Sorel had a great influence on the pre-war revolutionary syndicalist move-
ments of Italy and France, and on other unconventional socialists, including
Benito Mussolini, a revolutionary socialist leader in Italy before the war.
Mussolini’s pre-war socialism was, in effect, his attempt to combine Marxist
class struggle and revolution with the European and Italian critiques of the
dominant rational and positivist culture, including Nietzsche and Sorel. So,
even as a socialist, Mussolini saw the need for leadership of the masses by a
dynamic revolutionary elite, and for the preparation of those masses for
revolution by direct action and the pushing of ideals whose value lay in gen-
erating popular enthusiasm and commitment to the cause. It was this will to
action, and the belief that man could shape his destiny by action, contrast-
ing with the determinism and caution of the orthodox Marxists in the
Italian Socialist Party, and marking Mussolini’s assimilation of the cultural
reaction against reason, which he took into post-war fascism.

On the right, straddling politics and culture, were the Italian Futurists, a
movement of cultural iconoclasts who promoted an art and a politics, or
politics-as-art, which celebrated the dynamism, speed and excitement of the
modern machine age, and condemned everything that was old, established
and traditional. Their taste for violence and the idea of the ‘beauty’ of war as
the supreme measure of personal and national worth, were shared by the
rather more sedate intellectuals writing for the pre-war Florentine journal,
La Voce, another of Mussolini’s stopping-off places. It looked to a national
spiritual and cultural transformation built on a renewed sense of national
consciousness among Italians, to be achieved by war for the conquest of
empire. La Voce’s concerns had a personal form in the self-dramatising
nationalist poet, Gabriele D’Annunzio, the Nietzschean hero incarnate, who
lent his name, his poetry and his presence to nationalistic campaigns,
including, famously, that for Italian intervention in the First World War in
1914–15, and became Mussolini’s only serious rival for leadership of the
nationalist camp after the war.

These ideas took a more coherent political form in the nationalist move-
ment founded in 1910, the Associazione Nazionale Italiana (ANI), which
wanted a monarchist–authoritarian and corporatist political and economic
system, capable of pushing through the industrial development and modern-
isation of the country, providing the resources for, and uniting the nation
around, imperialistic war. The French equivalents and predecessors were
Action Française, founded in 1898, which was more like a salon of the writers
for and readers of the journal of the same name than an organised political
movement, and the rather more active and sometimes insurrectionary patri-
otic and anti-Semitic leagues.
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Certainly for the Italian Nationalists and Futurists, there was a whole-
hearted embracing and adaptation of modern industrial society, a recogni-
tion that in the modern world, national unity, power and expansion
depended on the economic muscle provided by industrial development. In
other areas of the pre-war European right touched by the late nineteenth-
century counter-culture, especially in Germany and the Austrian empire, a
völkisch nationalism celebrating a ‘superior’ and distinctive ethnic German
‘folk’ culture and way of life, was developed as a rejection of what was taken
to be the soulless materialism and rootless individualism and anonymity of
mass urban industrial society, no more than an aggregate of isolated indi-
viduals without any sense of belonging to a community. This kind of so-
called ‘organic’ or ‘integral’ nationalism saw the ethnic nation as a ‘living’
and developing ‘natural’ community, with a ‘life’ course and trajectory of its
own, which was a way of connecting the nation’s history and traditions with
its present and future existence, and of saying that the nation was a society
which functioned like the human body, a co-ordinated and integrated
whole, rather more than the sum of its parts. Völkisch nationalism was often
racist, with Germanic ‘blood’ seen by Julius Langbehn, one of its most
widely-read exponents, as quite literally the carrier and transmitter of the
German people’s moral virtues and qualities.

In pre-war Germany and ‘Austria’, völkisch ideas were expressed in a fin-
ished form in any number of popular academic books, and passed on in the
secondary schools and universities by a generation of teachers and lecturers.
Politically, völkisch nationalism had a place in various anti-Semitic move-
ments and parties in the German-speaking areas of the Austro-Hungarian
empire, and in Germany itself, where the Pan-German League, an umbrella
organisation for a variety of racist and middle-class special interest and pres-
sure groups, was the rough edge to a conservative political bloc increasingly
alarmed at the electoral advances of the German socialist party from the
1890s.

The late nineteenth-century cultural reaction against ‘reason’, while not
replacing the dominant positivistic viewpoint, developed furthest and
spread widest in France, Italy, Germany and German ‘Austria’, but its pres-
ence was felt in practically all European countries before the war. In ways
which shocked at least some of the theorists and practitioners of the new
social sciences, the ‘scientific’ discovery of the irrational forces behind
human actions fed the justification in politics of elitism, racism, violence
and war, and connected these to nationalism, since national feeling and
identity, what people felt themselves to be, was the kind of powerful and
unreasonable sentiment capable of getting people to act collectively.

Fascism before the war?

Now Sternhell argues that all the ingredients of fascist ideology were
present in this end-of-century intellectual swamp, and there was a natural
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fusion between ideas circulating on the radical right in a movement like
Action Française, and ideas of those on the left who, like Sorel, were revising
Marxism in the light of the culture of ‘unreason’. The meeting ground was
the common rejection, on both right and left, of a purely materialist reading
of modern industrial society, and of democratic parliamentary systems of
government. For Sternhell, the ideological synthesis of nationalism and a
revamped socialism, which was ‘fascism’, was realised in France before the
First World War. Above all, there was Maurice Barrès, the novelist and mil-
itant ‘organic’ nationalist, who fought an election campaign in 1898 on a
platform of what he called ‘socialist nationalism’. Later, there was the Cercle
Proudhon, what we would now call a think tank, which in 1911–12 brought
together men associated with Action Française and some of Sorel’s syndicalist
protégés, a liaison which was so short-lived that it raises doubts as to
whether the marriage of ideas had really been consummated.

Roger Griffin, who generally takes on board Sternhell’s thesis, prefers to
use the term ‘proto-fascism’ to describe these projects, which suggests that
they were ancestors, some early primitive forms of fascism. Sternhell himself
sometimes adopts the same terminology, regarding Les Jaunes, a pre-war
movement of pro-employer ‘yellow’ unions, as an earlier version of the Parti
Populaire Français (PPF), the fascist movement founded in 1936 by the ex-
communist leader, Jacques Doriot. With Sternhell, you are never quite sure
whether he sees the pre-war ‘revolutionary right’ in France as the real thing,
‘fascism’, or as precursors opening up the ideological path to fascism. Some-
times, the same personalities and groups appear in both guises.

Sternhell’s ‘history of ideas’ approach carries with it the risk of a logical
fallacy. He seems to assume that because some ideas in post-war Europe
resembled ideas which emerged before the war, there must be a logical con-
nection between the two sets of ideas, to the extent that they amount to the
same thing.

Now many of the post-war fascists were young men in the decade before
the First World War, who might well have been exposed and susceptible to
the avant-garde intellectual climate of the early 1900s. Many of those who
were critical of the ‘culture’ of conventional society before 1914 became fas-
cists after 1918. But plenty of them did not. Their opposition and non-
conformity took them in other directions to fascism. The radical republicans
in post-unification Italy bemoaned the lack of national civic consciousness
among most Italians and the low level of popular participation in the polit-
ical affairs of the country, which they blamed on the workings of an oli-
garchic liberal parliamentary system. They joined the anti-democratic
Nationalists in the 1914–15 interventionist campaign, because they shared
with them the belief that participation in the war would ‘make’ Italians.
Both the republicans and Nationalists were critical of Italy’s pre-war polit-
ical system, and thought that the war would make possible its trans-
formation. But their critiques had different outcomes. The republicans
looked to the installation of a fully democratic system after the war. Their
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answer to the lack of popular involvement in national affairs was more
democracy not, as with the Nationalists, its elimination. In other words, you
cannot assume the connection between pre-war and post-war ideas; you have
to demonstrate them.

It is possible to find concrete direct links between pre-war cultural and
political developments and post-war fascism. For one thing, there was a
crossover of organisations and personnel. Many of the first members of Le
Faisceau, the French fascist movement formed in 1925, defected from Action
Française, as did the founder and leader, Georges Valois, who as Action
Française’s economic expert, had helped to set up the Cercle Proudhon, that
intended meeting place for ‘organic’ nationalism and Sorelian syndicalism.
In Italy, the ANI, partners of Mussolini’s group of ex-socialists and revolu-
tionary syndicalists in the miscellaneous coalition of political forces which
campaigned for intervention in the war, eventually merged with the Fascist
Party in 1923, shortly after Mussolini had become Prime Minister. The
Nationalists provided the Fascist government with intellectual weight and
coherence, and key ministers, especially Alfredo Rocco, the Minister of
Justice, who played a significant role in setting up the institutions of the
Fascist totalitarian state in the mid to late 1920s. In Germany, leaders and
members of some of the anti-Semitic and nationalist leagues under the pre-
war umbrella of the Pan-German League, joined the NSDAP in the early
1920s. In Austria, some of the early core members of the Austrian Nazi
Party came from the post-war German National Socialist Workers Party
(DNSAP), the successor to the pre-war German Workers Party (DAP),
which organised among German workers in the ethnically mixed region of
Bohemia, then part of the Austrian empire, and was a racist and pan-
German movement by the outbreak of the war.

It is also possible to chart the political and intellectual influences on post-
war fascist leaders. We know that Mussolini had read Nietzsche, Sorel, Le
Bon, and incorporated some of their ideas into his own idiosyncratic version
of revolutionary socialism before 1914. Oswald Mosley, the founder and
leader of the British Union of Fascists, was influenced by Nietzsche, filtered
through George Bernard Shaw, and portrayed himself and his movement as
the heroic elite arresting the decline of the British empire and of Western
civilisation: he had also read Spengler. Adolf Hitler’s racist and anti-Semitic
‘world view’ was probably determined or confirmed by his experience of life
and idleness in cosmopolitan, multi-racial pre-war Vienna. He was
impressed by what he knew of the programme and policies of Georg Ritter
von Schonerer’s pan-German party in 1880s Austria, and even more so by
the successful racial demagogy of Karl Lueger’s Christian Social Party,
which managed to win control of Vienna’s city council from the liberal
‘Jewish’ parties.

Fascist leaders often, also, retrospectively acknowledged their intellectual
debts, though for those who see fascism as all action and opportunism,
these statements were little more than attempts to give themselves some
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ideological legitimacy. But, for what it is worth, Mussolini, for example,
was indebted to Sorel and the revolutionary syndicacists, Valois to Sorel and
Barrès, Doriot to Barrès.

Looking at things this way indicates that the pre-war ‘revolt against
reason’ provided ideas which influenced post-war fascist leaders and move-
ments, on which they drew in setting out their own political positions as
fascists. But it does not show that what the post-war fascists offered were the
same ideas which existed before the war. If none of their ideas were exactly
original, the fascists did make their own unique synthesis of some of these
ideas. You could, perhaps, go further than this, and say that exposure to the
pre-war culture of ‘unreason’ made significant groups of people, especially
among the university-educated classes and the teaching profession, suscept-
ible to the appeal of fascist movements in the post-war period. It might, in
the end, be possible to relate the relative strength and weakness of post-war
fascist movements in various countries to the resonance of the pre-war intel-
lectual changes, or lack of it, in those countries. People who had read and
absorbed Langbehn’s pre-war racial nationalism would, at least, know where
Hitler and the NSDAP were coming from.

So Sternhell is probably mistaken in identifying the non-conformist
avant-garde culture of early twentieth-century Europe as a fully mature,
coherent fascist ideology. He has retrospectively tidied up and packaged as
‘fascist’ ideology, a miscellaneous pre-war mix of counter-cultural ideas.
Even if you take the Sternhell line that the ‘fascist’ synthesis of ideas had
occurred in France before 1914, it is difficult to find a similar pattern in
other European countries. The particular synthesis of ideas came with the
emergence of actual fascist movements in the post-war period. Ultimately, it
does seem odd to divorce the ideology from the movement and to suggest
that there was an already fully formed ideology in search of a movement.
Fascist movements and fascist ideology co-existed; they appeared at the same
time as each other. Only when fascism emerged as a political movement did
the ideological synthesis happen, and become observable.

Mussolini’s assimilation of some of the ideas developed in the pre-war
cultural reaction against ‘reason’ helps to make intelligible his apparently
opportunistic switch from revolutionary socialism in 1914 to a form of
nationalism in 1918. But this does not mean that we call the Mussolini of
1914 ‘fascist’ or even ‘proto-fascist’, any more than we would use the same
labels for the ANI and the interventionist group of revolutionary syndical-
ists in 1914. Some of these revolutionary syndicalists were among the first
members of the Fascist movement founded by Mussolini in 1919. But their
ideological transition from revolutionary syndicalism to what they called
‘national syndicalism’ in 1918, was the result of the experience of the Great
War. Again, it was during the war that Mussolini and the Nationalists drew
closer together on both domestic and international issues; the ‘space’
between Mussolini’s stance as a revolutionary socialist and his re-invention
as the first ‘fascist’, was the First World War. It was, in other words, the war
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experience which was crucial to the journey which some of the pre-war
critics of the established order, on both left and right, made to arrive at
‘fascism’. We should be noting that the men born in the 1880s and 1890s
who became post-war fascists, were from the trench generation, those who
fought as frontline soldiers in the First World War, as much as they were of
the counter-culture generation.

The First World War

It was clear in the summer of 1915 that, after a year of fighting, the war was
not being won or lost by either side, the ‘Central Powers’ of Germany and
Austro-Hungary or the Entente of Britain, France, Italy and Russia. The
anticipated short war of movement was becoming a long attritional struggle
of static trench warfare. The lack of a speedy and decisive victory changed
the scope and perspective of the war. The continuation of the war for each
belligerent country now depended on how effectively the government was
able to mobilise all of the nation’s human and material resources for the war
effort. The ‘fighting front’, the armies in the trenches, needed an elastic
supply of men, weapons and equipment to be provided by the ‘home front’,
society. In this interdependence between the ‘fighting’ and the ‘home’
‘fronts’ lay the transition to ‘total war’, which made this Great War so dif-
ferent an experience to previous conflicts. The First World War was a war of
societies, not just of armies.

Everywhere, war mobilisation shifted the normal peacetime balance
between what were considered public and private spheres of activity. Since
private and voluntary initiatives were demonstrably inadequate to sustain a
prolonged war effort, governments through the apparatus of the state were
obliged to coerce their societies into line, and intervene in social and eco-
nomic life to an unprecedented degree. The partial militarisation of society
ensued. As well as the conscription, in other words, the obligatory enlist-
ment, of civilians as frontline soldiers, workers in the war industries were
also ‘called up’ and put under military discipline. The state assumed powers
to regulate and control the economy in the interests of the national war
effort. The organisation of the war economy required governments to allo-
cate and direct labour to priority war industries, control the supply and dis-
tribution of essential and increasingly scarce raw materials, including food,
and in an effort to keep the social peace, fix consumer goods prices and rents,
ration food, and put ceilings on industrialists’ profit levels.

Only in Germany in 1916–17 did the military men actually run the
country’s war effort, before sloughing off responsibility for military defeat
onto a government of civilian politicians in 1918. But even where civilian
governments remained in control, as in Britain, France and Italy, it was dif-
ficult to sustain, let alone justify in a national emergency, the continuous
accountability of government to parliament. The war effort was operated by
largely unaccountable government agencies, where the executive arm of
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government, its bureaucracy, co-operated with and co-ordinated organised
interest groups, including employers and labour, in what amounted to a
corporate management of the economy.

All of this was a kind of dream come true for the nationalists of pre-war
Europe. The nation at war was the working model of the anti-parliamentary
authoritarian and corporatist order which they had put forward as the altern-
ative to parliamentary democracy. Specifically, Italy at war seemed to match
exactly that ANI projection of Italy as a ‘proletarian nation’. The country
was fighting an imperialist war to improve its relatively weak international
position and gain the redistribution of territory and resources. This inter-
national struggle for existence demanded the suspension of all internal con-
flict and a strong state unifying the nation around itself, in order to
concentrate energies on winning the war.

The ‘armed society’ of wartime also came to be the blueprint for the kind
of society the fascists wanted to create in peacetime in preparation for war,
so effectively removing the distinction between war and peace. Total war
provided the rationale for, and a practical if incomplete demonstration of,
the functions and potential of the later fascist totalitarian state. This was
evident in Hitler’s obsessive re-treading of Germany’s experience of the First
World War. The Nazi dictator intended to win a new war by avoiding what
he believed had caused defeat in the Great War. Like most post-war German
nationalists, he subscribed to the ‘stab in the back’ myth that Germany had
been defeated in 1918 not on the field of battle, but as the result of internal
defeatism and subversion by various ‘anti-national’ forces, which had pre-
vented the full militarisation of German society. Defeat was, therefore, down
to the state’s insufficient mobilisation of the German people. This could be
rectified through the action of the Nazi totalitarian regime, which would
not only permanently repress those ‘anti-national forces’ ( Jews, socialists,
Catholics), but also, in its propaganda and organisations, ‘arm’ the people
morally and psychologically with the will and commitment to wage and win
the future war.

If the fascist myth of the ‘total’ state in part derived from the experience
of mobilisation for the total war of 1914–18, then another unique aspect of
the First World War contributed to one of the most important motifs of the
post-war appeal of fascist movements. Although in total war, the ‘fighting’
front was dependent on the ‘home front’, there was still a sharp physical and
psychological separation between the life of soldiers in the trenches and the
lives of their families and other civilians, way behind the lines. This aspect
of the conflict set the First World War experience apart from that of the
Second World War. In fact, there were two ‘separations’, between frontline
troops and the ‘home front’, and between the frontline of the trenches,
inhabited by troops and their junior officers, and the military bases to the
rear and out of the firing line, inhabited by senior and commanding officers.
The outcome of these two ‘separations’ was that frontline soldiers came to
sense that they were a breed apart, living through their own kind of hell
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beyond the experience and comprehension of their indifferent commanders
and the people on the ‘home front’. This sense of having experienced a dif-
ferent and more terrible war to the rest of the population made for a very
difficult re-entry into civilian life on demobilisation, and some of them
never made, or bothered to make, the transition. It was also one reason why
war veterans’ associations were set up after the war in all belligerent coun-
tries, enabling ex-combatants to remember and keep alive the comradeship
of shared risk and sacrifice, and in so doing, to sublimate the terrible
destructiveness of modern warfare; to make the very best of times out of the
very worst of times.

In the sublimation of the war experience was rooted one of the most
powerful myths of the war, that of ‘combatantism’, on which several post-
war political movements, including fascism, were to draw. The idealisation
of the frontline war experience saw the comradeship and fraternity of the
trench ‘community’ as an embryonic new society, the model and basis for
changes in their own societies after the war, with the ex-combatants due a
special place and status because of their sacrifice and commitment to the
national cause during the war. This mood was strengthened by the way the
governments of the countries at war had mortgaged their own political
futures from 1917, promising their soldiers a better post-war world in an
attempt to overcome the general war weariness, and to offset the appeal of
revolutionary change opened up by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. The
soldiers’ sacrifice for the nation in war was unambiguously linked to the
rewards they could expect for that service in the post-war renewal of society.

The fascist version of the ‘combatant’ myth was that since soldiers had
fought for the nation, they had won the right to remake the nation and
become its new ruling class, or rather, their officers had. For the fascists, the
trench community was both egalitarian and hierarchical. Troops and junior
officers were ‘equal’ in the sense that all differences of class, wealth and social
background were immaterial in the new group solidarity forged around the
common danger and deprivation which they all faced in the trenches. The
classless ‘egalitarianism’ of belonging to a community of like-minded people
was what fascists regarded as ‘socialism’. But the trench unit was also a
military formation; there had to be leaders who gave the orders, and troops
who obeyed. The junior officers were the meritocratic elite of the trench
community, whose leadership qualities were continuously being tested and
proved in battle, and were acknowledged and respected by their troops
because they were together in the same mire. This idealised relationship
between junior officers and their men, comradely yet elitist, was the basis of
the hierarchical organisation which post-war fascist leaders imposed in their
movements, and of the hierarchical organisation they wanted to impose on
their own societies. The point was that this hierarchy was new. Based on
performance, the merit earned by self-sacrificing service to the nation, it
replaced the conservative hierarchy of birth and wealth.

Officers were obeyed because they were officers; their authority and power
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to command derived impersonally from the positions they occupied, the
functions they carried out. But in the idealised trench community, they
were also obeyed and followed by their men because of their personal qual-
ities, their heroic leadership in combat. The war in the trenches provided
plenty of opportunities for, and models of, personal leadership in extreme
situations. This was one reason why the idea of ‘charismatic’ authority,
coined and analysed by the pioneering early twentieth-century sociologist,
Max Weber, came to mark the relationship between leaders and followers in
the post-war fascist movements. The ‘leader principle’, which ruled out
internal party democracy in the name of the incontestable personal authority
and will of the leader, was, for instance, adopted at the top and at all levels
of the German Nazi party in the 1920s, and was then extended to charac-
terise Hitler’s standing with the German people as a whole, once he became
dictator. The fascist cult of leadership drew in this way on the myth of the
wartime frontline experience.

The first fascism

The fascist appropriation of the war experience can be seen in the political
evolution of Mussolini and his bunch of ex-socialists and ex-revolutionary
syndicalists during the war itself, from their participation in the 1914–15
campaign to get Italy into the war to the armistice of 1918. The Italian
Socialist Party (PSI) was one of the few European socialist movements to
retain anything of their pre-war pacifism and internationalism, and did not,
like socialists elsewhere, rally behind the national war effort. It preferred the
neutrality initially declared by the Italian government when the war broke
out in August 1914, to Italy’s eventual entry into the war against Germany
and Austro-Hungary in May 1915. The PSI’s ambiguous wartime stance of
‘neither support nor sabotage’ cloaked its continuing opposition to the war,
which served to justify government repression and control over the labour
movement for the duration of the war.

Mussolini, as one of the leaders of the PSI’s dominant revolutionary wing
and editor of the national party newspaper, Avanti!, found himself defend-
ing the party’s neutralist position when it was his intuition that this general
European war might well be revolutionary in its effects and outcome. He
was expelled from the PSI for rejecting neutrality in late 1914, and joined
one of the interventionist organisations, the fasci di azione rivoluzionaria
(groups for revolutionary action). Here, he was alongside some revolutionary
syndicalists, who initially rationalised the war in the same way as other
European socialists, that it was necessary for the proletariat to fight against
German militarism and imperialism in defence of the political freedoms
which gave working class organisations the right to exist. Mussolini set up
his own daily newspaper, Il Popolo d’Italia, with funds from the French
government and some Italian industrialists, who both wanted Italy to inter-
vene in the war on the Entente side. But the break with the PSI, where he
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occupied a position of considerable political clout, must have seemed like
political suicide, especially since there was the perception that he had been
‘bought off ’ to support Italy’s intervention in the war.

Mussolini called his newspaper a ‘socialist’ daily, and clearly hoped to
attract workers to his idea of a ‘revolutionary war’. But the interventionist
fasci failed to deflect many workers from the PSI, which, inspired by the
Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, expected that war would precipitate a
violent proletarian revolution in Italy as well. By late 1917, this was not the
revolution which Mussolini and the ex-revolutionary syndicalists could have
hoped or wanted to lead.

The military disaster at Caporetto in the autumn of 1917 had allowed
Austrian and German armies to occupy parts of North Eastern Italy. The
defeat and the aftermath contributed to the war’s progressive ‘nationalisa-
tion’ of the interventionist left. In the Italian equivalent of the later German
nationalist ‘stab in the back’ myth, the government, the military and the
interventionists blamed the defeat on internal pacifism, subversion and
defeatism, on the failure of the nation to unite behind the war effort, which
was a painful reminder that Italy’s entry into the war was itself a matter of
dispute and conflict among Italians. The only way to recover from
Caporetto, therefore, was for the government to intensify war mobilisation,
strengthen state control of society and the economy, and rally the home and
the fighting fronts to continue the war. The interventionist groups whose
campaigning in 1914–15 had pushed Italy into war, naturally took up the
challenge of mobilising popular energies against the country’s internal and
external enemies. In such a national emergency, when the territorial
integrity of the country was at stake, the rallying call of the interventionist
left, as much as of the interventionist right, was for the defence of the
nation, not of any one class, for the support of all classes behind the national
cause.

So, the Caporetto defeat, put down to the country’s inadequate mobil-
isation for war, seemed to the interventionist ex-revolutionary syndicalists to
highlight what they saw as Italy’s specific national problems since its late
nineteenth-century political and territorial unification, which were economic
underdevelopment and national disunity. Orthodox Marxism did not appear
to offer the solution. The answer to economic underdevelopment, as well as
to the immediate problem of reviving the country’s war effort, was more
capitalist industrial enterprise, not its destruction. An oligarchic, unrepre-
sentative parliamentary system run by a corrupt political class of unproduc-
tive lawyers, was the cause, not the remedy, of national divisions and
popular antipathy to national political institutions, and so was demonstrably
and congenitally unable to galvanise, organise and unify the nation for war.

The interventionist syndicalist alternative, articulated in the last year of
the war and maturing as a result of their interpretation of the meaning
of wartime mobilisation for Italy, was ‘national syndicalism’. This form of
corporatism envisaged a state where the ‘community’ of ‘producers’ would
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participate in political and economic life through their membership of eco-
nomic bodies, organised around the concrete roles which people had in the
productive process. Such a system would associate all the various kinds of
‘producers’, including workers, entrepreneurs and managers, not divide
them, as Marxists expected and wished, and ‘producers’ acting together
would stimulate the greater production of national economic wealth to the
mutual benefit of all of them. The leadership of this ‘national syndicalist’
revolution could not be entrusted to the PSI and the proletariat, who had
continued to divide the nation and weaken the national war effort. There
was a new elite in the making: themselves, the combatants, formed in and
by the war.

Mussolini was himself a combatant, invalided out of the army in 1917,
and his newspaper signalled his intention to rebuild his political career on
his own discovery of this new ‘class’. In August 1918, Il Popolo d’Italia
became the ‘paper of combatants and producers’, a shift he had anticipated
earlier, writing in December 1917 about the emergence of a ‘trenchocracy’
of worker–soldiers and peasant–soldiers who by right of their active partici-
pation in the wartime struggle to save the nation, could be the protagonists
of an ‘anti-Marxist and . . . national socialism’ (Morgan 1995: 12). The refer-
ence to ‘producers’ was as artful as that to ‘combatants’. These categories
were products of Italy’s wartime mobilisation, and superseded conventional
class and political divisions. Nobody was excluded by these terms, except, of
course, those who had failed to support the nation at war.

As for the ‘national syndicalists’, Mussolini’s commitment to the ‘produc-
ers’ and to ‘productivism’ was connected to the experience of wartime
mobilisation, where the priority was production at almost any cost to meet
the escalating demands of the war economy. The maximisation of produc-
tion in the national interest required the end of literally counter-productive
class conflict and the enforced co-operation of organised groups of all types
of ‘producers’ in a national community of ‘producers’, intimating a corporat-
ist re-organisation of society and politics. His take on ‘productivism’ was
also related to the increasingly nationalist and imperialist foreign policy
aims which he adopted in the wake of Caporetto and the re-launching of the
patriotic war effort. The military muscle for a policy of national expansion
and greatness could only come from industrial development and growth. By
the armistice in November 1918, Mussolini had assembled in ‘combatan-
tism’, ‘productivism’ and imperialism, the ingredients of the first fascism.
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2 Fascist movements
The first wave, 1919–29

There were two general legacies of the First World War which affected the
political climate or ‘mood’ of the post-war years in Europe. The first can take
its name from the article written by the French author, Paul Valéry, in
1919, ‘la crise de l’esprit’ (crisis of the spirit), one of the early contributions
to an anguished, apocalyptic debate among Europe’s intellectuals, about
what the war entailed for the meaning and future of European, or ‘Western’,
civilisation. This beating of breasts was important because it was so wide-
spread, being taken up in newspapers, journals and books across Europe in
the 1920s. It also gave the impression that the post-war political and eco-
nomic difficulties experienced in European countries were symptomatic of a
more general spiritual malaise, a crisis of European civilisation, affecting the
core values of Europe and Europeans.

Countries had fought themselves to an exhausted standstill, employing
against each other all the resources of modern industrial societies. The
outcome was human and material devastation and destruction of an unprece-
dented scale and extent. The carnage of war seemed to represent what the
British fascist leader, Mosley, called ‘the slaughter of values’ (Skidelsky
1980: 96), to convey his own sense of disorientation at the end of the con-
flict. Such a destructive war appeared to mark the end of civilisation, and of
the expectation, now the illusion, of uninterrupted ‘progress’ towards
greater human freedom and prosperity. The idea of ‘progress’ itself was dis-
credited by the experience of ‘total’ war, which apparently confirmed the
diagnosis of European society made by the pre-war ‘counter-culture’ of
‘unreason’. The pervasive sense of European civilisation being in crisis
coloured the way in which the sharp ideological and political conflicts of the
inter-war period were portrayed as the clash of ‘cultures’. Fascism and Bol-
shevism were seen, and not only by their protagonists, as opposed, altern-
ative ‘civilisations’, rival sets of values competing to fill the ‘spiritual’
vacuum left by the war.

The other general legacy of the war was a sense of aggrieved nationalism,
which was far more widespread than before the war. The enthusiastic
popular response to the outbreak of the war in August 1914, and in particu-
lar the rallying of socialist parties and labour movements to the war effort,



seemed to show that the nation meant more to people than anything else,
including class. The power of the nation to unify and mobilise people was
one of the reasons why sections of the revolutionary left in Italy became
nationalist in the course of the war.

A prolonged ‘total’ war was fought for huge stakes; it tested and put at
risk the internal national unity, territorial integrity and international posi-
tion of each belligerent country. All the defeated countries lost people and
territory in a post-war settlement imposed by their wartime enemies, which
also required the defeated to accept that they were responsible for starting
the war and pay the victors’ costs in reparations. This exercising of the
‘rights’ of victory bred ‘revanchism’ and ‘revisionism’ in the countries on the
receiving end of national humiliation. Their desire for revenge could only be
met by ‘revising’ the post-war treaties and recovering those parts of the
nation now imprisoned in the new states of Central and Eastern Europe,
even though they lacked the power and international leverage to do much
about the position in the 1920s.

Frustrated nationalism was undoubtedly felt most strongly in the
defeated countries, Germany, Austria, Hungary and Bulgaria, and in Italy, a
victor nation with the mentality of a loser, after its inflated expectations of
greater post-war territorial gains in the Balkans, the Near East and Africa,
had been dashed by what, for nationalists, were the incompetence of the
liberal government and the ingratitude of wartime allies. Since the war had
put such a premium on the unity of the ‘home front’, resentment at defeat or
in Italy’s case, the ‘mutilated victory’, was turned against the nation’s
enemies within. The impact of defeat soured and embittered post-war
domestic politics, to the extent that, in Germany, the nationalist right was
unable to accept the legitimacy of the democratic parliamentary republic,
because its mainstays, the socialists and the Catholics of the SPD and the
Centre party, had accepted the national humiliation of the Versailles treaty,
after ‘subverting’ the national cause before and during the war itself.

But the defence of victory engendered aggressive nationalistic feelings in
the victor nations, too. Although the League of Nations was an international
organisation which was meant to associate both the victor and defeated
nations, Germany was excluded from it until 1926, and the USSR excluded
itself until 1934. France, the country most committed to ‘making Germany
pay’, interpreted the ‘collective security’ provisions of the League as an
obligation of the other member states to enforce the Versailles treaty on her
behalf against Germany. She did not balk from occupying German territory
in 1923, when Germany defaulted on reparations payments in kind, a
counter-productive move which managed only to fuel the Germans’ sense of
national grievance. From one nationalist perspective, the millions of Hun-
garians and Germans who now lived outside their countries under foreign
rule in the new, restored and enlarged states of Czechoslovakia, Italy,
Poland, Romania and Yugoslavia, were persecuted national minorities
demanding reunification with their fellow nationals. But, for these benefici-
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aries of the post-war settlement, the national minorities, along with large
Jewish populations, were the enemies within, the major barrier and threat to
the integration of these new states around the ‘official’ nationality. At all
levels of the infrastructural activity required to form and consolidate new
states, from the civil service to the education system and the economy, there
was competition for posts and influence between the educated classes of the
various national and religious groups, which intensified national rivalries.
Nationalism, then, was accentuated in those European countries which
fought in the First World War, both as the result of the mobilisation for
‘total’ war, and of the political and territorial settlement which the victor
nations imposed on the defeated. Its insidious effects not only damaged rela-
tions between European countries, but also reinforced existing political divi-
sions and created new ones within them.

‘Total’ war, because it demanded unprecedented levels of government
intervention in and management of society and the economy, tested the effi-
ciency and viability of each belligerent country’s political system. The fall of
the Tsarist imperial monarchy in Russia’s first revolution, in February 1917,
showed that undemocratic near-absolutist systems of rule were particularly
vulnerable to being destabilised by the political and socio-economic strains
of war mobilisation. Autocrats, by the nature of their rule, found it more
difficult than democrats to engage the co-operation and participation of
their subjects necessary to sustain the unity of otherwise conflicting political
and social groups behind the war effort. To do so involved sacrificing the
principle of autocratic rule, that the emperor did not share power with his
people. With authority, power and responsibility concentrated in the person
of the emperor at the peak of the ruling pyramid, failures of government and
of armies rebounded directly on him and the system he personified.

Similarly, in Germany, Austria and Hungary, military defeat in 1918 dis-
credited and de-legitimated the semi-democratic, semi-authoritarian imper-
ial monarchies which had taken the German and Austro-Hungarian empires
into the war. But as in Russia in 1917, so in Germany, Austria and Hungary
in 1918, it was not immediately clear what kind of political regime would
replace the abdicating king-emperors. The succession to the monarchies was
a contested one, between either a democratic parliamentary or a communist
republic.

The outcome was eventually determined, as in every revolutionary situ-
ation, by those who had the superior power and force to impose their solu-
tions. Following the example and inspiration of the Bolsheviks in Russia,
who had managed to transform war into revolution, newly formed commu-
nist parties worked to stage risings in late 1918 and early 1919 through the
soviets-style workers’ and soldiers’ councils. They succeeded in the South
German state of Bavaria, and in Hungary, where in the second of three
political revolutions between 1918 and 1920, a communist coup in March
1919 overthrew the short-lived democratic parliamentary government set up
in November 1918 after the king’s abdication. The communist risings and
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republics in Germany and Austria were suppressed by governments led by
the SPDs, which acting in the logic of their pre-war and wartime reformist
rather than revolutionary practice, put the establishment of democratic
parliamentary institutions before socialist revolution. The force to do so was
provided by the army, returning ‘unsubverted’ from the front, and its
improvised anti-communist militia units, the Freikorps (Free Corps) in
Germany and the Heimwehr (National or Home Guard) in Austria. The SPD
alliance with the army against leftist revolution was the central component
of a wider tacit political bargain, by which the permanent institutions of the
German state and the country’s conservative political forces rallied to the
defence and consolidation of the democratic Weimar Republic, for fear of
worse, rather than any authentic commitment to a democratic polity.

The other element of power and force which settled matters in the
defeated countries in the immediate post-war period were the victorious
Allied armies. In Germany, their presence was passive and potential, but
still decisive. The Allied governments had said that they were fighting the
war against militarism and imperialism, and for democracy, and would
probably have intervened in Germany if this was necessary to prevent either
a leftist or a nationalist revolution. Even the German nationalists recognised
that accepting a democratic republic kept Germany from being invaded and
occupied by the Allied armies, a realisation which only reinforced their con-
tempt for democracy as a ‘foreign’ and imposed solution to the country’s
chaotic post-monarchical political transition. In Hungary, foreign armies
were actual, and their intervention equally decisive. Acting very much as the
proxies of the French government, the Romanian army, along with Czech
and Yugoslav forces already occupying parts of Hungary, overturned the
communist government in the capital, Budapest, in late 1919. Local Hun-
garian counter-revolutionary militias, the equivalent of the Freikorps and
Heimwehr, rallying around Nicholas Horthy, ex-admiral of the Austro-
Hungarian fleet, cleaned up in the wake of these armies, attacking and
killing socialists, communists and Jews in a nasty counter-revolutionary
terror, lasting well into 1920.

The paramilitary formations were the distinctive and sinister agents of
the eventual political stabilisation of post-war Germany, Austria and
Hungary. The Freikorps and the Heimwehr were similar in composition, func-
tions and methods, reflecting the similar national settings in which they
emerged. Made up mainly of recently demobilised army officers and their
troops, they were men caught between military and civilian life, something
more than vigilantes and something less than professional soldiers, who had
the esprit de corps more of the armed gang than the army platoon. They were
political mercenaries, employed for violence against the nation’s internal and
external enemies, self-consciously applying the weapons and tactics of
warfare in what could pass as the post-war conditions of a civil war. In
Germany, the Freikorps assassinated national communist party leaders, broke
communist-led strikes, overthrew with the army the Bavarian Soviet Repub-
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lic and fought against the Polish army on the contested German–Polish
border, and to maintain a German presence in the Baltic states, newly
independent of the Russian empire. In Austria, Heimwehr units defended
farmers against ‘Bolshevik’ soldiers’ and workers’ councils requisitioning in
the countryside to feed the ‘red’ towns and cities, were employed by indus-
trialists to attack striking workers and their organisations in industrial
Upper Austria, and in the mixed population areas of Styria and Carinthia,
fought alongside the regular army against Yugoslav incursions into Austrian
territory. Contacts across the Austro-Bavarian border leading to mutual
moral and material aid, were regular and sustained. The Austrian aristocrat,
Prince Ernest Rudiger von Starhemberg, the Heimwehr leader in Upper
Austria and later the movement’s national head, was also involved with one
of Bavaria’s Freikorps units.

The Austrian Heimwehr

Mobilised to use extraordinary methods in emergency situations, these units
often did not survive the immediate post-war crises which spawned them.
The Heimwehr remained until the late 1920s very much an aggregate of local
and regional formations, with no clear national organisation and political
programme beyond a patriotic anti-communism, kept alive by various local
political deals and alliances, especially with the major Austrian party of the
1920s, the Catholic Christian Socials. In Tyrol, the Heimwehr unit, formed
in 1920 to defend the Austrian frontier against Italy, was founded and led
by the provincial Christian Social leader, Richard Steidle, himself a native of
the South Tyrol, which from 1919, was a part of Italy. Here, there was some
justification for regarding the Heimwehr as the paramilitary arm of the Chris-
tian Social party, as an extreme, violent extension of conservatism.

They were thrust back into the national political reckoning by the return
of that threat from the left which had been one of the reasons, along with
ethnic border conflict, for their emergence in 1918–19. SPD gains in the
April 1927 national elections at the expense of the right–centre Christian
Social-dominated governing and electoral coalition, were followed in July by
violent workers’ demonstrations in Vienna and a general strike, against
which the local Heimwehr units intervened by force, fighting with the SPD’s
own paramilitary organisation, the Schutzbund.

External interference in Austrian politics also pushed the Heimwehr into
becoming a more coherent national political organisation. Mussolini’s
Fascist regime in Italy started funding and arming the Heimwehr in 1927,
initially using the Hungarian government as the conduit for this illegal
traffic. The covert destabilisation of the politics of neighbouring countries
was one of the means Mussolini used to extend Italy’s area of influence in
Central Europe and the Balkans, action which belied his reputation for good
international behaviour in the 1920s. He was at the same time backing
Croat and Macedonian secessionist movements in an attempt to destroy
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Yugoslavia from within. There was self-evidently a Fascist and an Italian
national state interest in preventing the socialist left from coming to power
in the country on Italy’s borders, as there would be later in preventing a
pan-German movement taking power there. From the Hungarian govern-
ment’s record of its contacts with Mussolini about Austria, it would seem
that he was grooming the Heimwehr for a coup against the parliamentary
republic in the not so distant future. This was certainly a different view of
the Heimwehr’s prospects to that of the national Christian Social leader and
Chancellor, Ignaz Seipel, who in light of the 1927 disturbances, wanted to
formalise its role as the armed anti-socialist watchdog of his party’s Catholic
conservatism.

The attempt to create a national movement out of the Heimwehr termi-
nated in 1930, by which time it had expanded its support among the
Catholic middle-classes of rural and small town Austria, on the Christian
Socials’ own turf. It seems reasonable to continue the history of the Heimwehr
up to 1930, and still regard it as belonging to the ‘first wave’ of fascism,
since the stimulus to the growth of support was the middle classes’ fear of
socialism after the 1927 events, growth which peaked in the 1930 elections
before the Great Depression had significant political effects in Austria. The
movement asserted its independence by standing in those elections on its
own, rather than joining an electoral bloc with other anti-socialist middle-
class parties. Heimwehr leaders agreed on a party platform, the so-called
Korneuberg Oath, which depending on whom you read and believe, was
either ‘fascism’ or some Catholic variant, ‘clerico-fascism’. Griffin calls it
‘proto-fascism’, even though the Heimwehr of the 1930 Oath seems to meet
his own set of criteria for fascism as well as mine. The Oath espoused an
Austrian nationalism, as opposed to the pan-German nationalism of its rival,
the Austrian Nazi party. It sought to appeal to all Austrians across party and
class lines, and talked of the need to renew and rebuild Austria from its
foundations, by rejecting Marxist socialism and liberal capitalism,
parliamentary democracy and the party political system, and creating in its
place the ‘People’s State’, based on dictatorship of the Heimwehr and corpor-
ate representation.

The movement won about 6 per cent of the vote in the 1930 elections,
about 250,000 votes to the SPD’s 1.5 million, giving it eight seats in the
Austrian national parliament. This was perhaps not an electoral break-
through, but it was respectable enough for the first time around, and in rela-
tion to the stiff competition from other more established parties in the
Catholic and nationalist camps. But the movement disintegrated once more
into its regional and ideological component parts, as it proved unable to
decide on what to make of its electoral debut. Walter Pfrimer, head of the
Styrian Heimwehr, and Steidle in the Tyrol, saw its platform as fascist, and
the Styrians in particular wanted to stage a coup to take power and imple-
ment the programme. When Pfrimer tried to do so in 1931, he was left high
and dry by other regional Heimwehr, whose personal and political connec-
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tions were, and remained, with the Christian Socials. The Styrian group soon
defected to the Austrian Nazis, while the Stahremberg and Christian Social-
affiliated groups merged in with the ex-Christian Social Englebert Dollfuss’s
establishment of a non-fascist authoritarian regime from 1932.

As will also be seen later in the treatment of political developments in
inter-war France, the boundaries between fascist and conservative politics
were, and are, difficult to demarcate. In the Austrian case, admittedly an
untidy one for historians who want to keep a clear head, it is probably safest
to conclude that the Heimwehr were a mixed bunch whose shared national-
ism and anti-socialism were never enough to enable them to create a unified
movement. The radicals among them, who wanted to use their paramilitary
formations to overthrow the democratic republic by force, and put into
effect the Korneuberg Oath, had evolved into something recognisably
fascist. There were others, however, who did not see their movement as any-
thing more than the back-stop for the defence of conservative interests.

The Nazis in Germany

In Germany, the Freikorps might have been employed by Weimar govern-
ments to suppress communism, but they were hardly genuine supporters of
parliamentary democracy. Freikorps units took part in the Kapp putsch in
1920, an attempted military mutiny-cum-coup against the Republic,
aborted by a workers’ general strike and the refusal of the army High
Command to involve the rest of the army. The KPD used the coup and the
workers’ mobilisation against it to attempt a rising of their own, the repres-
sion of which allowed the Freikorps to disguise their earlier subversion of
republican democracy. But the Free Corps, unlike what happened to the
Austrian Heimwehr, did not continue beyond the early crisis years of the
Weimar republic as an independent political force. Free Corpers merged
into nationalist veterans associations, and joined nationalist political move-
ments, including the Nazi party and its paramilitary formation, the SA
(Sturmabteilung, or Storm Troops). The Freikorps’ organised violence to smash
the threat from the left was the ‘trenchocracy’ in action. Even though they
were a rather special group of war veterans, their presence in the Nazi party
allowed it to portray itself as the movement of the ‘front’ generation, carry-
ing the militarised values and methods of warfare into peacetime politics.

In Munich, Bavaria, in February 1920, there was a re-launch of a very
small party, the DAP (German Workers Party), formed in 1919. Behind the
re-named NSDAP (National Socialist German Workers Party) were Anton
Drexler, the founder of the original DAP, and Adolf Hitler, who had come
across the DAP and joined it while still in the Bavarian army, working in
the army’s political indoctrination unit set up to ‘re-educate’ its soldiers
after the experience of the Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils and Soviet
Republic in Bavaria in 1919. Historians give these events a retrospective
significance because of what Hitler and the NSDAP became and did. At the
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time, these were obscure men leading obscure movements. Their importance
was that they were indicative of wider political trends in crisis-ridden early
post-war Germany.

The NSDAP was one of literally hundreds of völkisch nationalist groups
and movements all over Germany. Some of these were revivals or extensions
of pre-war völkisch nationalism. A major league example was the DNVP
(German National People’s Party), a coalition of right-wing interests and
groups whose core members came from the pre-war Conservative party and
the Pan-German League. They, in turn, were components of the Fatherland
Party of 1917, a nationalist front organisation to rally all ‘good’ Germans
behind the war effort and against the ‘anti-national’ Catholic Centre party
and SPD in the German parliament, who wanted a negotiated democratic
peace. The Fatherland party was another demonstration of how precarious
German national unity was during the war. Its partial reincarnation in the
DNVP was a sign of the carrying over of these bitter internal wartime divi-
sions into post-war politics.

Others were new nationalist groups, like the DAP. Along with the
nationalist war veterans’ associations and the paramilitary Freikorps, they
more evidently reflected the impact of the war experience, and what the
nationalists saw as the disastrous outcome of that internal ‘subversion’ of the
war effort, the national humiliation of defeat and revolution, of a dictated
peace settlement and democratic parliamentary republic. So the ‘unalterable’
‘national socialist’ programme of the NSDAP called for the revival of
German power, internally and externally, through the dismantling of the
Versailles treaty, and the union of all racial Germans inside and outside the
present Germany, excluding Jews, who would be denied citizenship. ‘Small
man’ capitalism would be served by the confiscation of excessive war profits,
a matter of ‘Jewish’ wartime profiteering and speculation on the sacrifice of
‘German’ soldiers’ lives, the partial nationalisation of large business corpora-
tions and of banking and credit institutions, and land re-distribution to
create small farms. The ‘socialism’ of ‘national socialism’ amounted to anti-
Semitism, action against big-time parasitic, speculative, interest-earning
‘Jewish’ financial and commercial capitalism, in the interests of productive
German, wage- and profit-earning industrial capitalism.

This programme also reflected pretty well Hitler’s own view of the world,
which would be assembled more fully later in his fascinatingly turgid auto-
biography-cum-political testament, Mein Kampf (My Struggle) in 1925. In
his speeches and propagandising for the fledging NSDAP, Hitler, the new
movement’s only real political asset, kept to the simple message that the
Jews were responsible for Germany’s defeat and post-war revolution, leading
to the triumph of the country’s internal enemies, above all, the SPD, in the
democratic parliamentary institutions of the Weimar Republic. As well as
making the connection between Jews and finance capitalism, Hitler increas-
ingly made the linkage between the Jews and Marxism, its validity appar-
ently strengthened by events in the Soviet Union, the headquarters of the
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Jewish international conspiracy, and by the continuing threat of the SPD
and KPD in Weimar Germany.

There was a concentration of these new völkisch nationalist groups in
Bavaria, and for good reason. The Soviet Republic, whose leaders included
Jews, was overthrown for the national government by the army and the
Freikorps. The right-wing Bavarian state government refused to disband
them and other paramilitary formations, including the Nazi party’s own
militia, the SA, regarding them as indispensable to keeping order against
any recurrence of ‘Bolshevism’. Germany’s federal structure was, in this
sense, Nazism’s best defence. The movement could survive here because of
the benevolence of the Bavarian state authorities, when it was banned by the
left–centre governments of other North and Central German states. Its
Bavarian location made for easy cross-border contacts and communication
with its Austrian counterpart, the pan-German DNSAP. It was not until
1926 that a breakaway group formed the Austrian NSDAP, which recog-
nised Hitler as its leader, and effectively made itself the Austrian section of
the German Nazi party.

But Bavaria was also the NSDAP’s prison. By late 1923, the party had
about 50,000 members, with perhaps 15,000 in the SA, practically all of
them Bavarian and representative of a broad cross-section of Bavarian
society, though there were proportionally more middle class than working
class members. It was not really an electoral party. Hitler, the party’s
acknowledged leader from 1921, was more interested in building up a disci-
plined, militarised organisation than an amorphous mass movement, one
equipped to come to power through a coup rather than winning elections.

The opportunity for a nationalist revolution, or at least, for the trans-
formation of the NSDAP from a regional to a national phenomenon, seemed
to come in the long tail to Germany’s post-war political and economic crisis.
In January 1923, French and Belgian troops entered the industrial areas of
the Rhineland to enforce German reparations payments to the ex-Allied
countries. The invasion turned into an occupation, as the German govern-
ment decided on a policy of non-co-operation and promised to bear the
financial costs of the Rhinelanders’ passive resistance. The effect was to
accelerate an already uncontrolled inflation in post-war Germany to the
point of total collapse of the German currency by the end of 1923. As in all
the economies of Central and Eastern European countries, inflation was
endemic to a situation of post-war material shortages, where governments
met the shortfall between revenue and expenditure by printing money rather
than taxing their citizens harder. Even before the invasion and occupation,
reparations were pushing up inflation, as the exports needed to pay for repar-
ations were made more competitive on international markets by successive
devaluations of the German currency, which in turn, made imports more
expensive and raised prices still further in Germany itself. As would happen
in the late 1920s, under the impact of the Great Depression, the economic
crisis polarised German politics and benefited the political extremes on left
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and right, pushing them to take action against the parliamentary republic,
which was blamed for the devaluation and inflation, and for the source of all
evils, the national humiliation of Versailles.

That neither a communist nor a nationalist revolution succeeded in the
crisis conditions of 1923 was ultimately down to the army’s use of its
powers under the national state of emergency declared by the government in
August 1923. Its show of force forestalled planned KPD-led risings in
Saxony and Thuringia, which, if successful, were anticipated to be the
torches for communist revolution throughout the country. The army’s
loyalty to the Republic was less certain in Bavaria, where both the Bavarian
army and the state’s conservative government wanted and expected an army-
backed nationalist coup in Berlin against the central government.

Hitler was impressed by both Mussolini’s leadership of the nationalist
camp in Italy and his successful use of local power as the launch pad for the
taking of national power in the ‘March on Rome’ in 1922. In early Novem-
ber 1923, he pressurised the heads of the Bavarian government and army to
back a ‘March on Berlin’ by Bavaria’s paramilitary nationalist formations for
the overthrow of the central government. As Mussolini had done in October
1922, Hitler banked on the army, at the very least, not intervening against a
nationalist war veterans’ coup, which would amount to collusion in the coup
attempt. But the ‘March on Berlin’ got no further than the centre of
Munich, where state police fired on and dispersed the demonstration of the
paramilitary units led by Hitler.

The inflationary spiral was capped in 1924, as the reorganisation of the
German currency, another foreign loan, and the Dawes Plan’s scaling down
of reparations payments, restored domestic and international confidence in
the German economy. This, along with the defeat of communist and nation-
alist revolution in 1923, marked the political and economic stabilisation of
the Weimar Republic after five years of practically uninterrupted crisis.
Hitler and the NSDAP had not managed to stage a coup on the back of
Germany’s post-war crisis. But the trial and imprisonment of Hitler for
sedition, and the latitude he was allowed at the trial to justify his position,
achieved what the coup attempt did not. It made Hitler a national political
figure.

Hungary

The so-called ‘order detachments’ which carried out the counter-
revolutionary reprisals in Hungary in 1919–20, were not only made up of
demobilised war veterans, but also of serving army officers, many of whom
had formed and joined secret patriotic societies and leagues in the imme-
diate aftermath of defeat. As in Austria, the nationalist and anti-communist
reaction of the Hungarian army did persist in a political form beyond the
events of 1919 which had provoked it. The radical elements of the Hungar-
ian counter-revolution eventually coalesced into a fascist movement.
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After the suppression of the Soviet Republic, ex-admiral Horthy was
elected head of state and regent of a country which no longer had a coastline,
now part of the new Yugoslavia, and was not allowed by the Allies to have a
king. The military defeat and dismemberment of the Austro-Hungarian
empire in 1918, endorsed in the Treaty of Trianon dictated by the ex-Allied
powers to Hungary in 1920, reduced Hungary’s pre-war multinational terri-
tory to what was near enough an ethnic Magyar Hungarian state. Large
Magyar populations were now beleagured national minorities in neighbour-
ing countries. The desire to revise the treaty and re-unify the Magyars in the
restored ‘historic’ boundaries of pre-war Hungary, was the Hungarian
national obsession of the inter-war period. But the actual capacity of Hun-
garian governments to challenge the post-war settlement improved only as a
result of the difference that Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany made to inter-
national alignments in the 1930s.

Under Horthy’s auspices, the Prime Minister he appointed to head the
government, the old hand politician, Count Istvan Bethlen, turned Hungary
back to the kind of oligarchic liberal parliamentary system which had
developed before the war, not only in Hungary, but in other countries in
Eastern and Southern Europe, including Romania, Spain, Portugal and Italy.
The fully democratic electoral system was changed to limit the numbers and
kinds of people who could vote, and open balloting was re-introduced
outside Budapest and the larger towns. As in the late nineteenth century,
this was a system which invited and facilitated the government’s manage-
ment and fixing of elections, and so ensured that the majority of parliamen-
tary seats and, hence, the formation of governments, went to the official
government party, given the appropriately apolitical title, the National
Union. The socialists were not actually outlawed as a reaction to the
experience of the Soviet Republic. But Horthy severely restricted their polit-
ical range, trading off the right to exist at all against a ban on their opera-
tions among public sector and utilities employees and in the countryside
which, with open balloting the rule in rural areas, practically ensured the
continued political and socio-economic dominance of the conservative
landed gentry and aristocracy.

Together, the Horthy system, which lasted until 1944, the Soviet Repub-
lic’s blight on the activities of the left and the all-pervasive sense of national
humiliation and grievance meant that effectively all politics in inter-war
Hungary was conducted on the right. What political competition there was,
was between the various rights, with the only fundamental alternative to
Horthy’s hybrid not quite democratic, not quite authoritarian regency,
coming from a more radical nationalism and fascism.

One of the leaders of the patriotic army officers’ movements which had
spearheaded the 1919–20 counter-revolution, Gyula Gömbös, himself an
assimilated German–Swabian officer, was absorbed into the official govern-
mental party. But in 1923, Gömbös left the Union to found his own fascist
movement, the Party of Racial Defence, significantly on the grounds that
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Horthy’s regime was too conservative, and at the same time, not nationalis-
tic enough, to satisfy the political aspirations of those who had made the
counter-revolution. Gömbös apparently had a second ‘March on Budapest’ in
mind, to topple the Horthy–Bethlen government. He had many contacts
with the Bavarian right since 1920, which went as far as he and the German
Nazi leader, Hitler, talking about plans for co-ordinating coups in Hungary
and Bavaria.

A self-proclaimed ‘national socialist’ from 1919, Gömbös set his party
against the Bethlenite political alliance of conservative landowners and the
assimilated urban Jewish middle classes. There were perhaps more than a
million Jews in Hungary, over 200,000 of them living in Budapest, where
they made up nearly a quarter of the city’s total population. Gömbös wanted
to go beyond Horthy’s tepid authoritarianism, and do away with even the
remains of democratic parliamentary institutions, in a fully-fledged
authoritarian and corporatist order regulating a properly ‘Christian’ and
‘national’ economy. The use of the term ‘Christian’ in Central and Eastern
Europe had only one meaning; it was the code word for anti-Semitism.

Gömbös was apparently a racial anti-Semite. Biological racism was cer-
tainly the ground on which he could justify his exclusion of Jews from the
Hungarian nation, since the Jews in Hungary were such a culturally assimil-
ated and ‘Magyarised’ minority. He blamed the Jews for the nation’s post-
war political and economic ills, for Marxist revolution, since many of the
Soviet Republic’s leaders were Jewish and for the halting post-war recovery
of the economy, in hock to Jewish businessmen and financiers at home and
their compatriots in the ‘Jewish’ international money markets abroad. This
kind of bile had enough hold on reality, or a perception of reality, to make
sense to some aggrieved middle-class Hungarians. The large, well-off Jewish
community in Budapest of professionals, entrepreneurs and financiers consti-
tuted the bulk of the country’s economic and commercial middle classes.
They voted for centre and left opposition parties, but also for the govern-
ment party of Bethlen, who along with the heads of government throughout
post-war Central and Eastern Europe, based their hopes of economic recov-
ery and stabilising weak currencies on international loans and investment. A
healthy, productive and independent national economy, for Gömbös, could
only emerge once property and capital passed from Jews to Magyars. This
confiscatory and discriminatory economic ‘programme’ was not really
against capitalism as such; it was for a capitalism in the ‘proper’ hands, and
organised in a different, corporative manner. Finally, in an attack on the
landed magnates who were the real fixers of provincial rural politics,
Gömbös proposed a more ambitious redistributive land reform than the one
which had already been adopted in Hungary after the war. Together with
the ‘nationalisation’ of Jewish capital, land reform made up what Gömbös
understood as the ‘socialism’ of his ‘national socialism’.

Like every other politician in inter-war Hungary, Gömbös was revanchist,
but even more so. His contacts with other nationalist ‘revisionist’ groups in
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Central European countries showed some awareness of how an internation-
ally weak Hungary might, nevertheless, reverse the hated treaty of Trianon.

The programme self-evidently represented a break with the conservative
political and social and economic order of Horthy’s post-war Hungary. It
attracted support from the Magyar middle classes with particular reasons for
discontent, indigent gentry landowners who wanted more land and especially
those professional or would-be professional, university-educated men who
could identify their own uncertain career employment and development
prospects with the wider national cause. These included nationalist army offi-
cers who, like Gömbös himself, had participated in the counter-revolution
and whose careers were stalled or even interrupted by the treaty’s limitation
on the peacetime size of Hungary’s army and police forces, and actual or aspi-
rant white-collar employees in private enterprise, and especially in the public
service sector. This was a vastly overcrowded arena, not only because of the
well-established positions of Jews in the economy, but also because of the
influx of some 300,000 refugees from the ‘lost’ territories, most of them
involved in the administration of the pre-war Hungarian multi-ethnic state,
and now competing with everybody else for posts in a much reduced territory
and public infrastructure. Military men and civil servants were the core of all
the radical nationalist movements in inter-war Hungary.

The Party of Racial Defence did not manage to stage its coup, nor did it
succeed in the 1926 elections in breaking the hold of the National Union,
whose majorities were practically built into the workings of the electoral
system. Horthy’s own coup against Gömbös was to persuade or bribe him
into believing that he had no political future outside the government party.
He rejoined the Union in 1928, and was later appointed Minister of
Defence, on condition that he disbanded the Party of Racial Defence. The
system’s successful co-option of its radical nationalist alternative showed
that, while Hungary’s post-war rightist political ambience was conducive to
the emergence of a fascist movement, it was, paradoxically, not enough to
ensure that fascism made real political headway. Not for the first, nor the
last time in the history of inter-war fascist movements, conservative authori-
tarianism proved to be both fascism’s best friend and worst enemy.

The Romanian Iron Guard

In Hungary, a defeated country in 1918, the dominant nationalistic thrust
to inter-war politics came from the loss of territory and populations to
neighbouring countries. In one of these neighbouring countries, Romania, a
victor nation in 1918, the national issue was the reverse. It was how to
secure ethnic Romanian control of a new multi-ethnic Greater Romania,
while attempting to integrate newly acquired territories containing signifi-
cant ethnic and religious minority populations, including Hungarians
in Transylvania, Russians and Ukrainians in Bessarabia, Bulgarians in
Dobrudja, Jews in all areas, especially Bukovina and Bessarabia, and whose
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majority Romanian populations had lived for years in foreign multinational
empires with differing legal, economic and transport systems.

One answer was to adopt a highly centralised political and administrative
system modelled on the French Third Republic, disappointing the hopes for
administrative autonomy of the Romanians in Transylvania. The other was
to make the state apparatus ethnically Romanian, ensuring that the levers of
administrative power in the enlarged country were in the hands of ethnic
Romanians. This was why the universities, whose graduates would be the
politicians, officials and professional men, the elites of the new Romania,
became the battleground of the Romanian ‘nation’. The bulk of the ethnic
Romanian population were rural, living on or by the land or servicing those
who did so. The intake to the country’s provincial universities in the post-
war period was swollen by the sons of peasants, rural school teachers and
clergymen, upwardly mobile but still barely one step away from their
provincial rural origins, and by young Romanians from the new territories
whose parents had lacked the same higher education opportunities in the old
empires, where elites were drawn from other ethnic groups. In the 1920s,
these new Romanian students found themselves a minority in their own
country. Between a half and two-thirds of students enrolled were from the
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of the Romanian Iron Guard movement and its leader until his murder in
prison by police in 1938. His photogenic film star looks helped to make him a
genuinely charismatic personality, capable of inspiring his followers to acts of
extreme, and in the Guardist view, redemptive, violence.



ethnic and religious minorities, whose presence in the provincial universities
was proportionally far higher than their weight in the population as a whole.
There were Russians, and especially Jews, many from newly annexed
Bessarabia, who because of its proximity to the USSR, which claimed the
old imperial Russian territory, were assumed and actual leftists.

It was at Iasi University that a Romanian law student, Corneliu
Codreanu, who attempted to join the Romanian army during the war but
was too young to do so, took up the fight to secure the future of his nation
and his generation’s employment prospects. He formed an association of
‘Christian’, in other words, ethnic Romanian and anti-Semitic, students,
who physically attacked and intimidated non-Romanian students, won
control of university student councils and campaigned for the imposition of
quotas on the numbers of Jews enrolling at universities. Among his many
allies on the university’s teaching staff was his mentor, Professor Alexander
Cuza, head of the law faculty at Iasi, who with Codreanu’s father, reformed
his pre-war anti-Semitic nationalist party as the League of National Chris-
tian Defence in 1922–23. Without actually graduating, Codreanu stayed in
student politics, organising for Cuza’s party among students and setting up
compact networks or small fraternities of university and secondary school
students, called ‘Brotherhoods of the Cross’.

The university setting, and the real national issues involved in the expan-
sion of higher education in post-war Romania, were crucial to the develop-
ment of Codreanu’s own political movement, the Legion of the Archangel
Michael, which he formed in 1927. Its first leaders, like Codreanu himself,
were the student agitators of the early 1920s, and its core members were
always university and high school students. This was a fascist movement
which was forever young, and always had to be, since its ranks were continu-
ally being decimated by imprisonment and death or, for the Legionaries,
‘martyrdom’.

Codreanu, in 1924, had murdered the Iasi police chief for his brutal
harassment of the ‘Brotherhoods of the Cross’, and been acquitted because it
was a ‘national’ crime. Again in prison awaiting trial, and another acquittal,
for a conspiracy to kill politicians from the governing party, he claimed to
have a vision of the Archangel Michael, the patron saint of Romania’s past
national wars, who told him to dedicate his life to God, the Romanian
Orthodox God. So the Legion, uniquely among Europe’s inter-war fascist
movements, claimed a religious inspiration and a spiritual goal of a reli-
gious, other-worldly kind, rather than a secular, this-worldly kind.

The religious sense of being on a special and personal divine mission was
probably enough to precipitate Codreanu’s break with Cuza’s party and
setting up on his own. The League of National Christian Defence, practic-
ally a single-issue and regional party in its xenophobic anti-Semitism, won a
respectable 5 per cent of the votes in the 1926 national elections, mainly
concentrated in the North Eastern provinces where the Jewish middlemen’s
presence in the small market towns was most felt and resented by the
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Romanian rural population. Codreanu’s vision had given him a national
mission, and one that he did not think could be realised by a conventional
political and electoral party like the League, concerned only with the short-
term, material needs of its supporters. For one thing, that would involve
him too much in Romania’s corrupt electoral and parliamentary politics,
which delivered the nation to its enemies. The familiar fascist critique of
democratic multiparty politics, that parties were inherently divisive and fac-
tional, because they represented sectional interests and fragmented parts of
the nation, was given a peculiarly Romanian frisson by Codreanu. Romania’s
democratic constitution had made the Jews citizens of the Romanian state,
and the exercise of their democratic rights gave the Jews a place in the
country’s institutions, which was enough for Codreanu to want to do away
with the parliamentary system altogether.

Instead, the Legion was an elite, selective cadre organisation, an ‘aristo-
cracy of virtue’. It rested on the gradual multiplication of ‘nests’, small, con-
spiratorial and secretive cell-like groups, whose members were to act
unquestioningly on the orders of the ‘nest’ leader and convenor. His author-
ity and right to command was charismatic, and continuously self-
confirming. The leader was leader because of what he did, how he
performed, how he led. The Legion seemed more like an underground reli-
gious cult than a political movement, an impression strengthened by the
elaborate initiation ceremonies for new members, which were meant to
impart Codreanu’s sense of mission and commitment to perform heroic acts,
as well as bond the group together.

These heroic acts were, mainly, assassinating ‘corrupt’ establishment
politicians, state officials, including policemen, who ‘harassed’ the ‘nests’,
and members proving themselves to be ‘traitors’ to the movement. The
enclosed underground structure of the movement served its main activity,
conspiring to kill people. But if the idea was to evade detection at the plan-
ning stage, it was not to do so once the act had been perpetrated. The
Legionaries wanted to be public martyrs, and practically invited arrest, trial,
imprisonment and death, to satisfy a heretical notion of national spiritual
redemption. On the principle that the greater the sin, the greater the need
for God’s redeeming forgiveness, the Legionaries calculated that the ulti-
mate sacrifice to the nation was to lose their own lives, and since murder was
a cardinal sin, they risked even more for the nation as murderers, the loss of
eternal life for their souls. They envisaged themselves accumulating spiritual
credit for the Romanian nation through their self-sacrificing acts of heroism,
banked up ready for the enactment of the ultimate national goal which
would unite the dead and the living souls of Romanians, ‘the resurrection in
Christ’.

The Legion’s fusion of religion and politics meant that they regarded the
Romanian nation as those practising Romanian Orthodoxy, and by exten-
sion, since urban values were cosmopolitan, secular and Jewish, the ethnic
Romanian peasantry. Their religious mission also allowed them to portray
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the nation’s enemies, communists, politicians and the prime movers, the
Jews, as God’s enemies, against whom they were justified in waging an all-
or-nothing ‘holy war’. The movement was implicitly ‘totalitarian’, therefore,
even if initially, it never said much about what institutional and political
structures it wanted to create, other than those suggested by its intention to
destroy inherently corrupt and self-serving political parties and parliamen-
tary democracy. The movement emphasised the formation of the nation’s
future leaders in the ‘nests’, and the killing of corrupt politicians and state
officials, as if institutions could be destroyed by eliminating the people who
embodied them, and the new elites could become more virtuous through the
act of killing. Their concern was not so much with articulating political
programmes and policies, as with creating ‘new men’ with a new national
mentality capable of regenerating (and resurrecting) the nation as a whole.

Later in the 1930s, the movement took up a vague corporatism, mirror-
ing the way it organised its own members. Its impassioned calls for social
justice for the materially and culturally oppressed Romanian peasantry
amounted to the elimination of the Jews as the economic middlemen of
rural life, and the strengthening of their Orthodox faith, which would liber-
ate spiritually the peasants and their masters. The real poverty of the
Romanian nation was spiritual, not material.

Given its deliberately secretive organisational structure and its concern
with forming new elites, it was perhaps no wonder that the movement grew
slowly in the late 1920s. But in 1929, Codreanu, a genuinely charismatic
and messianic figure with a cultivated peasant chic, sitting astride his white
horse in full Romanian peasant costume, led the first of the Legion’s rural
tours or pilgrimages into the remote countryside of Southern Bessarabia.
This and successive countryside campaigns brought the recently urbanised
educated Legionaries into contact with the peasant Romanian culture they
idealised and had never really abandoned. In itinerant summer work camps,
the Legionaries laboured with the local peasants on practical agricultural
improvement projects and initiatives, including digging ditches and setting
up shops and outlets for Romanian-only handicraft products, and thereby
created the mass movement of the so-called Iron Guard in the early 1930s,
with a significant following among the peasants and educated rural elite of
school teachers and clergymen in some of the more remote and backward
areas of the country.

Taking in what the Legion–Iron Guard did always induces a sharp intake
of breath. Everything was extreme about the Legion. The Legionaries were
the most ferocious, driven and fanatical fascists in inter-war Europe, and the
most extreme manifestation of that general fascist ‘spiritual’ revolution, for
the creation of the ‘new man’. Interestingly, despite the extremism and
uniqueness of their positions, the Guardists were among the keenest ‘Euro-
peanists’ of the fascist movements, strong supporters of the idea of a Fascist
International patronised by the Italian Fascist regime in the 1930s. This was
partly to do with their uniquely developed desire for martyrdom, which
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could be satisfied by joining ‘fascism’s’ wars in other countries. Codreanu’s
second-in-command, Ion Mota, was killed with other Legionaries fighting in
support of Franco’s military rising in the Spanish Civil War.

Fascism in Italy

As newcomers, it was difficult for fascist movements to grow out of their
political niches and develop into popular, mass movements. The Fascist
movement formed by Mussolini in March 1919 certainly saw itself as differ-
ent to other political parties, and tried to act in a different way to them. It
deliberately described itself not as a party, but as a movement, made up of
fasci di combattimento, combat or fighting groups. Like the term bund in
Germany, fascio had particular connotations in Italy, meaning a relatively
loose association of like-minded people acting together to achieve certain
common objectives. The fasci were open and open-ended organisations, from
which nobody need be excluded. Viewed more practically, being a move-
ment rather than a party was a way of facilitating recruitment, and without
the hostages to fortune of a ‘party’ programme, permitted some flexibility in
tactics and policies. But in the Fascist case, being a movement also meant
being ‘anti-party’, even anti-political; that is, against a party political
system, where by their nature, parties only represented ‘parts’ of the nation.
The fasci, by their title, claimed to be a national, cross-class, cross-political
movement, a movement of ‘combatants’ and ‘producers’, terms which had no
specific class or political connotations.

As their name indicated and in a deliberate attempt to stress their con-
nection to the war experience, the fasci were also ‘combat’ organisations,
which would be prepared to act decisively and use violence to resolve prob-
lems. Even after the movement apparently made itself more conventional
and respectable by becoming a party in 1921, Fascism retained the will to
action and recourse to violence of the 1919–20 ‘anti-party’.

Even a movement gives itself a programme. The 1919 Fascist
programme’s combination of anti-socialist nationalism and some radical
democratic social and financial policies, was geared to appeal to interven-
tionists and ex-servicemen, the ‘new’ constituency created in and by the war.
That was what the first fasci of 1919–20 came to: from 1914–15 inter-
ventionism, a collection of Futurist intellectuals and some ex-socialists and
ex-revolutionary syndicalists; and some rather specialised groups of ex-
servicemen, particularly the Arditi (Daring Ones), an elite commando corps
formed during the war and with their own veterans’ association. These
members were joined by groups of patriotic university and secondary school
students and young ex-army officers. The poor electoral showing of the
Fascist–Futurist platform in Milan in the November 1919 elections,
winning only 5,000 of the 270,000 votes cast in the constituency, indicated
the narrowness of the niche occupied by the movement.

Although the Fascist movement appealed to the war generation, and
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claimed to embody its aspirations for post-war change, it attracted only a
minority of ex-servicemen. These were not so much the rank and file, as the
young educated middle-class junior officers, for whom the egalitarian–
hierarchical trench community was the model of the anticipated relationship
between elites and masses. The peasant and worker ex-combatants in the
North and Centre supported the two post-war mass political parties, the
socialist PSI and the new Catholic party, the PPI. In the South and the
Islands, branches of the main veterans’ association, the ANC, made up of
recently demobilised peasants, initiated without Fascist involvement the
great land occupations of 1919–20, cashing in on the promises of land made
by the government during the war. Where the ANC stood in post-war elec-
tions, it had democratic slates, and resisted attempts by the Fascists and
Nationalists to take it over, something which Fascism only achieved after it
took power in 1922. The myth of the war experience, in other words, could
have democratic as well as fascist outcomes in post-war politics.

What saved the Fascist movement, if not from extinction, then from
occupying a marginal position in post-war politics, was its grasping of the
opportunities offered by Italy’s dramatic early post-war crisis. The so-called
biennio rosso, or ‘Red Two Years’, of 1919–20, was a time of almost uninter-
rupted political, social and economic unrest in Italy. In the South and
Islands, the widespread land occupations of the demobilised peasantry were
eventually checked and channelled by the state authorities and the police,
and the ‘normal’ workings of Southern patronage and clientelistic politics.
In the capitalist agricultural and industrial areas of the Centre and North,
however, workers’ and peasants’ agitation, usually led by socialist and some-
times Catholic organisations, escalated beyond strikes for better wages and
working conditions to demands for systems of land tenure and farm and
factory operation which challenged the employers’ right to own and manage
their property and businesses. To embattled agricultural and industrial
employers, it seemed that the socialist revolution was at hand, and that class
war was being waged at the local level by tax-and-spend municipal councils
which the socialists overwhelmingly captured in the autumn 1920 local
elections. The national PSI talked revolution and frightened the provincial
middle classes by doing so. But they did not fashion a strategy which could
translate their local power bases into the taking of power at the centre.

The perception of agricultural and industrial employers of being in a rev-
olutionary situation was reinforced by the final element of Italy’s post-war
crisis, which made it terminal, the paralysis of parliamentary government
and of the state. It proved impossible to channel the post-war agitation and
to contain the country’s divisions through the parliamentary process. A pro-
portional representation electoral system meant governments could only be
formed by coalitions of parties. Yet these were inherently unstable in the
post-war period. The liberals had lost their previously axiomatic majorities
in parliament with the coming of full political democracy in 1918, to the
mass parties, the PSI and the PPI. The PSI, since its dominant wing was
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revolutionary and saw governmental instability as hastening the crisis of the
bourgeois state, refused to co-operate with other parties in the formation of
governments, even though it was the largest single party in parliament. The
Catholic PPI, in turn, could not establish lasting political alliances with
anti-clerical liberals. The outcome was that the resolution of Italy’s post-war
political agitation took place outside and against parliament.

Again, governments appeared to be unable or unwilling to defend prop-
erty against socialist revolution. The state stayed neutral in labour disputes;
the police were overwhelmed by the scale and extent of popular agitation.
The state’s inadequate policing of the popular unrest of the biennio rosso was
Fascism’s opportunity.

Fascism became a mass movement from late 1920, when the fasci organ-
ised their paramilitary units, or squads, to intervene in the bitter class con-
flict of the countryside and small towns of Northern and Central Italy.
Often directly financed and equipped by local farmers’ and business associ-
ations, the squads systematically destroyed by violence, intimidation and
pressure the socialists’ organisational hold over agricultural labour and
their control of municipal councils. Performing much the same anti-
socialist functions as the Freikorps and the Heimwehr, Fascist squadrism was,
again, the ‘trenchocracy’ in action. The squads were gangs of mainly
middle-class young men, many of them wartime junior rank army officers,
along with university and secondary school students and the sons of the
middle-class people who supported Fascism’s violent campaign against
socialism. The fasci did not have to do much more than promote their
nationalism and anti-socialism in order to attract a broad alliance of
middle-class people in town and countryside, linked by their belief that at
a time of revolutionary crisis, Fascism was the best defence of the class
interests apparently endangered by the proletarian revolution and the
government’s inability to prevent it happening.

By the time the Fascist movement became the National Fascist Party, or
PNF (Partito Nazionale Fascista) in late 1921, it had about 300,000
members. The PNF’s own sample of about half the membership revealed a
party which seemed to be pretty close to what it claimed and aspired to be,
the party representing the ‘nation’, not just parts of it. While more
‘national’ than its political rivals, the PNF was nowhere near as strong in the
South and Islands as it was in Northern and Central Italy, reflecting the
absence of the socialist threat in much of Italy south of Rome. If nearly
50 per cent of its members in the 1921 sample were agricultural and indus-
trial workers, most of these, especially in the countryside, were there because
of squadrist coercion, forced out of socialist and Catholic unions into the
Fascist unions, or syndicates, membership of which was usually the only way
they could secure employment on the farms. The PNF’s ‘real’ membership
came from both the ‘old’ middle classes of artisans, shopkeepers and small
farmers, and the ‘new’ middle classes of Italy’s capitalist and tertiary sector
development from the late nineteenth century, commercial farmers and
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industrialists, managers and technical staff in agriculture and industry, state
and private sector white-collar employees and professionals.

The PNF’s programme matched its middle-class constituencies, while
also indicating the party’s intention to change the country’s parliamentary
system. There were policies to protect private property, and to stimulate
private enterprise, in the interests of greater economic efficiency and
national production, but in the anti-liberal and statist framework of a part-
parliamentary, part-corporative political system, where the state was seen as
the sovereign ‘incarnation of the nation’ (Delzell 1971: 28), subordinating
and regulating other individual and group interests and values.

But it is important to realise that the PNF was far from being a conven-
tional political party. The party remained a ‘combat’ organisation, a mili-
tarised body using military methods of action and control. Squadrism
became integral to Fascism, and was not just a necessarily violent improvisa-
tion to meet the threat from the left. There was little doubt whose social and
economic interests were being served by the squadrist offensives of 1920–22
against working-class organisations. Their actions were the basis of the
contemporary Marxist reading of the Fascist (and fascist) phenomenon, that
it was a counter-revolutionary reaction, the last ditch defence of capitalism
in crisis. But the squadrists’ activism and violence meant that their outlook
was very different from the ‘respectable’, materialistic middle-class men who
backed them. Their subversive slogans were, ‘I don’t give a damn’ and
‘living dangerously’. What in the course of the squads’ ‘punitive expedi-
tions’, became a cult of violence, gave squadrists the feeling that they were a
heroic elite, taking risks and making sacrifices in defence of the nation. Viol-
ence was not ‘normal’ politics. It short-circuited the dialogue and compro-
mise between competing interests and groups which were and are the
essence of democratic parliamentary politics. The recourse to violence meant
that there was only one answer to a political problem, the one imposed and
maintained by force.

This was the point of Fascism which its liberal and conservative fellow-
travellers failed to grasp, in their belief that Fascism, once it had defeated
socialism, could be ‘tamed’ and inserted into the parliamentary system. The
squadrists were intervening in situations of extremely bitter class and polit-
ical conflict, and if divisions were not to reappear, violence, or the threat of
it, had to be continuous and habitual. The squadrists were effectively creat-
ing a ‘terror’, their willingness to use violence against the nation’s enemies
deterring dissent and opposition both now and in the future. This was not
conceptual violence; it was actual. By the summer of 1922, provincial PNF
bosses, who were both party leaders and squadrist commanders, were in
informal military occupation of large parts of Northern and Central Italy,
and in a position to influence, even dominate, all aspects of political, admin-
istrative and economic life in their provinces, from ‘law and order’ to local
government and the labour market. This kind of party rule showed that the
Fascists intended to control affairs exclusively and not allow any alternatives
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to exist. So, before the Fascist government formally embarked on the forma-
tion of the totalitarian state in the late 1920s, squadrist Fascism embodied
in practice a single party method of rule, and a system of permanent repres-
sion and absolute control. ‘Totalitarianism’, unlike fascism, existed before it
had a name.

The problem for Fascism by 1922 was the one which had defeated the PSI
in 1919–20: how to translate its local provincial power in North and
Central Italy into national power. Mussolini well realised that the squads
could not take power in an armed coup if the government got the army to
resist. He evolved what was, in retrospect, a quite brilliant strategy, which
combined legality with extra-parliamentary illegality. It was no wonder that
other European fascist movements of the 1920s, including the German Nazi
party and Le Faisceau in France, sought to emulate what so impressed them
about the first fascism, its coup technique.

The PNF had entered parliament in the 1921 elections, winning thirty or
so seats, 8 per cent of the total, as part of a broad anti-socialist electoral bloc
with liberals and Nationalists, and had thereby seemed ready to co-operate
with liberals in the parliamentary game. It was in this sense logical for Mus-
solini to negotiate with liberal politicians in late 1922 for a place in govern-
ment. But Fascism’s power and strength lay outside parliament, with the
PNF’s private militia, the squads, and in October 1922, the Fascist leader-
ship decided to go ahead with an insurrection, a ‘March on Rome’.
Parliamentary talks and the planning of a coup together made perfect polit-
ical blackmail. If Fascism was not given power in a legal and constitutional
way, then it could threaten and stage a coup. Under the duress of three small
squadrist armies converging on Rome, the king, as head of state, decided
not to put the army to the test of defending the capital and thus risking
civil war, and did what all the senior liberal politicians were advising him to
do, appointed Mussolini to government. He was made Prime Minister
before the squadrist armies reached Rome. The constitutional forms had
been observed, but the king’s choice of Mussolini as head of the government
had been imposed on him by the unconstitutional pressure and force of a
party militia.

No historical event was inevitable, of course, until it took place. The
decisive element which explains why broadly similar national political
crises in post-war Italy and Germany had different outcomes in 1922–23
was that, in Italy, the threat from the revolutionary left could not be met
by parliamentary government. It was, in default of the government, con-
fronted by a movement of violent middle-class self-help, Fascism, which
was basically subversive of the principles of the parliamentary system. The
extremity of the crisis, and the apparent inability of the political system to
manage it, were sufficient to shake people out of ‘normal’ political beha-
viour in a democratic system and for them to accept the extreme solution.
In turn, the decisive factor in the survival of parliamentary democracy in
early post-war Germany was the attitude of the majority socialist party, the
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SPD, in government. Here, the social democratic left took action against
the revolutionary left in defence of the democratic Weimar Republic,
which prevented the nationalist right from exploiting the threat of socialist
revolution to the point of destabilising the Republic itself. In Italy, by con-
trast, the reformist wing of the PSI was only thinking of making itself
available for an anti-Fascist coalition in the summer of 1922. The PSI’s rev-
olutionary stance between 1918 and 1922 not only stoked up the middle-
class fears of socialist revolution on which Fascism grew into a mass
movement. It also meant that the PSI saw no virtue in defending
parliamentary democracy against Fascism. If, in Eastern Europe, the barrier
to fascist advance was political conservatism, the experience of post-war
Italy and Germany indicated that the main obstacle to fascism further to
the West was social democracy.

Fascism in France in the 1920s

There are real problems for historians in locating fascism in inter-war
France. For a long time, the standard view was that there was no ‘French’
fascism. The movements which existed were politically insignificant, pale
imitation imports of the real things in Italy and Germany. This was, in fact,
a common way of dismissing many of the fascist movements which appeared
in Western and Northern Europe. The assumption that fascism did not
belong to France was undermined convincingly enough by Sternhell’s
researches on the pre-First World War ‘revolutionary right’. Even if you do
not accept his view that fascist ideology originated and appeared in a fully-
fledged form in pre-war France, you do have to accept that inter-war French
fascists drew on that matrix of ideas which were the French version of the
early twentieth-century European ‘revolt against reason’.

The accepted view was less convincingly tested by Sternhell’s controver-
sial work on inter-war fascist ideology, which concluded that practically all
areas of French intellectual and political life, outside the orthodox Marxist
left, were penetrated by the ‘fascist spirit’. This was what landed Sternhell in
legal trouble, since all the non-Marxist non-conformists of the 1930s
became, by the stroke of Sternhell’s pen, ‘fascist’, which understandably
enough in the post-1945 post-fascist period, was not a congenial label.

But ‘fascism’ in France, from being nowhere, was now everywhere.
Oddly, the view of fascism as a significant political force in inter-war France
was confirmed by the more recent work of the American historian, Robert
Soucy, who otherwise had little truck with Sternhell’s treatment of fascism
as a radical and novel political departure. Soucy’s portrayal of French inter-
war fascism as ‘a new variety of authoritarian conservative and rightwing
nationalism . . .’, ‘a more dynamic form of conservatism’ (Soucy 1995: 17,
20), allowed him to trawl in all the various paramilitary nationalist leagues,
from the Jeunesses Patriotes (Patriotic Youth) to the Croix de Feu (Fiery Cross),
alongside the surviving old-stager, Action Française, and the self-consciously
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fascist movements, such as Le Faisceau (the fascio) in the 1920s, and the far
less important Francistes (French-ists) in the 1930s.

So, for Soucy, the first fascist movements in post-war France were two
paramilitary anti-communist leagues formed in 1924, the Légion (Legion)
and the Jeunesses Patriotes, soon to absorb the Légion, and created as the youth
organisation of the pre-war Ligue des Patriotes (Patriotic League). Both of
them preceded the formation of Le Faisceau in 1925. Soucy’s case is strength-
ened by the fact that there seemed to be an incestuous traffic of supporters
and backers between Action Française, the Leagues and the movements, in a
constant regrouping of right-wing politics and its constituencies. Action
Française’s vicious public character assassination of Valois, the leader of Le
Faisceau, in 1926, looked like a case of dog eat dog. Valois had left Action
Française to form Le Faisceau, and taken with him other Action Française
members and backers, and Action Française wanted them back. So these
movements were both allies and rivals, looking for support in the same
socially conservative, mainly Catholic clientele among the middle and lower
middle classes, and for the backing of those businessmen and financiers who
regularly funded right-wing political causes. Soucy views the new move-
ments of 1924–25, the Légion, the Jeunesses Patriotes and Le Faisceau, as
anti-parliamentary, anti-Marxist movements which were financed by busi-
nessmen to defend conservative middle-class interests against the industrial
working classes and their Marxist parties and organisations. Although Soucy
is no Marxist historian, no Marxist of the time could have put it better.

The differences between these movements and the conservative Republi-
can groupings in the French parliament, were, for Soucy, ones of means
rather than ends. The new movements were prepared to use violence in the
defence of property and order, and take to the streets against socialists and
communists, if necessary. They also contemplated abolishing the
parliamentary system altogether, as the only way of terminating definitively
the threat from the Marxist left. Since democratic party politics, by their
very pluralistic nature, allowed Marxist parties to organise and grow, and
were one of the routes they could take in order to come to power, then the
system itself was inherently fallible and would have to go. This, of course,
was the lesson which was lost on the Soviet Union and inter-war European
communist parties until the mid-1930s: that it was worthwhile defending
‘bourgeois’ parliamentary democracy against fascism because a democratic
system guaranteed the political freedom which permitted Marxist parties to
operate at all.

The apparent threat from the left in France had been contained in the
immediate post-war period by the election of the right–centre electoral
coalition, the National Bloc, to government in 1919. But the ‘threat’ resur-
faced, apparently confirming the fears of the Third Republic’s critics that
the system per se was at fault. The elections of May 1924 were won by the
Cartel des Gauches (Bloc of the Left), a centre–left electoral alliance. The main
partners were the Radicals, themselves a rather loose coalition of centrist
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groupings who represented the provincial secular middle-class electorate of
Republican France, and the mainstay of coalition governments throughout
the period; and the socialist party, the SFIO, the social democratic rump of
the socialist movement, now that the revolutionary wing had broken away
in 1920 to form the communist party, the PCF, under the impact of the
Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and the Bolsheviks’ assumed leadership of
revolutionary socialism. The impetus for the formation of the new move-
ments in 1924–25 seemed to come from the left’s 1924 election victory.

In retrospect, there appeared to be something of an over-reaction, but
perceptions of reality and of potential danger determined people’s responses.
The SFIO did not actually enter government in 1924. They preferred to
offer parliamentary support for government policies which they liked. This
was power without responsibility, and exercised from a standpoint which
raised doubts as to the SFIO’s commitment to parliamentary democracy.
They wanted no enemies to the left, were very aware of PCF competition for
the working-class vote and sensitive to their charge that they were selling
out the proletariat’s interests by co-operating with a ‘bourgeois’ govern-
ment. The economic policies they liked, higher taxes and nationalisation,
were also divisive and made continuing co-operation with the Radicals diffi-
cult, as well as frightening the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary right.

The position of an already unstable governing coalition was further de-
stabilised by a worsening financial crisis. As in other European countries, the
inflationary spiral set up in France by the effects of wartime economic
mobilisation and the funding of the war effort by loans, continued into the
post-war period. French governments were reluctant to get the post-war
generation to pay for the huge costs of the war and for post-war economic
reconstruction through higher direct taxes. They expected Germany to pay
through reparations, which explained France’s occupation of the Ruhr in
1923 when Germany defaulted on payments. The occupation itself was
costly and unproductive, and its failure hit the value of the French currency.
Meanwhile, the government went on feeding inflation, meeting its spending
commitments by continuing to borrow short term on the financial markets,
and increasing the issue of money in circulation. A cumulative financial
panic set in. As the franc devalued, French investors converted their francs
into stronger foreign currencies and invested abroad rather than in France,
moves which depreciated the franc’s value even further.

The electoral victory of the Cartel des Gauches gave an additional vicious
twist to the financial crisis. The ‘threat’ of socialism in power was another
incentive for people to invest abroad and for the financial markets not to
renew short-term loans to the government, driving the franc’s value down to
new lows. The ‘flight of capital’, marking the general lack of confidence of
businessmen and financiers in a centre–left government was, in the end, the
more effective way of neutralising the imagined threat from the left than the
new paramilitary movements. The conservative Republican, Raymond Poin-
caré, became Prime Minister in July 1926, forming a right–centre coalition
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government with the Radicals on a policy of raising revenue by indirect tax-
ation. Almost immediately, by the fact of taking office, Poincaré restored
business and financial confidence in the economy and the currency. The franc
rose in value and stabilised. The continuation of right–centre governments
was confirmed in the results of the 1928 elections.

Georges Valois, the founder and leader of Le Faisceau, was Action
Française’s ‘expert’ on social and economic affairs before and after the First
World War, and one of the intermediaries who had attempted to bring
about a meeting of organic nationalist and syndicalist minds in the Cercle
Proudhon. Conscripted to the army in the war, he became a lieutenant, and
was one of those middle-class junior rank officers who, on the basis of his
own combatant experience, bought heavily into the wartime myth of the
‘trench’ community. Returning to work for Action Française after the war, he
tried to promote corporative organisations among industrial employers and
professional groups. In this sense, the corporative-based economic blueprint
he gave to Le Faisceau’s programme was the consistent extension of his pre-
occupations as an organiser for Action Française. But, significantly for the
credibility of Soucy’s argument which blurs the distinction between
conservative and fascist movements, Valois felt that he had to break with
Action Française and create his own political vehicle for his corporatist aspir-
ations. In February 1925, Valois started up a new newspaper, Le Nouvel Siècle
(the New Century), with money provided by the businessmen and financiers
who had funded Action Française. In April 1925, he founded the Légion des
Combatants (War Veterans’ Legion), and finally, in November 1925, a new
political movement, Le Faisceau des Combatants et des Producteurs (the Fascio of
War Veterans and Producers), whose title alone indicated that Valois
intended to appeal to precisely the same groups which Mussolini targeted in
the Italian Fascism of 1919–20.

The immediate reason for Valois’ rejection of Action Française was prob-
ably the perception that more now needed to be done to head off the social-
ist threat looming after the Cartel des Gauches election victory. Action
Française remained an intellectual literary–political salon cultivating the best
minds for nationalism, when socialism’s advance demanded a political move-
ment committed to action. But Valois’ secession from Action Française was
more fundamental than this.

Le Faisceau was deliberately launched on Armistice Day, to capture for the
new movement the mystique and ethos of the victorious war and its war-
riors. Valois called for ‘the dictatorship of the combatant’, seeing the war
veterans as fascism’s new elite, who would bring to the organisation of
national life the spirit and virtues of the war generation, which were a will
to get things done and a sense of duty and sacrifice in disinterested service of
the nation’s welfare.

A ‘unitary national state’ (Griffin 1995: 197), in other words, a cen-
tralised, dictatorial, non-parliamentary executive, would preside over an
economy made more dynamic and productive by the organisation of its
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sectors into corporations, mixed bodies involving and reconciling all the
interests and personnel concerned with the production process. By their very
structure, the corporations would ensure the social peace and the rational
ordering of all the forces of production necessary to increase the strength of
the national economy. In particular, Valois anticipated that a corporate
structure would facilitate technological innovation and the application of
new technologies to the productive process. Here, Valois was clearly seduced
by the USA model of consumer-led, high volume mass production manufac-
turing exemplified in the rapidly expanding automobile sector, which deliv-
ered lower prices, higher profits and higher wages. A general and constantly
growing economic prosperity, the gains of which were distributed ever more
widely among all kinds of ‘producers’, would flatten out social differences
and ensure social justice without having to do away with private property.

Valois’ corporatism clearly led on from his activities in Action Française.
But this vision of a new French nation, revived by the dictatorial leadership
of the war veterans and a planned and modernised economy, was a far cry
from Action Française’s anachronistic attachment to the idea of a federated,
decentralised ‘old regime’ monarchy, which was an inappropriate and redun-
dant model of authority for early twentieth-century workers and peasants
whose last experience of a ruling king was in the 1840s.

Valois’ fascist programme was also some distance from that of the Jeunesses
Patriotes. Although the Jeunesses Patriotes wanted to enliven the political
establishment with the co-option of war veterans, its leaders did not use Le
Faisceau’s language of national spiritual renewal, to be built on the war vet-
erans’ self-sacrificing service mentality. The Jeunesses Patriotes talked about
revising the constitution of the Third Republic, to make the executive less
dependent on the elected Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of parlia-
ment, something which practically everybody said they wanted in inter-war
France. Le Faisceau wanted the abolition of parliamentary and party politics
altogether, and talked of dictatorship endorsed by popular plebiscite.

Valois took his anti-parliamentarism seriously. An Action Française candi-
date in 1924, Valois excluded himself and his movement from electoral and
parliamentary politics; no member could be a parliamentary deputy. The
Jeunesses Patriotes, on the other hand, had strong links with right-wing
parliamentary lobbies, some of the deputies of which were on the movement’s
governing body. Its leader, Pierre Taittinger, was a deputy, and in the 1928
elections was elected on the right–centre National Union ticket whose
deputies provided Poincaré’s parliamentary majority. There were, of course,
plenty of fascist movements which stood in democratic parliamentary elec-
tions in the inter-war period, benefiting, like the communist parties, from
the political freedom and diversity allowed under such a system. But their
sights were clearly set on transforming democratic systems, after profiting
from them, and their systemic aversion to parliamentary democracy was no
less evident than Valois’s principled opposition to getting involved in a polit-
ical system which he wanted to destroy.
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Again, using language which Taittinger, himself a well-off businessman,
never employed, Valois denounced ‘finance capitalism’, ‘plutocracy’, ‘the
yoke of money’, drawing what was and would be a familiar fascist distinc-
tion between the exploitative, speculative world of the financial markets,
where money earned money, and that of the honest, hard-working, produc-
tive world of the industrial entrepreneurs. These were moral and anti-
political, as much as economic distinctions. The ‘acceptable’ bourgeois were
the innovating captains of industry; the ‘unacceptable’ bourgeois were the
corrupt politicians who were parliamentary lobbyists for the real masters of
political life, businessmen and financiers. This traffic of political favours and
economic patronage had made the state apparatus the tool of private con-
cerns rather than servants of the national interest.

What Valois regarded as the ‘great originality’ of fascism was its synthesis
of right and left, nationalism and socialism, into something which was
‘neither right nor left’, transcending both. The ‘socialism’ of his famous
equation, ‘nationalism plus socialism equals fascism’ (Sternhell 1979: 333),
was clearly the syndicalism or corporatism which he put at the centre of his
new economy and polity. Soucy sees the inclusion of ‘socialism’ in the fascist
equation as ‘misleading’ rhetoric, and regards Valois’s ‘socialism’ as ‘counter-
feit’, a thin disguise for the conservative substance of the movement, whose
conservative goals reflected its actual and potential membership and the
sources of its funding.

Le Faisceau was, of course, against the socialism which was Marxist, and
Valois’ conception of socialism was not one most Marxists would recognise.
For one thing, he had nothing in principle against private property, nor
indeed against capitalism. His modernising, productivist rationale for
corporatism implied the need for more entrepreneurial capitalism, not less.
The point, for Valois, was for a dictatorial state to regulate and plan a
capitalist economy, so as to maximise production and productivity, and
strengthen the nation. That this amounted to a private businessmen’s
charter was not, however, borne out by Le Faisceau’s relations with the busi-
nesses which financed the movement, relations which Soucy uses to demon-
strate that Le Faisceau was a conservative movement defending conservative
interests.

Le Faisceau’s leaders attempted to live up to their anti-conservative
rhetoric. By conceding that the situation in France was not as serious as it
had been in Italy, where ‘communism ruled the streets’ (Levey 1973: 291),
Le Faisceau intended to indicate that it was not simply to be taken as an
anti-communist reflex. For Valois, fascism and communism shared a rejec-
tion of ‘finance capitalism’, and fascism was, therefore, open to all ‘revolu-
tionaries’, whatever their provenance, who wanted to challenge and find an
alternative to ‘the power of money’ in the national economy. In reality, Le
Faisceau did not progress very far in forging an alliance of ‘revolutionaries’
from across the political and class spectrum. If police estimates were accur-
ate, the movement grew quickly, pulling in disaffected members of Action
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Française and Jeunesses Patriotes. At its peak in mid-1926, it might have had
about 50,000 members, but perhaps barely one in ten of these were blue-
collared workers. It had a fair number of white-collared salaried public and
private employees, and a reasonably flourishing fascio of corporations, a
section of the movement which organised among the professions, attracting
some engineers, accountants, technical staff and middle managers.

But if real factory workers were thin on the ground, Le Faisceau recruited
a few ex-communists and ex-CGT union organisers, notably Marcel Dela-
grange, the ex-communist mayor of Périgueux in the Dordogne, whose job
was to enhance the movement’s profile among industrial workers. Dela-
grange’s speaking and publicity tour of the industrial towns of Northern
France in spring 1926 scandalised the textile manufacturers who had given
money to the movement and whose conception of corporatism stopped short
at the formation of yellow or employer-patronised labour unions. Dela-
grange was both incompetent and unconvincing, and he won over few
workers to the cause. But Le Faisceau’s efforts to do so alienated the business-
men pay-rolling the movement, who withdrew their support.

Even more interesting were Le Faisceau’s contacts with Redressement
Français (French Recovery), a businessmen’s pressure group formed in 1926,
which lobbied among politicians and in parliament against nationalisation
and for constitutional reform, meaning less power to parliament and more to
the executive. This lobby represented oil, automobile and power-generating
companies, among the more dynamic and technologically advanced sectors
of the French economy, and containing Valois’s archetypal modern ‘fascist’
entrepreneurs and managers. Some funding of Le Faisceau occurred, but the
lobby and the movement never really gelled. The lobby and the companies
it represented certainly wanted a ‘partnership’ of government, private indus-
try and banks to promote economic modernisation. But they were wary of
the high level of state economic control and limitation on business auton-
omy explicit in Valois’s conception of state-regulated planning and organ-
isation of production through the corporations. Some loss of business
initiative and decision making seemed to be the price companies would have
to pay for the social peace and control of labour, which were the business
gains of corporatism.

These problematic and unstable relations with their business supporters
eventually crippled the movement. François Coty, the wealthy parfumier
who, along with the kings of Cognac, Maurice James Hennessey and Paul
Firino-Martel, were the usual suspects behind the financing of nationalist
leagues and movements in inter-war France, attempted to use the lever of
financial aid to make Le Faisceau an unashamedly anti-communist militia
organisation. The offer, made at a time when money was really short, encap-
sulated the dilemma of Le Faisceau, and indeed, of any new movement which
wanted to avoid being a one-day wonder. The choice was between financial
security and the probable loss of political independence, or political
independence without the financial resources to sustain it. Being on the
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horns of this particular dilemma was one of the reasons behind Valois’s
decision to wind up Le Faisceau in 1928, by that time bereft of money and
members.

What distinguished Le Faisceau from its conservative rival, Jeunesses Patri-
otes, were the movement’s uncompromising hostility to the parliamentary
system and its blueprint for a new political and economic order based on
dictatorship and a modernising corporative organisation of the economy.
This showed that it aspired to be more than anti-communism and had the
effect of souring its relationship with the conservative financial and indus-
trial backers who could unambiguously subsidise the Jeunesses Patriotes.

Le Faisceau was also different because it wanted to seize power, while the
Jeunesses Patriotes posed as the strong-arm defence of the existing social order
against the threat of socialism. Valois was impressed by the coup strategy
which Mussolini and the PNF had employed to come to power in Italy in
1922. He intended to exploit the Cartel des Gauches government’s disarray in
the face of the worsening financial crisis, by using the movement to build up
pressure on the government and create an irresistible momentum which
would carry it to power. Le Faisceau’s attempted ‘conquest of the state’ came
in the form of three mass rallies, each one meant to build on the success of
the other and keep pace with and heighten the country’s political and finan-
cial crisis. In a kind of slow motion ‘March on Paris’, Le Faisceau held mass
demonstrations at Verdun in Eastern France, the site of France’s longest and
bloodiest First World War battle and a symbol of national resistance and
survival, in February 1926, followed by another rally at Rheims in July
1926. The planned third rally at Meaux, on the eastern outskirts of Paris,
never took place, because the already narrow opportunity for a coup disap-
peared in that summer.

The rallies had seen an impressive turnout of war veterans’ associations, as
well as of Le Faisceau’s own paramilitary formation, the Légion des Combatants.
But the movement clearly could not deploy the kind of force capable of
taking on the police and army or, the more likely scenario, of inducing a
failure of will of government at the centre. By the time of the ‘March on
Rome’ in Italy in 1922, the Fascist squads had usurped policing functions in
many provinces of Northern and Central Italy, and had, in other words,
broken the state’s monopoly of coercion. The threat of an armed take-over of
central power, and of civil war if such a coup was resisted, were real enough
in Italy.

The financial crisis which, as it worsened, apparently showed up the
paralysis and incompetence of parliamentary government, was resolved
within the framework of that system. In July 1926, the conservative Repub-
lican old-hand politician, Poincaré, formed a new government which even
had the backing of the Cartel des Gauches majority in parliament and was
given special powers by parliament to stabilise the financial position. With
the passing of the financial crisis went Le Faisceau’s slim chance of transform-
ing a crisis in the system into a crisis of the system.
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The first wave of fascism

The ‘first wave’ of fascism in inter-war Europe had a number of interesting
common features. It was striking that most active members of these early
fascist movements, or of fascist movements in their early stages of develop-
ment, were young men, many of whom were either war veterans and/or sec-
ondary school and university students. Only the inter-war communist
parties had a comparably strong young adult male profile. Students were
present in large enough numbers to constitute a separate category in mem-
bership rolls. In Italy, the late 1921 PNF sample of about 150,000
members, perhaps half the total membership, showed that 13 per cent were
students. Over 3 per cent of Austrian Nazi party members in the 1920s were
university students. These figures might appear to be rather small, but relat-
ively they were significant, being many times higher than the proportion of
university students to the population as a whole. The Romanian Legion,
more extreme in this as in most other aspects of its fascism, was almost
exclusively a student organisation up to the early 1930s.

In the 1920s and early 1930s, we are obviously dealing with the ‘war
generation’. These were young men born in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, who might well have actually fought in the Great War,
or whose teenage years were filled by the dramatic experiences of war and of
that combustible post-war conjuncture of economic difficulties, revolution
and the disappearance of existing states and the emergence of new ones.
Many students gave up or interrupted their studies for war service, and
started or resumed them post-war, in a climate for graduate employment
made harsh and competitive by their countries’ economic problems and
adaptation to either reduced or enlarged national territories. The situation
was particularly acute in Southern, Central and Eastern Europe, where state
employment and state-connected employment were the normal outlets for
university-educated men.

It can be tempting to overemphasise the youth phenomenon, and see
fascism as a general generational revolt of young men, socially uprooted and
disaffected as a result of the war and post-war experiences. Fascist move-
ments certainly expressed in anthropomorphic terms their contempt for
what they condemned as decrepit and dysfunctional political systems and
political elites. The appeal to action, violence, youthful vigour and ‘new
blood’, fitted their claims to be movements of national revival and regener-
ation.

But the question of ‘youth revolt’ needs to be given its proper dimension.
Young male war veterans were core active members of the first fascist move-
ments. But since practically all able-bodied young adult males were called
up for military service during the war, all post-war parties and movements
had ex-combatants as members and voters. ‘Youth revolt’ did not necessarily
have a ‘fascist’ outcome. The largest post-war ex-servicemen’s organisation
in Germany was apolitical and mainly concerned with the welfare and
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support of its members. The main veterans’ association in Italy, the ANC,
was democratic in its political outlook, not Nationalist or Fascist. The bulk
of Italy’s peasant and worker ex-combatants voted for the mass political
parties, the PSI and the PPI, in the post-war elections. The point was that
fascist movements drew on the war experience, or an idealised version of
it, for their core values, ethos and modus operandi, and attracted those
ex-combatants who were especially susceptible to the myths of the nation
at war.

It was also clear that fascist movements were products of crisis and could
only really thrive in conditions of crisis, which justified their paramilitary
formations and their willingness to use violence for political ends. They
could only ever actually come to power in a situation of extreme crisis,
which could not apparently be resolved within and by the existing political
system, and which made fascism appear a credible alternative. The post-war
crisis in Italy had many of the same facets and sources as the post-war crisis
in Germany, the only other country where fascism, eventually, came to
power in the inter-war period. Even though the immediate outcomes of
these respective national crises in Italy and Germany were different, and
need explaining, the similarities which existed indicate that a broader com-
parative historical perspective is both possible and illuminating.

Political and territorial unification came late to Italy and Germany, in
1870. In both cases, national states came into being largely as the result of
diplomacy and war, to the exclusion of mass popular participation. The
process seemed more like the enlargement by conquest of the two leading
regional states, Piedmont and Prussia, than a unification either desired or
brought about by the Italian and German peoples. The new states had to
create nations out of populations who were more seriously divided by class,
religion and region than other West European countries, whose peoples had
become accustomed to central state power and administration over a relat-
ively longer period of state formation.

Unification achieved in such a way kept alive real doubts and insecurities
among ruling elites about the cohesion and stability, even the continued
existence, of the national state. The pre-war political systems of the newly
unified states scarcely integrated the mass of the population into the nation.
Quite the reverse; democratic politics were never the nationalising and uni-
fying force they potentially could have been. In both countries, the agricul-
tural and industrial working classes, when organised by ‘internationalist’
Marxist socialist or Catholic movements, were regarded as anti-national ele-
ments, undermining national unity. The political systems in both countries
were geared to exclude, or contain, such popular forces. In Italy, there
evolved an oligarchic parliamentary regime, with power passing in and out
of the hands of a small political class, who called itself liberal, but was
generally illiberal in its suspicion of and resistance to the political and social
advances of the organised working classes. In Germany, the SPD could
become the largest single party in the national parliament by 1912, but
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remain as far from political power as before. Government ministers were
appointed by and responsible to the emperor, not to the elected national
parliament.

War, when it came, was the opportunity for states to ‘nationalise’ their
populations, mobilising everybody and everything behind the patriotic war
effort. But Italy and Germany were hardly unified nations on entering the
war, and pre-war political divisions were sharpened by war mobilisation.
The national euphoria in Germany which greeted the outbreak of war in
August 1914 soon passed. In Italy, the decision to go to war at all in 1915
was divisive, and prevailed against the neutralist position of most popular
and political opinion in the country. The same ‘anti-national’ forces, social-
ists and Catholics, were opposed to, or lukewarm about, the war effort, or
were perceived to be so, during the war itself. In the fully democratic
parliamentary systems which emerged in both countries after the war, in
Germany as the result of military defeat, in Italy as the result of expectations
of political change generated by and in the war, political power fell to social-
ist and Catholic parties. To the nationalist camp in both countries, it
appeared as if democracy had finally delivered the nation into the hands of
its enemies.

So the social and economic difficulties of the transition from war to peace,
the threat from the revolutionary left, challenges faced by most post-war
governments, were being met in Italy and Germany at the same time as
these two scarcely unified countries were passing through their first
experience of conditions of mass political democracy. Nothing inevitable can
be assumed from these similar profiles of troubled and imperfect national
state formation. But they were felt in the particular intensity of the post-war
national crises in Italy and Germany, and there was a real resonance to the
Fascist and Nazi claims that they could resolve this persisting crisis of
national identity and cohesion.

But whatever the crisis, Hitler’s failed coup in 1923, Valois’s aborted
would-be rolling coup in 1926, showed that it was practically impossible to
take power wholly by force in a modern state where government retained
control of its police and armed forces. Mussolini’s strategy of simultaneously
playing the electoral parliamentary game and using extra-parliamentary
paramilitary violence, proved to be the lethal winning combination. Organ-
ised Fascist violence was enough of a threat to pressurise the king into
appointing Mussolini Prime Minister, a decision made more tolerable by
Fascism’s parliamentary presence, which suggested to Italy’s political estab-
lishment that the movement could be co-opted into the system.

To make the point in another way, it was coups by the military, in other
words, the state’s own repository of ‘official’ force, which ended or modified
parliamentary government in Spain in 1923, and Poland, Portugal and
Lithuania in 1926. The threat from the left was a significant factor in pre-
cipitating the military coup in Spain, while the paralysis of parliament by
ethnic national conflict provoked the army’s intervention in Poland. Fascism
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played no part in the destruction of parliamentary democracy in these coun-
tries, and had no place in the semi-authoritarian systems of rule set up under
military auspices after the coups.

From this perspective, fascism was one outcome, not the outcome, of the
early post-war crises, which saw a widespread shift during the 1920s from
parliamentary to more authoritarian forms of government, especially in South-
ern and Eastern Europe. In the light of these developments, it was perhaps
understandable that Marxists and other anti-fascists of the time, and later on,
historians, tended not to distinguish between fascist and conservative move-
ments, and to see them both functionally as ‘fascism’, in terms of their defence
of conservative interests threatened by socialism and socialist revolution. There
seemed to be little doubt as to whose class position and interests were served
by the Italian Fascist squads’ violent rolling back of the working class gains of
the biennio rosso, or by the strike-breaking action of the Heimwehr in 1927. It
became a real test for fascist movements to assert their independence from
their conservative supporters and allies. Le Faisceau never became a big enough
mass movement in its own right to survive without the financing of individual
businessmen or business lobbies. The PNF in Italy did, and the party bosses’
informal domination of the affairs of many Northern and Central provinces,
secured and then maintained by a squadrist ‘terror’, occurred before the move-
ment came to power nationally. This showed that the organised violence of a
fascist movement could take it beyond the defence of class interests initially
served by that violence, and become the tool of totalitarian control.

If fascists and conservatives felt the same hostility to Marxist socialism,
and could co-operate politically on this basis, they, nevertheless, occupied
different political ground. This was evident from the way that some new
fascist movements were breakaways from existing movements. Valois,
Gömbös, Codreanu left, respectively, Action Française, the National Union
and the League of National Christian Defence, because they were too
conservative in aims and method, in order to found their own movements.

Again, all ‘first wave’ fascist movements were fundamentally against
parliamentary democratic institutions. Their insistence that they alone
represented the nation and knew what was good for it, ruled out the dia-
logue and mutual compromises which were, and are, the essence of demo-
cratic, pluralist politics. You could not say that about the Jeunesses Patriotes,
whose leader, Taittinger, was elected to every parliament between 1919 and
1935 as a member of right–centre electoral and parliamentary blocs. Where
fascist movements were explicit about their aim to replace parliament by
dictatorship, they saw dictatorial power being exercised not by the existing
establishment elites, but by a new national elite of young ex-combatants.
While not being anti-capitalist per se, fascists wanted to release and regulate
the productive forces of the national economy in a national syndicalist or
corporative order, which would not only impinge on the managerial decision
making of private business, but was also envisaged as a way of integrating
workers as ‘producers’ into the national ‘community’.
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So, if conservatism was the defence and reinforcement of power relations
in society, economy and politics as they were, then fascist aims and methods
were radical and posited a new order of things. Perhaps none of these dis-
tinctions between fascism and conservatism really matter now, except for
historians and political scientists retrospectively analysing and categorising
political phenomena. But, arguably, being aware of these distinctions would
have made a difference then, in the inter-war period, because it would have
enabled both the Marxist left and conservative right to identify the real, sys-
temic enemies of democracy. Instead, contemporary Marxists did not prop-
erly resist fascism until, in some cases, it was too late, while contemporary
conservatives often colluded with fascism, viewing it as their last line of
defence against the perceived threat of revolutionary socialism.
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3 Fascist movements
The second wave, 1929–40

It should be clear from the previous chapter that fascism was inseparable
from crisis. The sense or perception of national crisis was, in most cases, the
reason for the emergence of fascist movements, and certainly, in all cases,
provided the opportunity for these movements to make their mark. Crisis
situations seemed to demand extraordinary political methods to resolve
them. Crisis justified, for fascists, the recourse to political violence, and the
paramilitary formations which complemented and even constituted the
political organisation of fascist movements. The willingness to use violence
for political ends, if not unique to fascist movements, set them apart from
most other politicians and parties.

The 1930s were the ‘fascist’ decade, because of the impact of the Great
Depression on European countries. It was an economic recession of such
range and severity that it appeared to contemporaries to be the structural
crisis of the European political and social order, and led some to question the
very credibility of liberal capitalism and parliamentary democracy as eco-
nomic and political systems.

The starkest alternatives to these apparently malfunctioning and discred-
ited systems were, of course, communism of the Soviet model and fascism.
The USSR’s international isolation in the 1920s, and its autarkic drive to
create ‘socialism in one country’, largely immunised the country from the
effects of the Depression, and the Soviet ‘great leap forward’ to economic
growth and development occurred precisely during the Depression years of
the European capitalist economies. Soviet communism ‘worked’, while
capitalism demonstrably did not. The already existing fascist movements
experienced a dramatic surge in membership and electoral support as a
result of the impact of the Depression, the German Nazis between 1930 and
1933, their Austrian counterparts between 1930 and 1932 and the Roman-
ian Iron Guard between 1933 and 1937. Gömbös, the reformed and co-
opted Hungarian fascist of the 1920s, became the country’s Depression
Prime Minister in 1932, and up to his death in 1936, attempted to create a
version of a fascist regime from above. New fascist movements proliferated
throughout Europe during and as a result of the Depression. They included
the formation of the Lapua, then the People’s Patriotic Movement (IKL), in



Finland in 1929–33; the Norwegian National Unity (NS) movement in
1933; the Dutch National Socialist Movement (NSB) in 1931; the League of
Netherlands National Solidarists (Verdinaso), and the fascistic Flemish
National Front (VNV) and Rex movement in Belgium, in 1931, 1933 and
1935; and the Spanish Phalanx of Organisations for National Syndicalist
Combat (Falange Española de las JONS), in 1931–34. Perhaps only the
French Popular Party (PPF), formed in 1936, and the Hungarian Arrow
Cross movement, formed in 1935, and experiencing its political ‘take-off ’ in
1938–39, cannot be included in this roll call of new fascist movements
whose reason for existence came from the Depression.

The German Nazi party

The Nazi party had practically to be reformed after Hitler’s release from
prison, early in 1925. His trial and imprisonment for sedition after the
abortive Beer Hall coup had given Hitler a national notoriety, which he
intended to build on in making the NSDAP a movement with a national,
rather than mainly Bavarian, organisational reach. By 1928, when its share
of the national vote was just under 3 per cent, the NSDAP had doubled its
1925 membership to about 100,000, a considerable if unspectacular organ-
isational achievement allowing the party to exploit the political opportun-
ities which opened up with the onset of the Depression from the late 1920s.

Part of this growth came from the party’s absorption of other small and
competing racist nationalist groups. But much of it was the result of the
extraordinary organisational dynamism generated by the re-imposition of
the ‘leader principle’ at the top of the movement and its application
throughout the party’s lower level structure. Overcoming the resistance of
those party leaders who wanted some semblance of internal party democracy,
Hitler managed to re-assert in the re-launched party his personal dominance
of the pre-putsch days. He was the acknowledged and untouchable leader, the
man with the national mission, who literally personified the National Social-
ist ‘revolution’; all fundamental ideological and organisational decisions of
the party lay with him as the Führer.

This form of charismatic leadership and authority did not permit a sharing
of power in the party, but it allowed the delegation and decentralisation of
that power. At the regional and local level, the party was run by mini-
Führers, who had risen to the top of their smaller heaps by dint of their
organisational drive and commitment, their performance on the job, in other
words. The position of these local party bosses, who had proved by organisa-
tional achievement their ‘fitness’ to lead, was cemented and perpetuated by
Hitler’s personal approval, endorsement and nomination. The result was an
active, proselytising local party leadership and organisation with an in-built
and self-endorsing drive and momentum, which was often internally factious
and competitive, but undeniably loyal and obedient to the person and will
of Hitler. The analogy with a feudal ‘duke-vassal’ relationship drawn by one
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of Nazism’s own Gauleiter or regional leaders, was a revealing one. The Nazi
party operated on the basis of an intricate yet potent mix of mutual personal
obligation and loyalty, which subordinated the party’s leaders to Hitler per-
sonally, without destroying their sense of initiative and drive.

This central principle of Nazi party organisation is extremely important
to grasp, because where the party led, the nation was to follow. In its obses-
sion with performance, with results, which rewarded initiative and getting
things done, the party was meant to be an example and model of national
achievement. It was a meritocracy, ‘egalitarian’ not in the sense of a levelling
down, but of upwards mobility, since anyone, whatever their social back-
ground and status, could get on by ‘doing’. Merit, and opportunity, came
with what a person did, not from what he was or what he had. The way the
party was run before 1933, on the basis of charismatic leadership, then
became, once Hitler was in power, the way the country was run. While
Hitler was translated from being the Führer of his party to the Führer of the
German people, he tolerated, even encouraged, the top Nazi leaders to carve
out for themselves vast political and administrative empires, and continued
to respect the local power bases and semi-autonomy of the party Gauleiter.

Hitler’s relationship with those below him differed greatly from the dic-
tatorial management style of Mussolini, who both despised and distrusted
his subordinates, and undermined any accumulation of significant personal
power other than his own by constantly and unpredictably rotating office-
holders. The ‘leader principle’ applied to the modus operandi of government
also explains the increasing formlessness of the Nazi regime in the 1930s, as
competing para-state and para-party agencies proliferated, each claiming
Hitler’s personal mandate and each, by their own lights, seeking to imple-
ment the Führer’s will. In the same way as the ‘leader principle’ gave a self-
sustaining momentum to party activities before 1933, so after 1933, its
application to the governing of the country produced a progressive radical-
isation of the Nazi regime’s policies. There is much more on this important
aspect of charismatic authority in Chapter 4.

There is another aspect of the Nazi party’s organisational build-up from
1926 which deserves attention. Even before the dramatic surge in member-
ship which accompanied the Depression, the NSDAP was a mass party
which largely financed itself, through the accumulation of many relatively
small-scale donations and subscriptions from members and supporters. As
its electoral performance dramatically improved between 1930 and 1932,
the party attracted, and courted, financial support from businessmen’s
lobbies and associations, which in their customary hedging of bets, also
went to other political parties on the centre and right. But the NSDAP was
not dependent on financial subsidies from industry and business. It could
operate without them, and did not have to face compromising its political
independence in the way that other fascist movements did, like, for instance,
Le Faisceau in France.

With the reformed party in 1925–26 came a different political strategy.

66 Fascist movements: the second wave, 1929–40



Turning its back on the idea of coming to power in the Mussolinian manner,
by a coup, which had failed in 1923, the NSDAP went for the longer-term
strategy of working within the parliamentary system it was ultimately com-
mitted to destroying. ‘We shall have to hold our noses and enter the Reich-
stag against the Catholic and Marxist deputies,’ said Hitler from prison in
1924, and political success would be a matter of ‘out-voting them’, rather
than ‘out-shooting them’ (Noakes and Pridham 1999: 37). Not that playing
the democratic parliamentary game meant disbanding the movement’s para-
military arm, the SA, or abandoning the use of political violence and intimi-
dation. But the SA was not to spend its time preparing for a coup. Its job
was now to police Nazi demonstrations and meetings, gain ‘mastery of the
streets’ from their Marxist rivals, to contest and secure the public space in
which the party could promote and spread its message. The SA, in other
words, was to complement the political activities of the Nazi party, not
replace them.

It has recently become more fashionable for historians to argue that the
Nazis’ electoral take-off between 1928 and 1932 was down to the exploita-
tion of national issues, rather than to the political fallout of the Depression.
It was certainly the case that the NSDAP took greater advantage than its
nominally senior nationalist partner, the DNVP, of the national exposure
which came with the referendum campaign on the Young Plan for
Germany’s reparation payments in 1929–30, and that its first big voting
gains were made in some East German state elections in the same period.
But the coincidence of the Depression and the great surge in the Nazis’
electoral performance makes it impossible not to connect them. The
NSDAP won 2.8 per cent of the vote in the national elections of 1928,
increased its vote eight times to 18.3 per cent in the 1930 elections and
gained 37.3 per cent and 33.1 per cent in the two 1932 elections. At its
electoral peak of the July 1932 elections, it was the largest political move-
ment in Germany, with perhaps 800,000 party members, about 500,000 in
the SA, many of whom would also at the same time have been party
members, and thirteen million voters. As we shall see, the national issue
which the Nazis addressed was the one raised by the impact of the Depres-
sion on German politics and society.

Who voted for Hitler? How did the Depression affect people’s voting and
political behaviour? In general terms, the impact of the economic crisis was
to push the politics of the Weimar Republic to the extremes of right and
left. Throughout Europe, the social groups most severely affected materially
during the Depression in terms of shrinking incomes, rising debts and
unemployment, were farmers and industrial workers. In Germany, the
process of polarisation, the going to extremes, can be seen most graphically
in the way these two groups voted.

The overall left-wing vote for the socialist and communist parties, the
SPD and the KPD, remained relatively stable between 1928 and 1933. But
there was a movement of working-class votes from the SPD to the KPD. For
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the KPD, the Depression was the crisis of capitalism and, therefore, its great
revolutionary opportunity. It became more militant as it won more
working-class votes. In its desire to become the sole representative of the
industrial working class, the KPD concentrated its fire on the ‘social fascists’
of the SPD, which as the party in coalition governments, was held respons-
ible by its working-class constituency for failing to alleviate the worst effects
of the Depression on employment and social welfare schemes. There was
some force to this diagnosis. The SPD-led coalition government, formed in
1928, had broken up in 1930, because the partners could not agree on how
to manage the Depression. The immediate point of dispute was the exhaus-
tion of the unemployment insurance fund, and the reluctance of the centre
and right parties in the government coalition to sanction further state and
employer contributions to keep the scheme afloat.

This issue mirrored a wider disagreement among the parties, not only in
Germany, but also throughout Europe, about the policies to be adopted to
confront the Depression, or more realistically, to allocate the misery. In
Germany, as elsewhere in Europe, the centre and right-wing parties gener-
ally insisted on deflationary policies, primarily swingeing cuts in public
spending, including unemployment benefits and the salaries of public sector
employees. The NSDAP stood apart from its right-wing rivals, here, pro-
moting state-funded public works schemes as the way to economic recovery,
which might have been one of the reasons why the party apparently won
the votes of that minority of ‘conservative’ workers who usually supported
the DNVP.

Deflationary policies whose costs were borne by workers and consumers
were, of course, a very good reason for the SPD not to want to enter national
government again, even though it became increasingly clear in the early
1930s that the SPD was the only real defence against an authoritarian,
rather than a democratic, outcome to Germany’s Depression-induced polit-
ical crisis. As it was, the SPD was caught in the dilemma of needing to
protect workers’ interests during the Depression, if only to stop the haemor-
rhaging of working-class votes to the revolutionary KPD, and having to
compromise those interests if it was in government.

Its way out of this dilemma was to give tacit parliamentary support to the
minority government which succeeded its own coalition government in
1930, led by the Catholic Centre politician, Heinrich Brüning, but to vote
against the deflationary measures passed by emergency decree legislation
when these required retrospective parliamentary approval, according to the
Weimar constitution. This parliamentary vote precipitated the dissolution
of parliament for new national elections in late 1930, in the hope of the
government securing a parliamentary majority, only for the NSDAP to
achieve its electoral breakthrough.

The NSDAP was already doing well in the indebted North German
farming communities from 1928, for whom the Depression aggravated the
condition of an already depressed agricultural sector in the 1920s. The party
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often managed to put itself at the head of single-issue rural protest move-
ments resisting foreclosures, for instance, and take over existing local,
regional and interest group organisations, filling the organisational vacuum
left in the countryside by the other national parties on the left and right. In
and from the 1930 elections, the electoral and organisational inroads made
in small town and rural Northern and Eastern Germany became almost a
clean sweep. Schleswig-Holstein became the first area where the Nazis
polled over 50 per cent of the total votes, an extraordinary situation under a
proportional representation electoral system.

What was happening with the farmers was also happening more generally
among lower-middle- and middle-class voters. The polarisation on the right
saw a dramatic redistribution of votes, as the NSDAP burnt off the support
of the centre and right-wing middle-class parties, and of the special interest
group parties which had been splintering off from the mainstream national
parties since the great inflation of 1923–24 destroyed middle-class savings
and incomes. Indicative of a wider national trend was the electoral disinteg-
ration of one of the most important of these splinter parties, the Economic
party, which represented small scale self-employed businessmen, retailers
and artisans, the classic German mittelstand of the ‘old’ middle classes. The
party won more votes than the Nazis in the 1928 national elections, at
4.5 per cent, and its decline to a rump of 0.3 per cent of the votes in July
1932 exactly matched the spectacular surge of the NSDAP, which was
taking over its constituencies.

After 1930, the Nazis did almost as well among the ‘new’ urban middle
classes of professionals and white-collared salaried employees in the public
and private sectors, and in the large cities, did especially well in the well-off
middle-class suburbs. These people were not always those impoverished or
made unemployed by the Depression. But they feared the repercussions for
social stability of the discontent of those that were, which, in their eyes, was
expressed in the polarisation to the left, the growing electoral strength and
revolutionary militancy of the KPD.

The bandwagon effect also mattered in the middle-class electorate. If the
economic crisis pushed the SPD further to the left, then it also pushed the
centre and right parties further to the right, in support of deflationary pol-
icies whose burden would fall on the unemployed and organised labour, and
politically at state and national level, for centre–right coalitions excluding
the SPD. The rightward drift of these parties was also a defensive response to
the success of the NSDAP. But the weaker electorally these parties became,
the more compelling was the reason for middle-class voters to support the
real thing, the Nazis.

The NSDAP already had a general party programme, which was, crudely,
to unite the nation internally, primarily or initially by destroying the nation’s
enemies, Jews and Marxists, which they saw as the necessary premise for
making Germany great again, internationally. Whatever the particular mes-
sages which the NSDAP addressed to the various middle-class electorates
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during the almost constant electioneering of the Depression years, this
general message had a significant resonance for people who felt that the
country was in crisis. The party campaigned from 1928 on themes of anti-
Marxism and national unity. These motifs had a real meaning for those who
felt threatened by the growing extremism of the left, and for whom the
Depression was accentuating the divisiveness and social tensions of German
life. The Depression everywhere, not only in Germany, made democratic
politics extremely competitive and sharp-edged, as parties representing dif-
ferent social groups and interests fought to defend their own corner and
deflect the costs of the Depression onto others. The Nazis captured the votes
and appropriated the interests of the various fragmented sections of the
German middle classes, and could do so as an untried but unsullied ‘outsider’
party, never in government and not responsible for Germany’s post-war
internal and external ‘weakness’. They could also win these middle-class votes
as a unifier in a country of divisive party politics, the party of all good racial
Germans, whatever their age, gender, religion, region or class.

By 1932, the NSDAP had come closest to what every inter-war fascist
movement aspired to be, a ‘people’s party’, a cross-class national party, trans-
cending the social and religious cleavages of modern European societies. In
Germany, these class and religious fissures still, at the peak of the Nazis’
electoral success, kept the NSDAP at bay. Most Catholics of all classes con-
tinued to vote for the Catholic Centre party and its Bavarian counterpart,
even during the Depression, leaning on a sub-cultural network of Catholic
political, social and economic organisations which the Nazis were unable to
breach. Most industrial workers went on voting for the SPD and the KPD,
with a significant minority, probably not Marxist socialist voters anyway,
going Nazi. So, although the NSDAP became the party par excellence of the
country’s Protestant urban and rural lower middle and middle classes, it more
closely resembled a volkspartei than any other party around. The idea on
which they based their programme of national renewal, the Volksgemeinschaft,
or national race community, by and large fitted the socially wide-ranging
membership and electorate who supported them between 1930 and 1933.

After the July 1932 elections, Germany was practically ungovernable, at
least by parties supporting democratic institutions. The Nazis and the KPD
together had over half the seats in the national parliament and could prevent
any pro-Weimar coalition forming. But by then, parliament was irrelevant
to the resolution of Germany’s political crisis and was sidelined, even sub-
verted, by President Hindenburg, the elected head of state, who was a Prus-
sian land-owning conservative, a DNVPer, with no particular commitment
to a parliamentary and republican system of government. Between 1930 and
1933, a succession of governments lacking a parliamentary majority enacted
measures and laws by emergency decree on Presidential authority, a pro-
cedure allowed under the Weimar constitution, which also permitted retro-
spective parliamentary scrutiny of such emergency decree legislation. The
temporary suspension of government’s accountability to the elected parlia-
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ment exposed the operation of government to the behind the scenes influ-
ence of powerful non-elected national institutions and interest and pressure
groups, including the armed forces. Hitler’s eventual appointment as Chan-
cellor, or Prime Minister, of a new government in January 1933 obviously
had some reference to the NSDAP’s staggering electoral success and to the
strength of the party’s parliamentary representation. But his nomination
owed more to the interplay between Hindenburg and his conservative clique
of advisors and the representatives of Germany’s military and economic
establishment, who delivered power to parties, the NSDAP and DNVP in
coalition, systematically opposed to democratic parliamentary institutions.

At the very least, Hindenburg wanted a government which excluded the
SPD. But there were signs that he, and his advisors, were thinking of
making Presidential rule permanent and governing without reference to par-
liament or elections, effectively a fundamental revision of the Weimar con-
stitution. But no democratic or potential authoritarian government in
Germany could govern without taking account of a party which had over a
third of the electorate behind it. As in Italy in 1922, banning the party or
preventing it from having at least a share in power would have risked civil
war, and the army taking on good patriotic and nationalist Germans. The
hope and expectation was, then, in the words of the architect of the strategy,
Franz von Papen, an independent conservative politician close to the Presi-
dent, to ‘box Hitler in’, to co-opt him and his movement’s mass support for
a conservative stabilisation of the country’s political and economic situation.
The short-lived non-party governments ruling by Presidential decree in
1932, led by the army general, Kurt von Schleicher, and von Papen, had
sought the backing of the NSDAP, in order to give themselves the popular
support which they, non-elected and with no party affiliations, lacked. But
Hitler, in his unproductive contacts with President Hindenburg, held out
for a Nazi-led government. Eventually, in January 1933, this was conceded,
but the strategy remained the same. Hitler was Chancellor, but von Papen
was Vice-Chancellor, the NSDAP was in coalition with the DNVP and most
government ministers were not Nazis.

So, as in Italy in 1922, fascism came to power in Germany more or less
within the framework of a parliamentary system, and as the result of a com-
promise with the country’s conservative establishment, who saw the parvenu
fascist movement and its leader as the necessary popular dimension to a
conservative resolution of the national crisis. There was, as yet, no revolu-
tionary conflagration of the country’s existing political, economic and mili-
tary institutions. The test of Italian Fascism’s and German Nazism’s fascist
credentials was whether they could, or would, break out of the ‘box’.

Austria

Political developments in Austria during the Depression years paralleled
those in Germany in the same period. The impact of the Depression led to
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significant electoral gains for the Austrian Nazi party, contributing to a
political crisis which became the crisis of Austria’s democratic parliamentary
system. The outcome was, however, different, and there was an additional
ingredient to the crisis: external interference in the country’s domestic
politics.

In the late 1930 national elections, the Austrian Nazis had polled about
100,000 votes, 3 per cent of the total, compared to the Heimwehr’s 6 per
cent. As the Depression bit, the Austrian NSDAP achieved its electoral
breakthrough, winning over 16 per cent of the vote in the regional and
municipal elections of 1932. In the event of national elections, they clearly
expected to become a significant parliamentary force. They had swallowed
up the votes of the other pan-German nationalist organisation, the Greater
German People’s Party, the rump of which, along with the Styrian and other
Heimwehr sections, merged with the Nazi party in the course of 1933–34.
The Austrian Nazis continued to show well among the urban ‘new’ middle
classes, civil servants and public sector employees, professionals, teachers and
students, and as a measure of the impact of the Depression on their support,
made greater inroads in small town and farming communities. Despite this
broadening base of middle-class support, the Austrian Nazis were less of a
volkspartei than their German comrades, and were limited in their appeal by
the same sub-cultural obstacles which the Nazis faced in Germany. The SPD
and the Christian Social party, both buttressed by dense cradle-to-grave
organisational networks, held on to the votes of, respectively, most indus-
trial workers, and most Catholics, the latter being more susceptible to the
appeal of the Nazis’ rival, the Heimwehr.

As in Germany in 1930, parliamentary government in Austria was effect-
ively suspended as the result of inter-party disagreement on how to tackle
the Depression. The Christian Social leader, Engelbert Dollfuss, headed a
right-wing coalition government pursuing conventional deflationary eco-
nomic policies, which with Heimwehr support had a parliamentary majority
of one. This was government against the SPD, with the policies to match.
Confronted by SPD resistance to the government’s deflationary measures in
both parliament and on the streets, Dollfuss prerogued, or suspended,
parliament in March 1933 and, re-activating wartime emergency powers,
governed by decree.

In time, it became clear that this was a coup against Austria’s parliamen-
tary republic, but it was not a fascist coup. Some have argued that Dollfuss’s
action was primarily a matter of preserving Austria’s very existence as a
state, at the price of doing away with the country’s parliamentary system.
With Hitler just in power in Germany, and on the evidence of the Austrian
Nazis’ electoral performance in 1932, new elections and parliamentary
democracy would deliver the country to the pan-German Nazis, who would
bring about the Anschluss, the union of Austria with Germany. If Dollfuss’s
intention was to save Austria from the Nazis, then this was certainly the
effect of his suspension of parliamentary government, which was followed up
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by a government ban on the Austrian NSDAP in June 1933, and under
strong pressure from Mussolini, a similar ban on the SPD, in February 1934.

A cross-party Christian Social crisis alliance with the SPD could also have
saved Austrian democracy from Nazism, of course. But, as in Germany, the
centre and right during the Depression did not want to be in government
with the SPD, and this is another way of seeing Dollfuss’s actions: a non-
parliamentary government was preferred to parliamentary government with
the SPD. The government bans undermined the political pluralism at the
heart of any democratic system. Dollfuss’s intention to have done with party
political activity altogether, was confirmed in his mooting of a single,
government-supporting organisation, the Fatherland Front, essentially a
union of the Christian Socials and the Heimwehr. These dissolved themselves
into the new body, which became the only party legally allowed to exist
under the new constitution of May 1934, transforming Austria from a
parliamentary republic to an authoritarian ‘Social, Christian, German State’.

This new corporatist constitution did not allow a corporately-elected
national federal assembly to initiate laws, only to approve those put to it by
an unaccountable government. It owed less to fascist models, and more to
Dollfuss’s own Catholic Christian Social background and to current Papal
Catholic political and social thinking, which was corporatist and ‘accidental-
ist’, meaning that for Catholics, the type of political system was immaterial
as long as the interests of the Church were protected. The Fatherland Front
equipped itself with fascist-style capillary organisations encompassing
young people, social welfare and recreational activities. But its real purpose
was to exist, as a touchstone of national, patriotic support for the new
regime, rather than take on the totalitarian mobilisation of the single party
in the actual fascist regimes in Italy and Germany in the 1930s. The Front’s
lack of dynamism also derived from the fact that it was created from above,
as a passive prop for the regime, with the Heimwehr having its leaders in
government, but its independence wrapped up inside the official state party.
One of the strands of Austrian fascism had become a component of an
authoritarian regime, but not its driving force.

One wonders whether Mussolini was entirely satisfied with his efforts to
‘fascistise’ Austria through his support of the Heimwehr from 1927, and his
pressures on Dollfuss to have done with the SPD and parliamentary demo-
cracy in the crisis of 1932–34. The eventual outcome of an authoritarian,
but not fascist, constitution might well indicate the limits of his influence
on Austrian politics. He might well have thought that ‘fascistising’ other
countries was a way of extending Italian Fascist influence in Europe, and
that a country with a political system aligned to his own was much more
likely to have good relations with Fascist Italy. But the then current Italian
state interest of keeping Austria ‘independent’, that is, independent of
Germany if not of Italy, so as to keep Italy’s frontiers from the weight
of German revisionism of the Versailles settlement, was well-served by
Dollfuss’s authoritarian and Austrian nationalist Austria. The Austrian

Fascist movements: the second wave, 1929–40 73



NSDAP went underground and into German exile after the Dollfuss ban,
and probably with the knowledge and approval of Hitler, attempted a coup
against Dollfuss in July 1934, whose overthrow was to be the prelude to
Anschluss. They succeeded in murdering Dollfuss in his office, while Mus-
solini was entertaining his wife and children on holiday in Italy, but did not
manage to topple his government or his system of rule, which continued
under his successor, Kurt von Schuschnigg. In response to the coup attempt,
Mussolini staged a mobilisation of troops on the Italian–Austrian border as a
sign that he was prepared to resist by force the union of Austria with
Germany.

But foreign influence and intervention had the final word. If Dollfuss had
been able to make something of Austrian nationalism and independence as
the beneficiary of the hostility between Italy and Germany in 1933–34, his
successor was the victim of the growing co-operation and friendship between
the two fascist powers in 1936. Hitler’s Germany had refused to apply
League of Nations economic sanctions against a Fascist Italy internationally
isolated by its invasion and conquest of Ethiopia in 1935–36, and became
the major supplier of Italy’s energy and raw material needs. In return, Mus-
solini effectively dropped his earlier defence of Austrian independence. He
encouraged Schuschnigg to conclude an agreement with Germany in July
1936, which recognised Austria as a ‘German’ state and removed the ban on
the Austrian Nazis. Exposed to relentless internal and external Nazi pressure
without Italian cover, Schuschnigg’s resignation and Anschluss came in early
1938, and this time Mussolini did not resist. The Fatherland Front and the
Dollfuss constitution were dissolved, and Austria was politically and admin-
istratively incorporated into Nazi Germany.

Unable to come to power through its own coup, the Austrian NSDAP’s
route to power was decided by external intervention and changing inter-
national alignments. In the 1920s, fascist movements had prospered, or not,
in their national contexts. The defeat of Austrian democracy, and then, in
turn, of Austrian authoritarianism, was a sign that international relations,
disrupted in the 1930s by the assertive presence of the two fascist regimes in
Italy and Germany, were one of the factors determining the fate of Europe’s
fascist movements.

The Gömbös regime and the Arrow Cross in Hungary

In Hungary, as elsewhere in agrarian Eastern Europe, the impact of the
Great Depression was catastrophic. The international terms of trade had
been running against the mainly agricultural and raw materials producing
economies of Eastern Europe in the 1920s. Now, for Hungary, there were
even sharper falls in agricultural prices and in both the value and volume of
the country’s mainly wheat and cereals agricultural exports, leading to lower
farmers’ incomes and rural unemployment, which, in turn, hit the domestic
sales and production of national industries. The lower level of economic
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activity generally, reduced the tax and other revenues coming to govern-
ment. There was a run on the Hungarian currency on international money
markets in 1931, as foreign disinvestment occurred in response to the
Depression. The country’s sources of foreign short-term loans and credits
dried up, and existing foreign debts were not extended but called in. In a
country with an already inflated and unaffordable state bureaucracy which
was the main employment outlet for educated men, the loss of international
loans and falling state revenues forced the government to cut both the pay
and numbers of civil servants, and so restrict and make more competitive
the job market for university graduates.

This kind of retrenchment was happening everywhere else, of course. But
the Depression was effectively destabilising the way the dominant conservat-
ive liberal politician and Prime Minister, Bethlen, had managed the
economy and the oligarchic parliamentary system since 1921. Reconciling
the interests of the Bethlenite alliance of aristocratic Magyar landowners
and the Jewish business and financial community, post-war and post-
revolutionary economic reconstruction in the 1920s was based on inter-
national loans and investment, and on agricultural exporting, both of which
withered away with the Depression. As in Germany and elsewhere, politics
became increasingly competitive and defensive, as interest groups and the
parties which represented them attempted to ensure that others bore
the brunt of the Depression and of the government’s deflationary policies.
The ‘government party’ in Hungary, the National Union, itself little more
than a common forum for government-supporting civil servants, profes-
sional politicians and economic interest groups, sustained by state patron-
age, showed signs of breaking up from within. The Smallholders party,
representing indebted peasant farmers, left the National Union in late 1930.
Bethlen, no longer able to hold together the Union nor manage the eco-
nomic crisis, resigned in 1931, opening up nearly a decade and a half of
internecine political conflict among the various Hungarian rights, with the
head of state and regent, Horthy, holding the ring.

Late in 1932, Horthy appointed the domesticated fascist, Gömbös, as
Hungary’s Depression Prime Minister, in a manoeuvre which resembled that
being attempted at the same time by Hindenburg and von Papen with
respect to Hitler in Germany. Gömbös’s nomination opened the way to the
more radical elements within Hungary’s political establishment, and pro-
vided the ‘strong government’ which Horthy evidently thought Hungary
needed in the midst of the Depression. But, at the same time, Horthy
wanted to box Gömbös in. Gömbös was not allowed to enact the ‘socialism’
of his earlier 1920s ‘national socialism’, in other words, land reform and
anti-Jewish laws, and was anyway effectively prevented from doing so by
Horthy’s refusal to bring forward parliamentary elections. Gömbös, until
the 1935 elections, was obliged to work with a parliament elected when
Bethlen was in charge of government and of the National Union.

Gömbös, nevertheless, did his best to implement from above what he had
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attempted from below as leader of the anti-system Party of Racial Defence in
the mid-1920s. The possibility of achieving Hungarian nationalist goals was
checked in the 1920s by the existence of France’s alliances with the benefi-
ciaries of the Versailles settlement, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and
Yugoslavia, and their complement, the anti-Hungarian Little Entente. In
this light, even Bethlen’s government had seen the value of contacts and co-
operation with an equally ‘revisionist’ and anti-Yugoslav Fascist Italy in the
late 1920s. Hitler’s coming to power in Germany in 1933 meant that
Hungary could now also hitch her revisionism to that of a much stronger
‘revisionist’ power. This became an increasingly attractive, and necessary,
proposition, as Nazi Germany successfully dismantled the Versailles settle-
ment in the late 1930s, the Anschluss of 1938 bringing Germany to
Hungary’s borders.

Gömbös was extremely keen on an overtly ‘revisionist’ international align-
ment with the two fascist powers, an extension of his own co-operation with
other Central European nationalist groups in the 1920s. The German–
Hungarian trade agreement of 1934 for the export to Germany of Hungarian
agricultural produce and bauxite was, then, both an act of economic policy
and diplomacy, and for both countries. It was one of several similar exclusive
bilateral trading deals which Nazi Germany made with East European coun-
tries desperate to find guaranteed outlets for their agricultural and raw mater-
ials exports. Such deals were not just ways out of the Depression. In a longer
term perspective, they were steps on the way to creating that German-
dominated, autarkic continental European Grossraumwirtschaft (‘large eco-
nomic area’) so nearly achieved by 1942, in which the industrialised ‘steely
core of a Greater Germany’ (Overy 1987: 98) serviced, and was serviced by, a
mainly agricultural and raw materials producing periphery.

Gömbös, like Mussolini on the other side of the fence, seemed to think
that closer international alignments were cemented by internal alignments
of political systems. Hitler, as we shall see later, interestingly, thought dif-
ferently. But Gömbös’ boasts to German Nazi leaders that he would create a
‘national socialist’ state in Hungary probably owed as much to his own long-
held belief that the Horthy system needed overhauling, as to his desire to
please the Nazis. He certainly intended to set up a one-party corporate state
system, to be realised through the transformation of the ‘government party’,
the National Union, from an organisation designed to fix elections and
secure unassailable parliamentary majorities, to a permanent national polit-
ical movement with a capillary network capable of organising and mobilis-
ing the population. The renamed Party of National Unity equipped itself
with a militia and youth organisation, in order, said Gömbös, to realise
‘total control of the nation’s social life’, or, even more revealingly in the
words of the man responsible for the party’s reorganisation, ‘to aid the leader
in his progress towards the goal of national unity . . . (as an) instrument for
reshaping the whole way of life . . . (and) to pre-empt political ideas and
action that do not emanate from its own framework’ (Janos 1982: 289).
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What prevented, or slowed down, Hungary’s mooted development into a
fascist state was, of course, the lack of the very factor, an already existing
mass fascist party, which gave Hitler his real leverage in German politics
and enabled him to avoid the trap set for him by Hindenburg’s conservative
clique. In Nazi Germany, the party became the state, while in Hungary, the
state attempted to create the party. But it was a very close run thing.
Gömbös won his own governmental parliamentary majority in the 1935
elections, and might have managed to break free of Horthy’s policy strait-
jacket, if he had not died in 1936. His Bethlenite successor returned the
‘government party’ to being an electoral organisation. A similar attempt to
change the nature of the ‘official’ party was made when he was Prime Minis-
ter in 1938 by Bela Imrédy, who assumed Gömbös’s radical establishment
mantle, and his overtly pro-German foreign policy and anti-Jewish and
agrarian reform internal policies.

While Gömbös was attempting to foist a fascist party on Hungary from
above, the real things were emerging outside establishment politics. One of
several fascist groupings which mushroomed during the Depression, the
Brotherhood of the Scythe Cross, formed in 1931, momentarily achieved a
mass peasant following on the basis of the promise of land reform and an
apocalyptic vision of a religious and ‘peasantist’ national regeneration. The
movement’s ‘March on Budapest’, or pilgrimage-cum-crusade to redeem a
benighted capital city, in 1936, was a rolling coup, in the manner of Le
Faisceau’s rallies in Eastern France in 1926. The momentum of the march
was meant to induce a failure of government will at the centre. But the
march was very soon contained and dispersed by police action.

The Party of National Will, formed in 1935, and reformed, after a
government ban, as the dominant partner in a national socialist coalition,
the Arrow Cross–Hungarist movement, in 1937, had far more staying
power, and was a more serious challenge to the Horthy system. Its founder
was a dreamy recently retired army officer, Ferenc Szálasi, who brought an
already developed idiosyncratic concept of ‘Hungarism’ to the new move-
ment, which he constantly refined and tinkered with, over his years as
leader. Szálasi’s ‘Hungarism’ was a bizarre version of racial geopolitics, but
no more bizarre than Hitler’s vision of an Aryan racialist–imperialist utopia.
In a way which was characteristic of inter-war fascist movements and ideol-
ogies, Szálasi invented for the Hungarian Magyars a mythical and glorious
past, which served as an ideal to evoke and emulate, a stimulus to remedy-
ing Hungary’s inglorious present situation and to securing its glorious
future.

For the Magyars were, in origin, as racially ‘fit’ and superior as the Aryan
Germans, and like them and their fellow ‘Turanians’, the Japanese, the
Magyars were a global ‘master race’. Magyars-as-‘Turanians’ were a racial
oxymoron, a ‘pure’ blend of various Asiatic and Middle Eastern tribes and
peoples, who by location and settlement had a ‘Western’ culture, and so
represented the racial and cultural bridge between Europe and Asia. This
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‘Turanian’ tosh, which set the Magyars up as Europe’s ‘Asiatics’, had become
current in some extreme nationalist circles in the 1920s, and their assump-
tion of a partly non-European Hungarian identity was their ‘Eastern’ answer
to the ‘Western’ humiliation of the Magyar nation in the Treaty of Trianon.

Anyway, Szálasi envisaged a global racial ‘new order’, where each of the
dominant ‘master races’, the Magyars, Germans and Japanese, would carve
out huge regional and ethnically grouped empires. The Magyars were to rule
a South Eastern and Eastern European ‘Carpathian–Danubian Greater
Fatherland’ of the Christian slav peoples, where Magyar would be the official
language, the language of power, in other words, but a degree of administra-
tive and cultural autonomy would be conceded to the empire’s subject
nationalities. This might seem little more than an enlarged restoration, with
different racial justifications, of the Austro-Hungarian empire after the Aus-
gleich of 1867. But allowing other nationalities any rights at all was rather
different from the usual Hungarian nationalism, which offered only assimi-
lation to Magyardom, the road actually taken by Szálasi himself, as a Hun-
garian of German and Slovak extraction.

Szálasi’s fantasy land had no place for Jews, conventionally portrayed as
the anti-national purveyors of bolshevism and finance capitalism, and they
would be forcibly ‘repatriated’ outside Europe. The expulsion of the Jews
would be a step towards creating a ‘Christian’ corporately organised
economy, where the state would nationalise the banks and financial services
sector, energy production and war industries, and foster the growth of a
Magyar middle class of agricultural and industrial entrepreneurs, by pro-
moting land reform and industrial development. Szálasi seemed to think
that it was possible to take a ‘legal’, parliamentary road to power, and then,
as Hitler had done, transform Hungary’s mongrel parliamentary democracy
into a fully blown dictatorship, with himself as the supreme and charismatic
leader, ‘selected by higher divine authority to redeem Magyardom’ ( Janos
1982: 277).

Szálasi founded his party in 1935, when the worst of the Depression was
over, and its dramatic political breakthrough occurred in 1938–39, when
the Hungarian economy was on the way to recovery. So it is difficult to
claim that the movement’s emergence and growth were induced by the
effects of the Depression, other than the general one that it had undermined
the conservative liberal Bethlenite political hegemony of the 1920s, and so
opened up Hungarian politics in the 1930s to intense competition among
the various rights.

Pre-1989 Marxist historians in Hungary tended to write off the Arrow
Cross as Nazi Germany’s traitorous ‘fifth column’. They put the movement’s
growing strength in the late 1930s down to the external support it received
from Nazi Germany, and to the effect on internal Hungarian politics of the
country’s ever closer international association with the fascist powers for
the revision of the Versailles settlement. Szálasi certainly had contacts with
the German Nazi leaders, and received German funding. But Hitler’s main
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concern, as elsewhere in Eastern Europe, was to bring Hungary into Nazi
Germany’s economic orbit. He remained extremely cagey about local fascist
movements, distrusting their nationalism, which would make them uncom-
fortable allies in a Germanic empire. He also feared that once in power, their
enactment of a fascist revolution would lead to social, economic and political
upheaval, hardly producing the settled economic conditions conducive to
Germany’s access to their countries’ economic resources.

All things considered, Hitler preferred working with non-fascist authori-
tarians, even tepid ones like Horthy, and saw local fascist movements as
levers of pressure on other governments, a way of blackmailing their co-
operation with Germany. Delivering what Germany wanted was made to
seem the lesser evil to the unleashing of a fascist revolution. The implied
threat was that if existing governments could or would not co-operate with
Nazi Germany, then the latter could turn to fascist movements who would.
Hitler’s distrust of other fascisms, which reflected his unwillingness to com-
promise on the fulfilment of Nazi ideological aims, led to ambiguous and
sometimes prickly relationships between the local fascist movements and
German authorities in German-occupied Europe after 1940.

So, the Germans never favoured putting the Arrow Cross in power before
or even during the war, and only did so in extremis, in 1944–45, when the
country was already being invaded by the Soviet army. The stand off was a
reciprocal one. Szálasi accepted Nazi money, but did not intend to be com-
promised by it, regarding himself as an ideologically purer national socialist
than Hitler. There can be no doubting the level of influence the Germans
were capable of exerting on Hungarian internal politics, as a result of the
Anschluss, and Hungary’s economic and diplomatic dependence on Germany
for economic recovery from the Depression and the realisation of her ‘revi-
sionist’ aims. But in the political manoeuvrings of late 1940, when the
Germans wanted the Arrow Cross to merge with a new party under Imrédy
seceding from the ‘government party’, Szálasi refused to play the role
assigned to him and his movement of becoming the mass base of a pro-
German rightist government. In standing by his political independence,
Szálasi probably put the Arrow Cross further from power as a result.

If only because other explanations are inadequate, one has to conclude
that the Arrow Cross’s surge in 1938–39 was due to internal political and
organisational factors. Up to then, its members and leaders were, typically,
army officers, or ex-army officers, civil servants and professionals, the usual
components of extreme nationalistic movements in inter-war Hungary. In
the period of its mass recruitment and growth, the Arrow Cross won over
agricultural labourers and peasants, especially in the poorest rural areas, and
industrial and urban workers, an uncomfortable fact both acknowledged and
disguised by Marxist historians when they spoke of the movement’s support
among the ‘large backward stratum of urban and village semi-proletarians
and proletarians’ (Lackó 1980: 397). So, despite successive government bans
on Arrow Cross political activity, Szálasi himself being in jail for conspiracy
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to overthrow the constitution, and the Arrow Cross not standing in all con-
stituencies, its national socialist coalition won forty-nine seats, thirty-one of
them to the Arrow Cross, and nearly a million votes, about 25 per cent of
the total, in the May 1939 elections.

In Budapest, remarkably, the Arrow Cross-led coalition came a decent
second to the government party overall, but outvoted everybody, the
government party, the socialists and the Christian Socials, in the city’s
working and lower middle-class suburbs. The Arrow Cross’s popular vote
seemed to indicate that it had made the most of recent electoral reform
which, by extending the secret ballot, effectively enfranchised more indus-
trial and agricultural workers, and had stepped into the organisational
vacuum left by the long standing government-imposed limitations on
socialist party activities. The Arrow Cross’s national socialism was, in effect,
the only radical alternative for previously unorganised industrial and rural
workers (the ‘proletarians’), and transport and other public utility workers
(the ‘semi-proletarians’). The Arrow Cross did well among precisely those
social groups, agricultural labourers, miners, public employees, whom the
socialists had not been allowed to organise. Bethlen contemptuously
observed that the masses of leftist socialism were now on the extreme right.
The final product was a fascist party which performed well electorally across
Hungary and among all social groups, and so, like the NSDAP in Germany,
came closest to the fascist dream of being a volkspartei, a ‘people’s party’, a
heterogeneous movement which was the microcosm of the nation.

Szálasi’s imprisonment was probably a blessing in disguise. The move-
ment could play on his status as the martyred visionary, and on its status as
the only serious oppositional force to the Horthy system. But its dramatic
electoral performance did not bring the Arrow Cross any nearer power. As
Gömbös had found in the 1920s, large governmental majorities could be
stirred, but not shaken. The coalition’s forty-nine seats in parliament were
way off the government party’s 179 seats. Horthy had no intention of co-
opting Szálasi, nor was Szálasi open to co-option, which was more than
could be said for some of the Arrow Cross’s supporters among Hungary’s
actual and aspirant state employees, whom government patronage and pres-
sure could quite easily transform from the system’s ‘outs’ to the system’s
‘ins’. As often happened to other inter-war fascist movements, momentum
and expectations fell away after the initial surge, when it became clear that
the movement would not take power.

The Arrow Cross was also becalmed by the government’s own policies.
The moderate conservative, Pal Teleki, Prime Minister between 1939 and
1941, introduced tougher anti-Jewish measures, including lower quotas on
Jews in professional and white collar employment and a ban on Jews marry-
ing non-Jews. Although Teleki, like Horthy, feared too fixed an alignment
to the Axis powers, that, too, was helping Hungary regain her lost terri-
tories. The Vienna agreements of 1938 and 1940, ‘arbitrated’ by Nazi
Germany and Fascist Italy, allowed Hungary to re-annex parts of Slovakia
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and of Ruthenia from Czechoslovakia, and northern Transylvania from
Romania. In effect, and perhaps also in intention, these internal and external
nationalistic ‘gains’ helped to neutralise the Arrow Cross’s political appeal,
demonstrating that the country did not need fascism in order to achieve
national goals. It only required the existing government to go further to the
right.

So, rather paradoxically, the very right-wing and nationalist political
ambience of the 1930s which stimulated the growth of the Arrow Cross, was
also the factor inhibiting its progress. The Arrow Cross would undoubtedly
have performed even better in the 1939 elections, if the country had had a
fully democratic political and electoral system and the government not
habitually intervened to influence the polling. Szálasi’s opportunity came,
eventually, only as the result of Hungary’s military defeat in the Second
World War, and of what he had previously resisted, Nazi Germany’s exter-
nal intervention in Hungary’s domestic politics. But the limits which
authoritarian governments and systems placed on the success of fascist
movements can be seen even more brutally in the case of Eastern Europe’s
other most significant fascism, the Iron Guard in Romania.

The Iron Guard in Romania

As in Hungary, the impact of the Depression in Romania was to undermine
an economy based on agricultural and raw materials exporting and inter-
national loans, and destroy the credibility of the generally liberal economic
policies followed by the governments of the 1920s and continued by the
National Peasant Party government of 1930–32. This government had negoti-
ated a foreign loan in 1929 to help stabilise and re-value the Romanian cur-
rency, and the NPP’s own peasant following now paid the price for it. Having
borrowed money and mortgaged their properties in a period of inflation,
which if it continued would reduce the value of their debts over time, farmers
now faced paying back their loans in re-valued currency at the same time as
agricultural prices and incomes were being lowered by the Depression.

The other new and destabilising element of Romanian politics in the
Depression years had nothing to do with the Depression. The King, Carol,
who had abdicated in 1925 and gone into exile, returned to the country as
King in 1930. His reneging on a promise not to repatriate his Jewish mis-
tress as well prompted the resignation of the NPP Prime Minister in late
1930. The authoritarian drift of Romanian politics in the 1930s came from
this conjuncture of the predictable and the unpredictable, the impact of the
Depression and the King’s return.

After another short lived NPP government in 1932–33, the manipulated
1933 elections delivered over half the total vote to the Liberals, the great
political fixers of the 1920s, who had a large parliamentary majority as the
result of the workings of Romania’s less than democratic electoral system,
which gave the party winning 40 per cent of the vote half of the seats in
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parliament and a proportional share of the other half. The Liberals formed
Romania’s real Depression government, and went right to ‘neo-liberalism’,
adopting protectionist and autarkic policies to industrialise a still mainly
agrarian society through state management of the economy. Such an attempt
at state-directed, fast track modernisation was bound to have casualties as
well as beneficiaries, and was ill-suited to the give and take, the balancing of
interests of even a nominally democratic party system. This suited the King,
who wanted to govern as well as rule his country, and to this end, preferred
governments made up of ‘talented’ individuals dependent on him for their
appointment, to governments tied to parties and their parliamentary
representation.

The growth of the Iron Guard coincided with the period of ‘neo-liberal’
government, between 1933 and 1937, and had its equivalent of the Arrow
Cross’s political surge in 1936–37. The rise of such an extremist political
movement also hardened the King’s authoritarian tendencies, paradoxical as
that might seem. During the Depression years, the Iron Guard became a
national mass movement, its proselytising and organising in often politically
untouched peasant communities feeding off the deepening rural impoverish-
ment caused by the economic crisis. Its practical small scale self-help
community work projects helped the Guard to establish a permanent pres-
ence in village society. There was evidence also of peasant farmers who used
to vote for the NPP, turning to the Guard in the mid-1930s. Certainly, the
Guard’s increased activity brought it into sharp competition for the rural
anti-Semitic vote with the National Christian Party (NCP), formed by a
merger of Cuza’s LANC and Octavian Goga’s Agrarian Party.

In 1931, the Iron Guard, albeit standing under an assumed name after a
government ban on its activities, won between 1 per cent and 2 per cent of
the vote, gaining its first parliamentary representation of two seats in sub-
sequent by-elections. In the 1932 elections, it polled perhaps 70,000 votes,
between 2 per cent and 3 per cent of the total, and had five seats in parlia-
ment. The movement’s electoral participation did not mean abandoning its
usual political methods, which were inimical to those of parliamentary
democracy. Its actual and promised political violence and intimidation
during the 1933 election campaign justified another ban by the govern-
ment, which arrested and imprisoned Guardist leaders and members en
masse, precisely to prevent the Guard’s participation in elections giving the
‘government party’, the Liberals, their absolute majority of the vote and
unassailable majority in parliament. The Legion responded in characteristic
fashion, one of its assassination squads killing the Liberal leader and Prime
Minister in December 1933. Between 1933 and 1940, the Legion managed
to assassinate four Prime Ministers in a row. It was little wonder that the
Iron Guard alternated between being a legal and illegal organisation in the
1930s, nor that Carol eventually concluded that the only way to deal with
such a violently disruptive political party was to do away with all political
parties.
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The Iron Guard thrived on official persecution and ‘martyrdom’. Its core
Legionary structure, built around the constellation of ‘nests’, was ideally
suited to underground conspiratorial activity, and to the continuous recruit-
ment needed to replenish imprisoned party cadres. No matter how hard the
government repressed it, the movement was never extinguished. In the 1937
elections, the Guard, under its political nom de plume, the All for the
Fatherland Party, won a staggering 16 per cent of the total vote, with sixty-
six seats in parliament, making it the third largest party behind the ‘neo-
liberals’ and the NPP. The vote was staggering, because it was achieved by
an oppositional party operating outside and against an electoral ‘system’
habitually subject to heavy interference from state authorities designed to fix
the result for the ‘government party’. Police reports indicated that the
actual, rather than the officially recorded vote for the Iron Guard was prob-
ably nearer 25 per cent of the total.

The size of the vote was also a sign that the Iron Guard had branched out.
Although still mainly a rural organisation, winning peasant and small town
lower middle-class support, the movement was active in the towns and
capital city, Bucharest. Its corporation of Legionary workers, founded in
1931, claimed 8,000 members in the late 1930s, while the practical propa-
ganda by deed projects were extended from the countryside to the provincial
towns and the capital, in the shape of Legionary-sponsored restaurants, shops
and small businesses. One has to assume, again, that like the Arrow Cross in
Hungary, the Iron Guard was filling a gap left by the weakness of Marxist
socialist labour organisations. For unorganised workers, the Iron Guard was
a socially radical alternative to the ‘establishment’ parties.

The 1937 elections meant that the country was ungovernable in the usual
manner. For the only, and last, time no electoral list had managed to win
the magical 40 per cent of the votes, and the King appointed a minority
government led by the National Christian Party. New elections carried the
risk of the Iron Guard making even greater gains. Carol used the impasse to
stage his own royal coup, in February 1938. He first suspended the constitu-
tion, governing by decree, and then abolished it. His new constitution
removed parliamentary accountability, with government ministers now
nominated by and responsible to the King, and introduced corporate
representation. All political parties were abolished; the only legal political
organisation was his own concoction, the Front for National Rebirth, into
which other political forces, including the Iron Guard, were expected to
merge.

This resembled the top-down, government-supporting front organisa-
tions which the other inter-war non-fascist authoritarians, Dollfuss in
Austria, Salazar in Portugal and Franco in Spain, had created to buttress
their regimes. The Front, later renamed Party of the Nation, developed, as
Gömbös’s official party did, sectoral capillary organisations for workers,
young people and women. But it lacked the true ideological inspiration and
drive of the genuine fascist party. It was a government toy, run by civil
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servants; its local branches were led by the prefects, state officials who
represented and exercised state authority in the provinces.

Romania’s independent fascist movement was as opposed to the royal dic-
tatorship as it was to the country’s nominal democratic parliamentary
system. Codreanu had refused to enter a coalition government with the NCP
after the 1937 elections, one of the factors precipitating the King’s coup.
Carol then coupled his attempts to co-opt the Iron Guard with repression.
Codreanu and thousands of Legionaries were arrested and imprisoned,
pushing the Iron Guard onto familiar territory. The Guard refused to accept
the King as the movement’s new leader, and Codreanu’s real replacement,
Horia Sima, instigated the usual cycle of violence and counter-violence,
which this time reached new levels of brutality. Guardist attacks on Jews
and state officials seemed on this occasion to be a concerted strategy of
tension, to unnerve and destabilise the government by an orchestrated cam-
paign of terror, preparatory to an actual coup. The government retaliated
with the police’s murder of the imprisoned Codreanu and Legionaries, in
November 1938, and a persecution of the Guard which intended to stamp
the movement out once and for all.

Neither happened. Sima’s potential coup was stymied by the army
remaining loyal to the King. The Guard went underground, or into German
exile, but hydra-like, were still capable of the revenge assassination in Sep-
tember 1939 of the Prime Minister responsible for the mass cull of the
movement, also killing his successor, in 1940. It was the fast changing
international situation which brought better times for the Guard.

German-led revisionism of the Versailles settlement was, of course, a
threat to the Greater Romania created by that settlement. Codreanu pre-
sumably recognised this when, in the 1937 election campaign, he openly
committed the Iron Guard to leading Romania into an alliance of the ‘states
of the nationalist revolution’ with the Axis powers, against the USSR, the
Western democracies, the League of Nations, and, of course, Romania’s
membership of the pro-French, anti-Hungarian Little Entente. Associating a
Guardist Romania with Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany might have been
Codreanu’s way of heading off revisionism at the expense of Romania, on the
grounds that the Axis would hardly dismember the territory of a fascist ally.
The Axis alliance would at least protect Romania against the territorial
claims of the Soviet Union. But Codreanu’s support of an alliance with the
fascist powers was also a mark of the ‘internationalism’ of this most idiosyn-
cratic and national of European fascist movements. Codreanu perceived
things in terms which matched Mussolini’s view of the Axis, that it was the
vanguard of a progressively ‘fascistising’ Europe, and that the conflict
between the alternative ‘civilisations’ to the liberal capitalist and democratic
order, fascism and Bolshevism, was now a universal one. Each country’s
‘national revolution’ was part of a wider struggle to ‘save’ Europe from
Communism.

But the fascist power which was coming to dominate Eastern Europe in
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the late 1930s was Nazi Germany, not Fascist Italy. Romania came relat-
ively late into the German economic orbit, the March 1939 trade agreement
envisaging the exchange of German rearmament of Romania for Romanian
agricultural produce and mineral and oil supplies, the production and deliv-
ery of which was to be managed by joint German–Romanian investment
banks and businesses. The delayed interlocking of the two economies was
not only a matter of Romania being under threat from revisionism. The
‘neo-liberal’, and then Carol’s, industrialisation policies in the post-
Depression 1930s, did not fit the complementary, or subordinate, relation-
ship between the German industrial economy and the Romanian
agricultural economy envisaged by the Germans.

Hitler did not really see the Axis as a sign and a way of ‘fascistising’
Europe. The Nazis approached the Iron Guard with the same wariness as
they did the Arrow Cross in Hungary. They wanted stable regimes in
Eastern Europe, not an economically and politically disruptive fascist revolu-
tion, and favoured the same kind of arrangement between the Guard and the
NCP which they promoted in Hungary between the Arrow Cross and
Imrédy’s breakaway new movement. Carol’s offer to the Iron Guard to join
an NCP-led coalition, therefore, suited the Germans. Codreanu’s declaration
of independence, as with Szálasi’s in Hungary, made it impossible to regard
the Iron Guard as Nazi Germany’s tool.

Carol’s rule in Romania did not survive the enactment of German and
Soviet ‘revision’ of the Versailles settlement. The August 1939 Nazi–Soviet
Pact, which in Hitler’s eyes made possible his war against Poland, was also a
secret agreement to divide up Eastern Europe, and in June 1940, the USSR
reclaimed Bessarabia from Romania. In August 1940, the Axis-brokered
Vienna agreements handed over Romanian territory to Bulgaria and
Hungary.

The King’s flight from the country after these national humiliations was
the Iron Guard’s opportunity to take a slice of power, this time with the
essential connivance of the military. The establishment of the so-called
‘National Legionary State’ in September 1940 might indicate that the
Legion had become one of that small and select band of fascist movements
which had managed to come to power in peacetime conditions. But the real
power in the land was the army, and General Ion Antonescu had been made
head of government with full powers by a desperate Carol just before his
abdication. The Legionary state was a form of co-existence between the
Legion and the military, though Antonescu probably wanted to create, or
perpetuate, something like Carol’s front organisation.

The Guard behaved as it always had done, violently attacking Jews, offi-
cials, political opponents, this time assuming that since it was now in the
government, it could act with impunity. But in January 1941, on German
advice and prompting, Antonescu decided to put an end to fascist disorder
and disarm the Guard, which responded with an attempt to end co-
habitation and take total power in a coup. This was defeated by the army,

Fascist movements: the second wave, 1929–40 85



and Romania entered the war against the Soviet Union in 1941 under a mil-
itary rather than a fascist dictatorship. The Iron Guard was a victim, not a
beneficiary, of Nazi Germany’s expansion in Eastern Europe, as much as it
was a victim, not a beneficiary, of Romania’s turn to authoritarianism.

Fascism in Finland

Fascist movements in Northern and Western Europe were relatively
insignificant, compared to their counterparts in Central and Eastern Europe,
and those in Scandinavia were among the least significant in Northern and
Western Europe, with one exception, in Finland. Their insignificance, at
least in the inter-war period, was their most salient feature. Finding reasons
for failure or absence is difficult, however tempting it might be to explain
them by applying a template of reasons for success cut out from the study of
other more significant European fascist movements.

Generally, the reasons, or rather the setting, for the emergence and devel-
opment of fascist movements, were there in the crises of the immediate post-
war period, and of the Great Depression. As we have already seen, whether
and how these crises were managed determined the relative success or failure
of the fascist movements, which were, in some sense, extreme responses to
these crises. Although this is putting things rather too simplistically,
fascism’s opportunity in Italy came from the perceived inability of
parliamentary politics and politicians to check the threat of revolutionary
socialism in the early post-war years. While, in Germany, in the same period
and in the ‘same’ crisis, fascism’s opportunity was denied by the SPD’s
commitment to a democratic parliamentary republic, and its willingness to
face down communist revolution. It is a truism to say that the failure of
fascism denoted the strength of democracy. But it was, nevertheless, ‘true’,
and in particular, in Scandinavia, fascism’s failure reflected the strength of
social democracy and social democratic parties. In Norway, indeed, the per-
ceived threat of fascism was one of the reasons why the country’s socialist
party completed in the early 1930s its transition from a Marxist revolution-
ary party to a reformist but non-revolutionary social democratic one, willing
as a matter of principle to work in, and make work, a democratic
parliamentary system it had previously opposed. Fascism’s emergence, in
other words, provoked the necessary democratic response, and strengthened
the democratic institutions it wanted to destroy.

The exception to the inter-war triumph of social democracy in Scandi-
navia was Finland. Here, the country’s post-war crisis, combining both
ethnic national conflict as borders changed, and the threat of leftist revolu-
tion, resembled more closely the situation in Germany, Austria and
Hungary, than in the rest of Scandinavia. The early twentieth-century
socialist movement was both politically strong and revolutionary, as it was
throughout the territories of the Tsarist Russian empire, and remained so.
During the First World War, the Finnish socialist party had won, uniquely
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in Europe, an actual numerical majority of seats in the Finnish Diet, the
existence of which marked Finland’s semi-autonomous status within the
Russian empire.

As part of that empire, Finland went through the revolutionary upheavals
of 1917. The presence of mutinous Russian troops precipitated the break-
down of the government’s remaining policing and repressive powers, much
as it had done in Petrograd in the first Russian Revolution of February
1917, and enabled the Finnish socialists to set up a revolutionary govern-
ment in January 1918, on the back of a revolutionary general strike it had
called in late 1917. The inspiration and contagion of the Bolshevik coup in
Russia were clear. It seemed that an independent Finland, which effectively
seceded from the Russian empire in the revolutionary turmoil of 1917,
would, nevertheless, remain linked to its close neighbour, now the USSR, in
the form of its revolutionary government, and might, indeed, be re-united
in revolutionary fraternity with the USSR.

But, as in Russia, the revolutionary takeover was contested, and the brief
but bloody civil war in Finland in 1918 was part of a more general civil war
in the Soviet Union, though with a different outcome. Anti-communist
Finnish ‘white guards’ went on fighting against the Bolsheviks in Russia’s
civil war across the border in the mainly Finnish-speaking Soviet territory of
East Karelia. This was long after the ‘whites’ had overthrown Finland’s revo-
lutionary government, and even after the 1920 peace settlement with the
USSR which formally recognised Finnish independence and set the frontiers
between Finland and the USSR.

Nowhere else in Scandinavia did anti-communism have quite the same
visceral meanings as in inter-war Finland. The Finnish civil war was never,
in fact, over in 1918. It was a very close-run thing, anyway. In Helsinki, the
anti-communist ‘white’ militias had to be reinforced by units of the German
army, returning the favour of the Finnish volunteer battalion which had
fought with the Germans against the Russians on the Eastern front, in the
not unrealistic expectation that Finland’s independence would come with
Russia’s military defeat. This precariously gained national independence was
always seen as vulnerable to Soviet and Finnish communism in the 1920s.

Although defeated in the civil war, Finnish communism did not go away.
Most of the Finnish socialists joined the communist party, formed in late
1918, as Europe’s Marxist left split in face of the choices imposed by Lenin
and the Bolsheviks in the immediate post-war revolutionary climate, and
the unions affiliated to the communist party. In the 1922 elections, the
communists won 15 per cent of the vote, strengthening the perception that
the communists were both a social and a national threat, the ‘enemy within’
and the ‘enemy without’, subversive of Finland’s social and political order
and of the country’s territorial integrity. Finland had national and territorial
claims against the USSR, in the shape of East Karelia. The existence of this
‘unredeemed’ Finnish territory made the 1920 Finnish–Soviet treaty a
national humiliation to Finnish anti-communists. Equally, the Soviet Union
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had designs on Finland, which, eventually, were real enough. The USSR
invaded Finland in November 1939, apparently secure in the knowledge
that the Nazi–Soviet pact would, this time, rule out German intervention,
and again in 1944, when Finland was aligned with the Axis.

The persistence of communism kept Finnish anti-communism alive and
kicking in the 1920s. Demonstrating the remarkable rootedness of anti-
communism in Finland’s inter-war political life, the civil war ‘white’ mili-
tias were not disbanded, but were retained as an armed 100,000 strong ‘civil
guard’, deployed by governments as a kind of permanent anti-communist
backstop to the regular army. It was as if anti-communism was ‘official’ and
built into the state’s institutions.

In 1922, young veterans of the wartime volunteer force and of the post-
war East Karelia campaign, themselves mainly students and recent gradu-
ates, formed a nationalist association among secondary school and university
students, and new graduates, the Academic Karelia Society. Never really a
political movement, more a cross between a think tank and an alumni
association, this unashamedly elitist group put the intellectual gloss on
post-war Finnish nationalism. Its ideas and personnel were transferred
wholesale into the fascist party which appeared in 1933.

Imagining a geo-political and racist utopia nearly as fantastical as
Szálasi’s later ‘Hungarism’, the AKS saw the Finns as a ‘pure’ hybrid race, a
strengthened mix of Scandinavian and Baltic stock, much as Szálasi’s
Magyars were a cross of European and Asiatic peoples. These parallels with
Magyardom are not just this historian’s fancy. The Finns, the Magyars and
the Estonians belonged to a Finnish–Ugric language group, while the Slav,
Germanic, Baltic and Romance languages were Indo-European. Hungarian
and Finnish students I teach, however, are reluctant to accept that their lan-
guages are mutually comprehensible, while each, of course, remains incom-
prehensible to most other Europeans. This Finnish master race were the
protectors of European civilisation in the North against Bolshevism, as
demonstrated by their actions in fighting the USSR and its internal stooges
between 1918 and 1922.

The ‘civilising’ process, as always, involved action which turned both
inwards and outwards. Bertolt Brecht, the contemporary German dramatist,
described the Finns as the only people in the world silent in two languages.
The AKS wanted to silence for good the Swedish-speaking minority compo-
nent of this silent bilingualism, and push back the creeping Swedish accul-
turation of the country’s educated classes. However, externally, its vision of a
Greater Finland stretching from the Gulf of Bothnia to the Arctic Ocean,
would include not only the mainly Finnish speaking populations of the now
Soviet East Karelia and Kola peninsular, but also ‘Finnish’ speaking Estonia,
now an independent Baltic state recently seceded from the old Russian
empire, like Finland itself, the mainly Russian speaking Ingria province in
Soviet territory just to the East of Estonia, and the all-Russian area of
Leningrad.
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The extent to which the civil war had effectively straitjacketed Finnish
politics, and anti-communism penetrated the country’s political culture, was
demonstrated in the hysterical reaction to a communist ‘revival’ in the late
1920s, its threat apparently heightened by the first effects of the Depression
on Finland’s agricultural and forestry export economy. Soon after the
Finnish communist party had practically recovered its early 1920s position,
winning nearly 14 per cent of the vote in the 1929 elections, civil guards
and local farmers violently broke up a communist party meeting in Lapua.
This place gave its name to a spontaneously combusting direct action move-
ment, the sole aim of which was to smash communism.

The Lapua movement became something rather more than a violent reflex
anti-communism, when its raison d’être apparently disappeared with the
successful climax of its campaign, the newly elected parliament of late 1930
voting through a law dissolving and banning the communist party. Even
though the legal ban affected a subversive organisation, it clearly struck at
the principle of a pluralist democratic system. There was some logic, then,
in Lapua’s demand for a ban on the socialists, and by extension, for an end to
the party and parliamentary system altogether, and for a new ‘patriotic’
government ‘free from party aims’ (Carsten 1976: 167). This was a step too
far for some Lapua members and sympathisers. Although many of the civil
guards and volunteer veterans backed the movement’s attempted coup in
February 1932, the country’s President, himself a civil guardsman and a
leader of the ‘whites’ in the civil war, mobilised the army against them, and
Lapua itself was banned.

Although the Lapua movement’s anti-communism had led it to oppose
democracy as well, it was not really a fascist movement, lacking any coher-
ent ideology of national regeneration beyond the single issue which brought
it into being. It resembled more the conservative, anti-Marxist leagues of
inter-war France. The movement, up to its coup attempt, had a real
conservative ‘establishment’ feel to it. The anti-communist campaign was
supported by the Conservative and Agrarian parties, and serving army offi-
cers, as well as civil guards and war veterans, along with churchmen and
even government ministers, participated in its meetings and demonstra-
tions. It was the movement of the victors of the 1918 civil war, defending
that victory.

The Lapua movement’s successor and heir, the People’s Patriotic Move-
ment (or IKL), was the real thing. The IKL not only inherited Lapua’s
regional farming support, and the anti-democratic as well as anti-communist
thrust of the movement between 1930 and 1932. The IKL was also the heir,
or extension, of the AKS, its programme for internal reformation and a new
political and social order now coherently linked to realising the unrealisable
dream of a mono-lingual Greater Finland. Lapua’s vague call for a govern-
ment above party had hardened into a policy of a root and branch replace-
ment of parliamentary democracy by a strong executive which would be
unaccountable to an advisory corporate assembly. The demand for a
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corporately-organised economy, the vehicle for state control and economic
planning, was explicitly geared to integrating the country’s productive
forces, including workers, and effecting a reconciliation of capital and
labour. Such ‘national socialism’ transcended Lapua’s crude and triumphalist
restatement of the old civil war divisions of the ‘whites’ and the ‘reds’.

Few actual workers responded to the IKL’s appeal to national cross-class
solidarity. The IKL was the party of some well-off farmers, students, univer-
sity educated middle-class professionals, civil servants, teachers and
Lutheran churchmen, winning just over 8 per cent of the vote in 1936 and
fourteen seats in parliament, falling back to just under 7 per cent in the
1939 elections.

Payne regards the IKL as too conservative and religious to be ‘fascist’. Its
Protestant fundamentalism, reflected in the presence of churchmen among
its members and leaders, can hardly be denied. But Protestantism was seen
by the IKL as a badge of racial and national identity, a mark of essential
‘Finnishness’, as well as of an anti-Bolshevik ‘civilisation’, much as the Iron
Guard identified Orthodoxy with the Romanian nation, and the Falange
Catholicism with being Spanish. Its new order was ‘new’, proposing sys-
temic changes to the way the country was governed, as was its hope of
‘nationalising’ the ‘reds’. Even its intolerant mono-lingualism had an anti-
conservative edge, since it was the country’s upper classes who were Swedish
acculturated. It seems strange to see as ‘conservative’ a party which was the
target of an attempted Conservative–Agrarian government ban in 1938 for
‘subversive’ and ‘revolutionary’ activities.

Fascism in Denmark, Norway and Sweden

The electoral performance of fascist movements in the rest of Scandinavia
was pitiful. The highest vote for the Danish National Socialist Party, the
DNSAP, was 1.8 per cent of the total in 1939, which won it three
parliamentary seats. The high point for Vidkun Quisling’s Norwegian
Nasjonal Samling or National Unity party was the 2.2 per cent of the vote it
gained in the 1933 elections, shortly after its formation. Swedish National
Socialist groups were formed in the 1920s, and despite mergers between
some of them, they attracted under 1 per cent of the vote in the 1932 and
1936 elections.

At first sight, the failure of Scandinavia’s fascist movements to make a
political impression, is a puzzle because the impact of the Great Depression
was severe on farming communities throughout the region, especially in
those areas which were integrated into the international economy through
exports of forestry and animal husbandry products. The political fall-out of
agricultural depression was the flaking away of farmers’ support for the
Agrarian and Conservative parties, which usually won the rural vote, and the
emergence of single-issue farmers’ protest movements. These were organ-
ised, for instance, to protest at the spate of foreclosures on farms, the
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indebted owners of which could no longer meet mortgage payments on
their properties. Similar agrarian crisis movements had been mopped up
by the Nazi party in Northern Protestant Germany in the late 1920s and
early 1930s. Farmers’ discontent was clearly fascism’s opportunity in
Scandinavia, too.

To a very limited extent, that opportunity was taken. In areas where the
agricultural depression bit deep, support for fascist movements was at its
strongest, these few relatively good regional followings disguised by the
pathetic national figures given above. For example, in Norway, the National
Unity party joined forces with the main breakaway farmers’ movement, the
Farmers’ Relief Association, for the 1933 elections, and won a decent share
of the vote in some parts of Eastern Norway. Here, the party’s anti-socialist
and anti-finance capital proposals for a ‘national’ autarkic and corporately
organised economy had some appeal to the small farmers who were also sea-
sonal forestry workers. These lumberjacks’ jobs and incomes were being hit
by falling international prices for timber, intense job competition from
the socialist foresters’ union, and the government’s deflationary economic
measures.

But these were cameo performances. Generally speaking, the impact of
the Depression did not result in farmers being shaken out of their customary
political support for Agrarian parties. The explanation for this lay with
political choice, rather than with any ‘structural’ reason or the Scandina-
vians’ presumed ‘natural’ predilection for democratic politics. During the
crisis, the practitioners and supporters of democratic parliamentary politics
had to demonstrate by their political actions that the system itself was still
viable.

The political choices made by the fascist movements also mattered. The
Norwegian party’s temporary electoral coalition with the Farmers’ Relief
Association showed, at least, an awareness that a new movement needed
political allies if it was to make headway. But in Sweden, the fascist move-
ments seemed to accept that political marginalisation was the price worth
paying for ideological purity. In other words, they behaved like sects, unable
to form any stable coalition with likeminded groups because of doctrinal
and personality conflicts, and even more reluctant to associate with possible
conservative allies.

So, Sven Lindholm, the founder of the Swedish Fascist People’s Party in
1926, merged it with another group to form the Swedish National Socialist
Party in 1930, and then seceded from this in 1933 to form the National
Socialist Workers Party. If the reader is still following all this, Lindholm
gave as the reason for the split his opposition to any attempt to make elec-
toral deals with the conservative right. This was actually a real possibility at
the time. The Swedish Conservative Party had an active and troublesome
youth section, the SNU (Sveriges Nationella Ungdomsförbund, or Swedish
National Youth League), which showed distinct fascist leanings, and became
a separate political movement in 1934. But still Lindholm kept to his
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ideologically pure niche, regarding co-operation with the ‘reactionary’ SNU
as out of the question.

This is yet another useful practical demonstration of how fascists always
distinguished themselves from conservatives. In this case, political extrem-
ism led to political isolation, which, in turn, encouraged and reinforced the
extremism. Quisling’s movement in Norway became locked into the second
part of this vicious circle after 1936, its more strident racism and anti-
Semitism both cause and effect of its growing political insignificance.

Because of the potential threat of fascist movements capturing their own
rural constituencies during the Depression, Agrarian parties were obliged to
treat them as political rivals, not as possible allies, and to make political
choices of a more fundamental kind, with very important consequences.
What finally killed off any chance of fascist movements exploiting the agri-
cultural depression in Scandinavia were the ‘crisis agreements’ negotiated
between the Agrarian and Social Democratic parties in Denmark and
Sweden in 1933, and in Norway in 1935.

These were horse-trading political deals induced by the impact of the
Depression, which involved a mutually acceptable level of sacrifice for
farmers and workers, the groups represented by the Agrarian and Social
Democratic parties and the people most badly affected in their jobs and
livelihood by the Depression. The terms of the deals were basically similar.
The Agrarian parties, and their farming constituencies, swallowed reflation-
ary policies which meant Social Democratic-led governments spending more
taxpayers’ money on work creation schemes. These would put unemployed
workers back to work and made them consumers and spenders again,
helping to stimulate the economy to recovery. In return, these same govern-
ments protected their national agricultures from the competition of foreign
imports, and put some of the increased state spending and borrowing into
direct subsidies for agricultural production, both of which pushed up prices
for the workers as consumers. Through this trade off, the Agrarian parties
protected the interests of farmers and, as a result, recouped the support of
farmers where it had been lost or was wavering in face of the Depression,
hedged off farmers from the potential appeal of fascism, and committed
themselves to making the parliamentary system work in the most trying and
difficult of circumstances.

In Sweden, by the time of the Depression, the Social Democratic party
leaders were already behaving like social democrats, rather than Marxists. In
Norway, the Depression moved the Socialist Party to a social democratic
position. The party realised that the retention of its formally Marxist and
revolutionary stance would heighten the sense of the threat of ‘communism’
in a crisis situation, which Quisling could expect to exploit. The party fought
the 1933 elections, where the fascist movement had its first outing, on the
reformist and compromise slogan of ‘city and countryside hand in hand’,
increasing its vote by a third again, to 40 per cent of the total, and self-
evidently opening itself up to the later ‘crisis agreement’ with the Agrarians.
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The importance of these agreements in checking any fascist potential
during the Depression can hardly be over-emphasised. There could be no
going to the extremes of left and right, which marked the politics of the
Weimar Republic during and as a result of the Depression, once the polit-
ical representatives of workers and farmers found a way of allocating the
misery of the economic crisis, and of the costs of economic recovery. Their
actions demonstrated that the democratic parliamentary system could
manage the crisis, that it was, in fact, functional, belying the charge of dys-
functionality and incapacity to govern on which the fascist movements based
their appeal for a fundamental political transformation.

The British Union of Fascists

As in Scandinavia, so in Britain. The mainstream political parties in Britain
negotiated their own version of the ‘crisis agreements’ in response to the
Depression. The sense that the management of the crisis was seen to be pos-
sible within and by the system made the fascist alternative appear super-
fluous.

The founder and leader of the British Union of Fascists, Oswald Mosley,
came to fascism by way of both the Conservative and the Labour parties. A
Conservative MP in 1918, he joined the Labour party in 1924, resigning
from the Labour government and party in 1930 to form his own parties, the
New party in 1931 and the BUF in 1932. Such a trajectory exposes Mosley
to the easily made charge of political inconsistency and opportunism, that he
was driven by the pursuit of power ‘for its own sake’, and rather like Mus-
solini, is best understood, and dismissed, as a political chancer.

But Mosley’s political evolution had some sense to it. His political career
shows an interesting link between the two periods of crisis in post-war
Europe, and the two waves of fascism, one related to the experience of ‘total’
war and the immediate post-war years, the other to the Great Depression. In
Mosley’s mind, the two crises were fused into the one general crisis of
‘Western’ civilisation, to which fascism was the ‘answer’. Mosley made his
own the values of the ‘trench’ generation, which inspired the fascist move-
ments of the early 1920s, half believing that a war of such devastation was
the end of civilisation as he knew it, closing down the possibility of religious
belief and any idea of human progress, and half believing, or wanting to
believe, that a ‘new world’ would emerge from the carnage.

The pessimistic view prevailed. That 1920s Britain was so patently not a
place ‘fit for heroes to live in’ led Mosley to conclude that the ‘old men’ who
had returned to run the country in the ‘old ways’ after the war, had betrayed
the sacrifices and aspirations of the ex-combatants. Post-war unemployment,
persistently high even before the Depression, and the problem which most
absorbed Mosley as a democratic and as a fascist politician, assumed for
Mosley a more than economic dimension. It was the greatest failure of con-
ventional laissez-faire economics and parliamentary politics, and marked the
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moral decay and collapse of ‘civilised’ society. Mosley ultimately blamed
Britain’s post-war economic decline on the country’s now outmoded polit-
ical system.

His solutions to unemployment were worked out in the 1920s, and took
in a reading of the experience of wartime dirigiste economies, the then
unorthodox Keynesian views on economic planning and the need for govern-
ment to massage demand, and social imperialism. These ideas for resolving
Britain’s chronic unemployment assumed immediate political relevance once
the Depression pushed unemployment levels even higher. His proposals for
a reflationary economic programme, which had been commissioned from
him as the Labour government’s unemployment ‘tsar’, were, however,
rejected by his government colleagues and by the party generally, at the
party conference.

Exasperated by what he saw as the failure of imagination of conventional
party politicians, unable to grasp and adopt the best possible blueprint for
recovery from the Depression and general economic decline, he left the Labour
party in 1930, and created his own vehicles for the rejected economic pro-
gramme, the New Party and then the BUF. So what emerged in Mosley’s
fascist manifesto of late 1932, The Greater Britain, was a rational analysis of
Britain’s post-war decline, and a set of rational proposals for economic recov-
ery. Whatever people thought of the reasoning, its rationality was inescapable.

Locating persistent unemployment in ‘under-consumption’, where the
demand for products always lagged behind the capacity of the economy to
produce things, Mosley planned for increased public spending to put people
back to work and make them consumers of each other’s products once again.
The emphasis was on stimulating internal demand within Britain and its
empire, creating an autarkic protectionist imperial trading bloc, Britain’s
own global economy. Some of this was good Keynesian counter-cyclical stuff.
Mosley’s rethinking of how to manage and direct a malfunctioning capitalist
economy made him part of a recognisable inter-war group of political econo-
mists and politicians, mainly though not exclusively on the left, like John
Maynard Keynes and William Beveridge in Britain, the ‘neo-socialists’ in
France and Hendrick De Man in the Low Countries, who talked of the state
planning economic growth and development in a way which would mitigate
the socially unjust consequences of the uncontrolled play of market forces.
This ‘third way’ between fascist and communist alternatives to the crisis of
capitalist economies was not adopted in the 1930s, when these ideas were
being formulated and canvassed. Instead, it was built into the post-1945
West European political and economic consensus around the mixed economy
and welfarism, the ‘mould’ eventually broken by Mrs Thatcher in the 1980s.

What made Mosley’s economic programme ‘fascist’ was the projected
political framework for the implementation of the programme and its
moralising and national revivalist packaging. Convinced by the rejection of
his economic proposals that the country’s political establishment would
never enact the radical measures needed to reverse Britain’s economic
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decline, Mosley looked to their implementation by a one-party dictatorship.
The elected parliament would be replaced by a corporate assembly, the apex
of a corporately-run economy where economic policy would be decided by
actual ‘producers’, by whom Mosley meant a technocratic managerial elite,
and not politicians. How power was to be achieved, whether by force or by
election, would depend on the development of the current crisis of the
system. But once power was achieved, a fascist government would at first
enact its measures by emergency decree, and this suspension of parliamen-
tary activity would be followed by its abolition.

For Mosley, the failure of the system was ultimately a moral one, of the
country’s political leaders, the ‘old gang’, not being up to the job of stem-
ming, let alone reversing Britain’s decline as a global, imperial and civilis-
ing force. Only the ‘new men’, or ‘super-men’, of fascism had the
iconoclastic will and the élan to do this, and shape the next generation of
‘new men’ to defend and promote ‘civilisation’. The Greater Britain was a
sometimes surreal blend of economic rationality and a belief in the trans-
forming power of men with an implacable dynamism and will.

Back in the real world, the crisis of the system on which Mosley counted
to justify and enable a fascist seizure of power had seemed evident enough.
Britain faced financial meltdown in the summer of 1931. The 1929 elections
had produced a ‘hung parliament’, with no one party having an overall
majority, and the minority Labour government faced taking some rapid
decisions to meet the economic and financial crisis likely to arouse opposi-
tion in the Labour party itself, and among the Liberal groups on whom the
government relied to stay in office. Decisions on how to meet the crisis were
bound to bring any government down, and political instability could only
deepen the economic crisis.

The political response was unconventional, as it needed to be. The minor-
ity Labour government was replaced by a streamlined ‘National Govern-
ment’, a coalition government of four Conservative, two Liberal and three
Labour ministers, including Ramsay MacDonald, who continued as Prime
Minister. Most of the Labour party balked at this, and went into opposition.
The 1932 elections gave the Conservatives about two-thirds of the seats in
the House of Commons, and the National Government became a largely
Conservative government disguised by the national label. But it was, never-
theless, important that even though the Conservatives could have governed
alone, the ‘national’ tag remained.

Politically, of course, it helped the electorate to swallow some uncongen-
ial economic measures, which could be portrayed as a matter of national
political agreement, not as the policy of the dominant party directed against
its political opponents. The presence of the National Government indicated,
if nothing else, a coalition of national unity formed to meet the ‘national’
crisis, in some sense transcending party conflict in the national interest. It
proved that the parliamentary system could cope, and could provide firm
government in a crisis. It would have been little comfort to Mosley and the
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BUF that after 1932, the National Government implemented mildly refla-
tionary measures, protected agriculture and made preferential trading agree-
ments with the empire, in a pale version of their own programme for
economic recovery. These measures did not really make laissez-faire as dead
as the slave trade, as Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin claimed. But they were
far enough removed from laissez-faire capitalism to show that the ‘old gang’
could adapt in a crisis, and were, in their effects, pre-emptive of fascism.

The BUF enjoyed its best period in late 1933 and early 1934, when its
membership peaked at about 50,000. In this period, the movement had the
support and press coverage of Rothermere’s version of the Sun of the 1920s
and 1930s, the Daily Mail, which had always given space to Mussolini’s
contribution to saving Italy and Europe from ‘Bolshevism’. Rothermere evi-
dently saw Mosley in the same light, as a kind of super-charged conservative
who would, if need be, defend the country against the communist threat. It
was a case of mistaken identity, and Rothermere publicly withdrew his
support after the paramilitary violence against protestors at the BUF’s
London rally in June 1934.

In Italy in 1920–22, the Fascist paramilitary squads had managed to
provoke disorder, the better to pose as the defenders of ‘order’. This trick
escaped the BUF, and the reverse happened. BUF meetings, rallies and
demonstrations themselves required extensive and expensive policing,
because from the start, they were opposed and disrupted by anti-fascist
groups. The BUF always found itself painted into a corner as the party
which caused public disorder and violence. Eventually, as a result, the
government took action to curtail its activities. Following violent distur-
bances and clashes between fascists and anti-fascists in East London in
October 1936, the government passed the Public Order Act in 1937, which
banned the wearing of uniforms in public demonstrations, and gave the
police powers to re-route marches and even prevent them from taking place.

The fact that the BUF was opposed, both, as it were, legally and officially,
and by the grassroots 1930s equivalent of today’s Anti-Nazi League, was a
very important reason for it remaining an insignificant political force.
Despite Rothermere’s temporary dalliance with the movement, the BUF was
recognised to be a threat to democracy, and fascism generated anti-fascism.

BUF membership was volatile. Numbers contracted, and then rose again
in the course of the 1930s, and people obviously joined for a while and then
left. As with most other relatively small fascist movements which did not
achieve any electoral breakthrough, it is difficult to establish any soci-
ological patterns among those who supported the BUF. There appeared to
be a decent mix of people from different social backgrounds and occupa-
tions. But in an organisation which ceased to be of much political import-
ance, this cross-class profile meant little, and was probably coincidental.
Although it seemed to match fascism’s own projection of itself as a ‘national’
movement, it probably denoted no more than the BUF’s limited capacity to
attract a range of political misfits and ‘nutters’.
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After the abortive attempt to pose as the nation’s saviour in the hour of
national crisis, which, unfortunately for it, had all but passed, the BUF,
between 1935 and 1938, tried targeted local campaigns, among unem-
ployed South Wales miners and East Lancashire textile workers, for instance,
in a rather desperate effort to keep momentum going. None of these came to
much, except in the East End of London, where the BUF had some success
in mobilising white working-class resentment against Jewish-owned sweat-
shop industries and local businesses. Perhaps half of the BUF’s 15,000 or so
members between 1936 and 1938 were in East London.

The movement’s anti-Semitism is still a matter of some historical debate
and controversy. There were certainly anti-Semites in the BUF from the
start, though some of anti-Semitism’s most virulent and obnoxious expo-
nents stayed outside and criticised the BUF from the commanding heights
of their own professed racial ideological purity. But the BUF did not
become overtly anti-Semitic until late 1934 and early 1935. Mosley’s own
pronouncements on the issue did not seem to draw on the late nineteenth-
century British and European seam of ‘scientific’ biological racism. He por-
trayed Jews as culturally alien and parasitic, a ‘nation within the nation’,
feeding off and exploiting their host community.

Mosley’s own explanation of the BUF’s anti-Semitism was that it was
reactive; the BUF’s most vociferous opponents were Jews and communists.
Although Mosley was clearly making excuses in trying to say that anti-
Semitism was not inherent to the movement, but foisted on it by circum-
stances, there was something to this. Communist and Jewish groups did
organise very quickly in London against the BUF, provoked into action not
only by the movement’s Jew-baiting in the East End, but by the Nazi
regime’s treatment of Jews in Germany. The identification of the BUF with
the Nazis in Germany was a telling point for anti-fascists. It could, and was,
happening here.

The movement’s anti-Semitism was probably best understood as a sym-
biosis of the BUF’s own anti-Semitic activities and Jewish attacks on the
BUF. Whatever its source, the BUF’s anti-Semitism was politically self-
defeating, an attempt to break out of a situation of political impotence
which only deepened that impotence. Attacking Jews might have worked in
the East End, the location for the bulk of early twentieth-century Jewish
immigration to this country, but anti-Semitism was not really an issue with
national resonance, and was not easily made the focal point of a national
political campaign. It ghettoised the BUF, identified the movement exclus-
ively and notoriously with a single issue and kept fascism local.

Fascism in the Low Countries

The political environments were in some ways different, but the trajectory of
the fascist and fascistic movements in the Low Countries in the 1930s were
similar to that of the BUF in Britain. There was an initial bloom, for the
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National Socialist Movement (Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging, or NSB) in
the Netherlands between 1933 and 1935, and for the Rex movement in
Belgium, in 1935–37. There was then a decline to a position of political
insignificance by 1940. The reasons for political decline were also broadly
the same. Democratic governments and parties took action to prevent the
political advance of movements which were not only a challenge to their
own political positions, but also, early on, identified as a threat to democracy
itself. As with the BUF in Britain, decline induced a self-destructive lurch
to greater extremism, which marginalised these movements even more.

With proportional representation electoral systems, coalition govern-
ments were inevitable in post-war Belgium and the Netherlands. But
throughout the period, governments usually served out their terms of office,
and changes in government usually only followed elections. This much-
vaunted political stability was put down to the consolidation in the inter-
war period of ‘pillarised’ societies and politics. The major ‘cleavages’, or
dividing lines, of twentieth-century European societies were, and are, around
class, religion and nationality, and political parties have formed along these
fissures in society. So, at first sight, it seems odd that political stability in
the Low Countries should derive from the divisions which existed in politics
and society.

Much of Belgian and Dutch social and political life was ‘community’-
based, and the ‘communities’ were separate, defined and cohered by religion,
or by its absence, secularism. The dominant political parties in inter-war
Netherlands were the two parties representing the Protestant ‘community’
or ‘pillar’, and the Catholic party representing the Catholic ‘pillar’. Beneath
and behind the political parties were networks of civil society organisations
binding the ‘pillarised’ communities together, and closing them off to other
social and political influences. It has been estimated that some 80 per cent of
Dutch Catholics, whatever their social class, voted for the Catholic party.
Catholics not only voted for their confessional party; they sent their children
to Catholic schools, joined Catholic unions and professional associations and
played in Catholic sports clubs. Catholics lived, worked and relaxed in a
Catholic milieu.

Co-operation between the ‘pillars’ took place at the national political
level, and coalition governments traded off policies which met the needs of
their ‘communities’. The three confessional parties in the Netherlands, two
of them Protestant and one Catholic, regularly won over half the seats in
parliament, provided all the Prime Ministers and most of the ministers in
inter-war governments. The Dutch socialists were an excluded ‘pillar’,
largely because of their revolutionary stance in the immediate post-war
years, and entered a coalition government only once, in 1939.

It is important to grasp the segmentation of Dutch and Belgian life,
because the parties which rejected ‘pillarisation’ and attempted to transcend
what they saw as the divisiveness in national society perpetuated by the
‘pillars’, were the fascist movements. ‘Pillarisation’ was a formidable barrier
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to the advance of any new political party. One is reminded of how the
Catholic sub-culture in Germany largely immunised Catholics from the
appeal of Nazism, even during the Depression.

In Belgium, unlike the Netherlands and exceptionally in Western
Europe, ‘nationality’ was as important a cleavage as religion. In the inter-
war period, population and economic growth were stronger in Flemish-
speaking Flanders than in French-speaking Wallonia, inverting the
nineteenth-century trends after the formation of the Belgian state in 1930.
These trends obliged francophone Belgians to concede in nationally agreed
laws the principle that one language would be exclusively used for all pur-
poses, in the education and legal systems, business and government adminis-
tration, in areas where that language was the one of the majority of the
population. The Catholic and Socialist parties had Walloon and Flemish sec-
tions. In 1936, the former actually split up into separate linguistic parties,
the Flemish Catholic party moving closer to political co-operation with the
fascistic and secessionist Flemish National League, the VNV (Vlaamsch
Nationaal Verbond ).

However, the balancing of the position of the two language communities
was accomplished within, rather than against, the unitary Belgian state and
parliamentary system, and the VNV could erode but not break the hold in
Flanders of the Flemish sections of the national Catholic and Socialist
parties. But official bilingualism practically institutionalised doubts about
the form and identity of the Belgian state and ‘nation’, and was another
significant inhibition on the development of Belgian fascism.

Elsewhere in Europe, the political repercussions of the Depression were
governmental instability, caused by serious inter-party disagreements on
which economic policies should be followed to meet the crisis, or some people
shifting from their usual political loyalties, even to the point of questioning
the continuation of democratic parliamentary politics, or both. This happened
to some extent in the Low Countries. But the ‘pillars’ wobbled more danger-
ously in Belgium than the Netherlands under the impact of the Depression,
which here bit later and lasted longer than in most other countries.

The three main Belgian parties all lost votes over the years of the Depres-
sion. In particular, the Catholic party vote fell by a quarter from 39 per cent
to 29 per cent of the total between the 1929 and 1936 elections. This loss of
votes appeared to be the political fallout of the Depression-induced failure of
banks and businesses, which revealed the often corrupt relationship between
establishment politicians and large financial and industrial interests. A
young Catholic publisher, Léon Degrelle, had publicly exposed the scandals
involving leading figures of the Catholic party. With his roots in the
Catholic youth and student movement of the 1920s, Degrelle’s moralising
campaign to clean up the Catholic party was based on an austere version of
‘pure’ Catholic spiritual values, which he thought had been betrayed by
Catholic politicians as corrupted by the country’s increasingly secular and
materialistic ‘civilisation’ as their Liberal and Socialist coalition partners.
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A great irritant to his own Catholic party and to the Church hierarchy, he
broke away in 1936 to form his own Christus Rex movement, in time to pick
up disaffected Catholic party rural and small town middle-class votes in the
elections of that year. Rex’s 270,000 votes, nearly 12 per cent of the total,
gained it twenty-one of about 200 parliamentary seats. The overall vote
might seem modest enough. But for a new party to do so well in the Belgian
context of static ‘pillarised’ politics was a revelation, as was Degrelle’s
unconventionally blunt and coarse political language and populist style.
Even Griffin finds it difficult to pigeon-hole Degrelle, and ends up inventing
a unique category for Rex as a charismatically led democratic party.

Degrelle’s condemnations of the corrupt Catholic party politicians were
broadened to include all major parties implicated in financial scandals and
could be construed as an attack on the parliamentary system itself. He cer-
tainly demanded constitutional reform of a drastic kind, shifting the balance
of powers decisively to a stronger executive at the expense of an elected par-
liament whose main job would be to approve the government’s tax and
spending plans. But the ‘new morality’ he purveyed was Catholic, and his
programme pointed more to the Catholic authoritarian revision of demo-
cracy adopted by Dollfuss and the Christian Socials in Austria.

That he was a challenge to Belgium’s political establishment and, by
extension, to the country’s parliamentary system, was clear from the estab-
lishment’s response. The government banned civil servants from becoming
members of Rex, and the Catholic Church’s hierarchy practically instructed
Catholics not to join Rex nor to vote for it.

In moves which some historians see as an attempt at a kind of rolling
political coup, Degrelle provoked by-elections by getting Rex deputies to
resign, and stood himself in Brussels in April 1937 against the candidate
adopted unanimously by all three of Belgium’s main political parties, Paul
Van Zeeland. Degrelle must have relished fighting such an opponent. Van
Zeeland was a leader of the Catholic party, soon to be Prime Minister, and
had been a deputy governor of the National Bank, the epitome, in other
words, of the political class Degrelle so despised and criticised. It was a dra-
matic electoral confrontation, and although Degrelle managed to hang on to
the Rexist vote achieved in Brussels in the 1936 elections, at 20 per cent it
was way behind Van Zeeland’s 75 per cent share of the vote.

Degrelle’s defeat did seem to mark a turning point in his political evolu-
tion. Opposed by the ‘system’ and unlikely now to get the change he wanted
through elections and parliament, Degrelle turned himself and Rex over to a
fully blown anti-system fascism, complete with paramilitarism, the ‘leader
principle’, racism and the secular, not Catholic, morality of the dynamic
warrior ‘new man’. This rather desperate radicalisation caused consternation
in the Rex movement, and many left before the 1939 elections, one explana-
tion for its share of the vote declining to just over 4 per cent. The Catholic
party recouped much of the loss of 1936, and the Catholic ‘pillar’ stopped
shaking.
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By 1939, the identification of Rex by its political opponents with the
ideology of Belgium’s predatory and expansionist Nazi German neighbour,
which Degrelle scarcely bothered to deny, made it very difficult for Rex to
portray itself as a national patriotic movement. This was doubly the case
since, neither as a democratic nor as a fascist party, did Rex manage to strad-
dle successfully the linguistic communal divide. This was not for want of
trying. Degrelle believed in a strong unitary Belgian state, and saw Rex as
an all-Belgian nationalist movement. It organised in Flanders as well as
Wallonia, and tried to strike deals with the VNV to facilitate Flemish
recruitment. Always very much stronger in francophone Wallonia, Rex was
by 1939 a niche Southern Walloon movement, marginalised in Wallonia
itself by the ‘pillarised’ parties, and in Flanders, for the radical ‘nationalist’
Flemish vote, by the VNV.

The NSB, like Rex, initially did promisingly for a new party operating in
a democratic system which was even more firmly ‘pillarised’ in the Nether-
lands than in Belgium. Founded in 1931, the NSB, whose programme was
unambiguously fascist from the start, won 8 per cent of the vote in provin-
cial elections in 1935, but only just over 4 per cent of the vote in the 1937
national elections. Its 1935 showing was the result of steady organising in
the well-off middle-class suburbs of the country’s larger cities. But the vote
was not simply the reward for the NSB’s organisational efforts. Hardly coin-
cidentally, the NSB found it easier to organise and win votes among non-
religious middle-class people who had previously voted for the Liberal party,
the most loosely ‘pillarised’ of the Netherland’s main parties and in evident
decline in the inter-war period, and among those who were not really ‘pil-
larised’ at all. This was the case for the other place where the NSB did rea-
sonably well, the Catholic rural area on the Netherland’s Eastern border
with Germany. Here, the NSB allied itself with small farmers’ Depression
protest organisations. The NSB was not so much eroding the ‘pillars’ as
operating outside them.

It was, of course, consciously an ‘outsider’ and anti-system party, opposed
to a multi-party democratic polity which allowed a Marxist Socialist party
to exist, and very critical of ‘pillarisation’ because of the way it reinforced
the divisions of what should have been a unified Volk. This became a self-
fulfilling cycle of impotence: the party’s appeal was to those outside the
‘pillars’, and only those outside the ‘pillars’ were available to respond to
their appeal.

Again, the political reaction by democratic parties and the confessional
‘pillars’ was swift. The government, from 1934, banned civil servants from
joining the movement, forcing its leader, Anton Mussert, a civil engineer in
government employment, to resign and opt for a full time political career.
Many others, however, stayed in their jobs and out of the NSB. Both the
Catholic and Protestant Churches told their flocks to keep away from a
pagan, totalitarian party. There was also a ban on paramilitary formations.

As in Norway, the Depression and the threat of fascism helped to push
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along the Dutch Socialist party’s break with its Marxist and revolutionary
recent past. The SDAP adopted as party policy in the 1930s the ‘mixed
economy’ planning proposals mooted by the Belgian socialist, De Man.
These aimed to reform rather than abolish malfunctioning capitalist
economies, involved the dropping of the premise of class war and were part
of the SDAP’s attempt to become a more broadly-based reformist party.
Plans for a ‘mixed economy’ were meant to appeal to the country’s growing
white collar sector in both private and public employment. They were seen
as a way into the confessional parties’ ‘pillars’, and also of keeping middle-
class employees from fascism. It was more than likely that any middle-class
defectors to the NSB from the ‘pillarised’ parties during the Depression
returned to the confessional ‘pillars’, rather than to the SDAP. But the
SDAP’s stance was indicative of the willingness it shared with other North-
ern and Western European socialist parties to resist the possible spread of
fascism by strengthening its commitment to the democratic system.

Francisme and the PPF in France

The Cartel des Gauches election victory in 1932 seemed to have the same con-
sequences as that of 1924. It frightened the parliamentary and extra-
parliamentary right, and probably deepened the economic and financial
crisis which the country was experiencing. The centre–left coalition was
divided over the economic policies to adopt in face of the Depression, as
parties attempted to protect their own electoral constituencies from the
worst. The Radicals wanted conventional deflationary policies, including
cuts in public spending, in the pay of government employees and in unem-
ployment and welfare provision. The Socialists wanted reflationary measures,
with more, not less, spending on public works, and the protection of unem-
ployment benefits, in an attempt to increase the consuming power of
workers and so stimulate demand throughout the economy. This was the
same kind of difficult political and economic choice faced by the SPD Chan-
cellor, Müller, in Germany in 1930, and by the British Labour Party Prime
Minister, MacDonald, in 1931.

The Socialists kept the coalition going and the Radicals in power, if only
to keep out the right. But Radical-led governments could not act decisively
because they were dependent on the parliamentary support of the SFIO,
whose economic priorities were different. The result was legislative paralysis
in parliament, and five successive governments in twenty months, during a
Depression which demanded tough decisions to be taken. A financial scandal
involving corrupt Radical politicians precipitated a right-wing reaction
against the impotence of government. In the so-called ‘Stavisky riots’ of Feb-
ruary 1934, the paramilitary leagues and ex-combatant associations organ-
ised demonstrations against the government. Whatever might have seemed
possible, or plausible, at the time, it was doubtful that these demonstrations
were a ‘fascist’ coup. It was serious enough; the demonstrators wanted to
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bring down the government, and they did. The outcome was, however, a
change of government, not a change of political regime.

This outcome was, in itself, something of a rebuttal of Soucy’s view of
French fascism’s ‘second wave’ in the 1930s being essentially the same anti-
Marxist super-charged conservatism as that of the ‘first wave’ in the 1920s.
The survivors from the ‘first wave’, the Jeunesses Patriotes and the Croix de Feu,
certainly participated in the 1934 demonstrations. So did the newcomer,
Solidarité Française (French Solidarity), founded and funded by the indefatig-
able Coty to stand up to the Cartel des Gauches and demand constitutional
revision for the strengthening of the executive at the expense of the
parliamentary arm of government. If these organisations were ‘fascist’, one
would have expected the outcome of the February crisis to be something
rather more radical than a new centre ground Radical-led government. The
argument for distinguishing these conservative movements from ‘fascism’
deployed earlier in the book in relation to Soucy’s treatment of 1920s French
‘fascism’, can, then, also be applied to the movements of the 1930s.

The distinction emerges from consideration of an actual fascist move-
ment. The Franciste (French-ist) movement was formed in 1933 and led by
Marcel Bucard, a one-time member of, successively, Action Française, Le Fais-
ceau and the Croix de Feu, using a large gift of money from the ubiquitous
Coty, who seemed determined to dispose of his business fortune in backing
various right-wing political adventures. Francisme was certainly no rival to
Solidarité Française or the Croix de Feu in terms of support and numbers. Esti-
mates of membership fluctuate madly, from Soucy’s one of 2,000 in 1934, to
Sternhell’s 10,000 figure and Jacomet’s wild speculation of 30,000, of whom
only 8,000, apparently, were ‘active’ members. Their estimates seem as wide
apart as the police reports on which they are based. Whatever the disparities
in estimated membership, Francisme was certainly small and politically
insignificant. But it was, also, definitely, ‘fascist’.

Bucard was a decorated and disabled war veteran, who felt he personified
the values and spirit of the ‘front’ generation, whose sacrifices for the nation
had been squandered by the corrupt, self-serving politicians of the post-war.
His idea of fascism as representing a new ex-combatant elite who alone
could bring about the civic and moral regeneration of France, clearly echoed
the sentiments and aspirations of the first fascism he had belonged to,
Valois’s Faisceau. Like Valois, too, Bucard spoke of fascism as ‘national
socialism’, rejecting both unbridled capitalism and communism as expres-
sions of the same corrosive materialism, and investing in corporatism a ‘spir-
itual’ function of healing divisions between people, as well as facilitating
state regulation of the economy.

Francisme was more openly mimetic of the two major European fascisms
than many other contemporary fascist movements, claiming initially that
‘our Francism is to France what Fascism is to Italy’ ( Jacomet 1975: 50). The
movement hardened up its message after 1936, drawing on the experience
and models of both fascist regimes to propose for France the establishment
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of a totalitarian state, which would undertake a spiritual transformation, a
‘moral revolution’, of the nation. Francisme was racist, speaking out against
black colonial migration to metropolitan France, and anti-Semitic. The
movement’s formation was, in some sense, part of a political reaction to the
election of a Cartel des Gauches government in 1932. But it was Coty’s
money which enabled Bucard to strike out on his own. The exhaustion of
Coty’s, and the Italian Fascist government’s, funding reduced the movement
to muted, low-level activity for much of the late 1930s.

It is obviously the historian’s bad luck that this perfectly formed fascist
movement was also one of the smallest in membership and with little polit-
ical clout. The historical controversy surrounding the nature, extent and def-
inition of French fascism in the 1930s does not centre on Francisme, except
that it shows us what a real fascist movement looked like. Sternhell should
be shown, certainly. His provocative, and ultimately irresponsible study of
inter-war fascist ideology says very little about the actual fascist movements
of 1930s France, nor much about the right-wing paramilitary leagues which
Soucy regards as ‘fascist’. His quarry is, rather, a small army of non-
conformist writers and intellectuals, some big names, others not so big, who
were, in various ways, critical of the political and moral status quo.

What undermines the study is the approach. The problem with his work
on the pre-1914 ‘revolutionary right’ was a tendency to tidy up and package
current counter-cultural ideas into a coherent ‘fascist’ ideology. The synthe-
sis, you feel, is Sternhell’s, rather than that of the personalities and intellec-
tuals involved. The problem with his work on the 1930s is rather the
reverse. He seizes on what he regards as individual ingredients of the fascist
ideological cocktail, and finds them present as individual components in the
writings and pronouncements of a wide range of intellectuals and politi-
cians, who are then dubbed ‘fascist’. The ‘fascist’ label is applied to indi-
vidual traits of different people’s political thinking, and the definition of
‘fascist’ is then extended to characterise these people’s thinking as a whole.
In other words, the whole is identified by a part: fascism is a creature which
has four legs; hence, every four-legged creature must be fascist. So, for
instance, anyone found talking about ‘corporatism’, even economic plan-
ning, was, ipso facto, ‘fascist’, when we know that such ‘Third Way’ thinking
was a matter, from widely differing perspectives, for democratic socialists as
well as Catholic authoritarians and, of course, fascists.

The moral and political capitulation of the Belgian socialist leader, De
Man, to German victory and occupation in 1940, and the wartime fascism
and collaborationism of the French ‘neo-socialist’, Déat, is artificially fed
back by Sternhell into the 1930s. The political choices these men made in
1940 had, for Sternhell, already been made in the 1930s. De Man was cer-
tainly revising Marxist socialism in the inter-war years, in the name of a
more humanistic social democracy which intended to modify capitalism
rather than supersede it. He had a huge influence on social democratic
thinking and practice, in France and the Netherlands, as well as in Belgium.
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But De Man’s Belgian Socialist party was a member of that country’s coali-
tion governments between 1935 and 1940, the raison d’être of which was
democratic unity against the perceived threat of Belgian ‘fascism’, the Rex
movement. De Man himself was the Minister of Public Works, attempting
to put planisme into practice.

His disillusionment with that experience, coupled with what appeared at
the time to be the finality of Nazi Germany’s dominance of Western Europe,
and its proven superiority as victor, might well have been behind his atti-
tude to German occupation in 1940. But this is a long way from being able
to see De Man as ‘fascist’ in the 1930s, or even during the war. While
bowing to the superior form of German ‘socialism’, and clearly exasperated
that ‘socialism’ could not apparently be achieved within a demonstrably
decrepit democratic parliamentary system, De Man’s call in 1940 was for an
authoritarian government under the King, collaborating with the German
occupier, not a Rex fascist dictatorship.

He belonged to a large current of thought in the Low Countries, and in
France, which saw German victory as a judgement on parliamentary demo-
cracy, and the opportunity to recast the now occupied country’s politics and
society. In this, he was closer to the intentions of that extraordinary national
but not fascist movement which sprang up in the Netherlands in the imme-
diate wake of German occupation, the Nederlandse Unie, than to Degrelle and
Rexism. By 1942, when the reality of German occupation had destroyed any
possiblity of meaningful collaboration, De Man had withdrawn completely
from the scene, preferring silence to the ideological collaborationism of
Degrelle.

Some of the same goes for the French socialists who were influenced by
De Man. Déat, unlike De Man, became a fascist in 1940–41, thinking that
it was possible to realise his ‘socialism’ on the ruins of the Third Republic.
But the proposals for a planned ‘mixed economy’ of his ‘neo-socialist’ group,
which split away from the SFIO in 1933, assumed and were to operate in a
democratic system, at the juncture when they were put forward. They were
consciously designed as policies likely to appeal to the managerial middle
classes, and keep them from fascism. Yet, for Sternhell, ‘neo-socialism’ itself
came to resemble fascism; this of a group who were part of the Popular
Front centre–left electoral alliance which won the 1936 elections on a ticket
of resisting ‘fascism’. In the end, what Sternhell’s book on the 1930s reveals
is the extent of intellectual and political disaffection with the French Third
Republic’s parliamentary democracy, usually depicted in the apocalyptic
language of ‘decadence’, but not that this disaffection was all ‘fascist’.

Sternhell gives little space to Jacques Doriot and the Parti Populaire
Français (French Popular Party, PPF), around whom there is still some
debate. This is surprising, given that Doriot seems to fit Sternhell’s view
that one major component of the fascist synthesis was a revision of Marxism.
Doriot was, anyway, an interesting and problematic case. He was a commu-
nist party leader with a local and national profile, mayor and parliamentary
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deputy for the Parisian working-class suburb of St Denis, and a member of
the PCF’s central committee and head of the party’s youth organisation.
Soucy sees his falling out with the PCF in the early 1930s as ‘just’ a matter
of political opportunism; his political career within the PCF was blocked.
Much the same charge was levelled by contemporaries and historians at that
other revolutionary socialist turned fascist, Mussolini. Yet both men broke
ranks on matters of principle, and the break with movements where they
occupied important national positions put their political careers at risk.

Doriot’s disaffection with the PCF certainly came from a sense that others
were being advanced ahead of him. But Doriot was held back because of his
known disagreements with the official line of the PCF and the USSR. Above
all, he was unhappy at the revolutionary strategy adopted by the Comintern
and imposed on national communist parties in the late 1920s and early
1930s. This pitted ‘class against class’, and saw the communist parties as the
only legitimate representatives of the working class, which should exploit
the ‘crisis of capitalism’ as a revolutionary opportunity. There could be no
political co-operation with the socialists, who were rivals for the loyalty
of the proletariat, and ‘objectively’ ‘fascist’ because their reformist non-
revolutionary ways not only diluted the revolutionary élan of the workers,
but also propped up ‘bourgeois’ parliamentary democracy and the capitalist
system. Doriot felt that this intransigent line reflected and served the inter-
ests of the communist party of the Soviet Union, which under Stalin was
engaged in the forcible collectivisation of agriculture and industrialisation,
involving a deliberate intensification of class conflict. But the line damaged
the PCF politically in France, since the PCF and the SFIO often did electoral
deals to maximise the parliamentary representation of working-class parties.

Doriot pushed even harder for a renewed co-operation between the com-
munists and the socialists, as it became clear that the effect of the Depres-
sion, the ‘crisis of capitalism’, was to strengthen fascism. The fallibility and
impotence of the Comintern strategy was exposed by Hitler’s coming to
power in Germany, and his elimination of all non-Nazi parties, including
the KPD, and of the democratic system which allowed a communist party to
exist. The point to take here, and to remember in relation to Doriot’s later
political evolution, was that Doriot thought, with some justification, that
the position of the Marxist left in France, which should have adapted to and
taken account of the French political system and current political situation,
was being subordinated to that of a foreign power, the USSR.

The Nazi destruction of democracy in Germany, and the sense of a similar
‘fascist’ threat in France, with the ‘Stavisky riots’, were also decisive in the
Comintern and the PCF changing tack and adopting, in 1934–35, the
‘Popular Front’ strategy of political co-operation with non-communist forces
against fascism. The Comintern was about to impose on communist parties
the line which Doriot himself had proposed. But it had to do so without
acknowledging the error of the previous strategy. Doriot was expelled from
the PCF in June 1934, at the very point it assumed the now official Popular
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Front line, a victim of the communist party’s breathtaking inability to
admit to a mistake, and its concern to present its shifts in strategy as seam-
less ideological continuity.

It is certainly tempting to see the rest of Doriot’s political career as the
working out of a grudge against the PCF and the Soviet Union, first as a
kind of freelance ‘national communist’ between 1934 and 1936, and then as
a ‘fascist’ after 1936. It was hardly coincidental that Doriot launched his
own new political movement, the PPF, in June 1936, immediately after and
in response to the election victory and formation of a government of the
Popular Front parties.

This was a landmark election in the politics of the French Third Repub-
lic. For the first time ever, the Prime Minister was a socialist, Léon Blum,
head of a government which included the Radicals, and, another first, was
supported in parliament by the PCF. The Popular Front government was
consciously an alliance of centre and left-wing forces defending the demo-
cratic Republic against the threat of fascism. It made combat formations and
paramilitary militias illegal. This move succeeded in domesticating the
Croix de Feu, which emerged from the ban as a normal political party on the
conservative right, the Parti Social Français (French Social Party, PSF). The
Popular Front government embarked on an ambitious social and nationalisa-
tion programme, and reflationary economic policy, and planned for increased
military expenditure to meet the Nazi danger, only to struggle to reconcile
these domestic and foreign policy spending priorities. To an even greater
extent than its Cartel des Gauches predecessors in 1924 and 1932, the
Popular Front government provoked a huge political reaction on the right,
for whom ‘Marxism’ was now in power, and the usual ‘flight of capital’, a
financial withdrawal of confidence which fatally undermined, as it was
designed to do, its public spending programmes.

Doriot’s newly launched PPF was clearly part of that reaction to the
Popular Front. It was the hub of an anti-Popular Front front, the Front de la
Liberté, or ‘Freedom Front’, which it formed with the Fédération Républicaine,
the largest conservative right grouping in the French parliament. As Doriot
intended, this brought his new movement within range of the bankers and
industrialists who payrolled the FR and would see in the PPF a new weapon
in the struggle against a social reforming government. It was this situation
which allows Soucy to portray the PPF as a ‘fascist’ movement by his terms
of reference, a ‘revision of conservatism’ rather than a revision of Marxism.
But this pigeon-holing of ‘fascism’ as extreme conservatism does not
encompass the meaning of ‘fascism’, nor does it capture the ‘fascism’ of
the PPF.

The formation of the Popular Front certainly placed the PPF in the
dilemma which had confronted and eventually crippled Valois and Le Fais-
ceau in the 1920s. The people funding the movement expected it to defend
the socio-economic interests under threat from Popular Front policies, and
there was the obvious risk here of compromising the outlook of a movement
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for whom, in Doriot’s words, ‘social conservatism is as detestable as Bolshe-
vism’ (Austin 1990: 188). The PPF’s stance went beyond conservatism, as Le
Faisceau’s had done.

At first, the PPF had echoed the demands of the other conservative
leagues for a reformed constitution, a stronger executive and a weaker legis-
lature. But in its 1938 programme, it called for a state where there was
unity of action and command, a dictatorship, in other words. This idea for a
‘new state’, to be run by the ‘new men’ of will, dynamism and action, was
combined with a vision of a technology-driven modernised and ‘produc-
tivist’ corporately organised national economy, providing the economic
muscle for a revival of French grandeur. The aesthetic, morally regenerating
‘supermen’ politics was what attracted unattached fascist intellectuals, like
Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, to the PPF. The blend of economic modernisation
and a new virile ‘civilisation’, as the bases of revived national greatness, very
much resembled Mosley’s vision of the ‘Greater Britain’.

Doriot had, in other words, completed the transition from international
communism to national communism, and to fascist ‘national socialism’. His
political evolution, or involution, started and ended with a rejection of the
way a foreign communist power, the USSR, could interfere in and affect
French national politics, to serve other than French national interests. This
‘nationalism’ was the link between his expulsion from the PCF and his rein-
carnation in the PPF. So at the PPF’s launch, Doriot talked of the PCF as a
‘foreign army camped on our territory’ (Wolf 1969: 157), and opposed the
Popular Front as a stooge of the PCF, and by extension, of the USSR. The
‘answer’ was not to renounce ‘socialism’ and the working classes, but ‘re-
nationalise’ French workers in and through a cross-class, cross-party national
movement, as the PPF aspired to be, a ‘microcosm of a reconciled France’
(Griffin 1995: 199) with ‘a great programme for the working class, for the
middle class, and for the peasantry’ (Allardyce 1966: 71), capable of mobilis-
ing the country around the national ideal.

Doriot retained for a while his working-class appeal and political base in
St Denis, reflected in the large proportion of working-class delegates to the
PPF’s first party congress. This was gradually whittled down by the PCF,
Doriot losing out as mayor to the Popular Front candidate in May 1937, and
the PPF became more of a middle-class party. It certainly grew in member-
ship between 1936 and 1938, and although estimates again differ, probably
peaked at perhaps 100,000 members. Besides St Denis, it was regionally
strong in Algeria, for its racism and defence of French settler interests
against the Arab population and around Marseille in South Eastern France,
largely as the result of the temporary migration of a local ex-PCF and ex-
socialist political fixer and his municipal employees’ following.

The PPF’s anti-communist and anti-Soviet stance marked it out as a
‘peace party’ and a strong supporter of appeasement in 1938–39. But it was
difficult to continue portraying the USSR as wanting war against Nazi
Germany, and through the Popular Front, involving France in the Soviet
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Union’s war. In March 1938, a short-lived second Popular Front govern-
ment collapsed, unable to do anything about the Anschluss externally, or the
financial ‘strike’ internally. ‘Order’ was restored with the Radical Daladier’s
centre–right coalition government, which brought foreign policy and
domestic policy into line, ‘appeasing’ Nazi Germany with the dismember-
ment of Czechoslovakia at the Munich conference in September 1938, and
cutting back on the Popular Front’s spending programmes.

If it was a case of ‘better Hitler than Blum’ for some on the French right,
the end of the Popular Front and the return of Daladier and parliamentary
conservatism removed the appeal of and the need for any extra- and non-
parliamentary resolution to the country’s ‘crisis’. After March 1939, when
the Nazis occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia in defiance of the Munich
agreement, both the British and the French governments moved from a
policy of ‘appeasement’ to one of ‘deterrence’. Being for ‘peace’ now appeared
to be little better than consorting with the national enemy, and this could
only throw doubt on the PPF’s nationalism and its political credibility for
the French electorate, and even for its own members. Drieu La Rochelle left
the PPF because of Doriot’s support for appeasement. As Drieu said,
‘systems change, countries remain’ (Soucy 1966: 44), and French national-
ism now demanded resistance to Nazi Germany.

Fascism in Spain

Spain was one of the last countries in inter-war Europe to experience a fully
democratic system of government, when the monarchy was replaced by a
parliamentary Republic in 1931. But, as in much of Central, Eastern and
Southern Europe, parliamentary democracy did not survive for long. Rather
against the trend of what happened in these parts of Europe, where the
strength of fascism mirrored the weakness of democratic institutions,
fascism in Spain was, until the final crisis of democracy, as marginal a force
as it was in much of Northern and Western Europe.

At first sight, this seems strange. The centre–left Republican–Socialist
coalition governments which ran the country between 1931 and 1933
embarked on a rapid political and economic reform programme to create a
‘modern’ and secular Spain. Its anti-clerical policies aroused fierce opposition
from the Catholic Church and Catholic organisations, and practically
obliged the formation of a Catholic party which aimed to revise the Repub-
lic’s anti-clerical constitution and restore the position of the Church. The
attempt to ‘modernise’ Spain was being attempted in the particularly unpro-
pitious circumstances of the Great Depression. Agrarian reform, especially,
was difficult to push through in any circumstances in Spain, without aggra-
vating the already polarised relations between landowners and an often
Anarchist-organised and militant agricultural workforce. Agricultural
depression sharpened and intensified these social tensions in the countryside.
Farm incomes were being squeezed by falling agricultural prices, at the same
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time as farmers and landowners faced measures which not only required
them to improve their workers’ pay and conditions, but also constituted, in
their eyes, an attack on property rights.

This was not, perhaps, a socialist revolution, though some of the people
whose interests were damaged or threatened by the reforms would perceive
what happened as such. The situation was potentially very fertile ground for
fascism, which, as demonstrated throughout Europe, both thrived on
national crisis and projected itself as the resolution of national crisis.

A fascist movement appeared in 1934, the Falange Española de las Juntas
de Ofensiva Nacional-Sindacalista (Spanish Phalanx of National Syndicalist
Assault Groups), the result of a merger between a small national syndicalist
group and an equally small nationalist movement led by José Antonio
Primo de Rivera, the son of the Spanish dictator of the 1920s. The Falange
was the classic fascist formulation. The movement’s twenty-seven point pro-
gramme rejected all that divided and weakened contemporary Spain, from
regional separatisms to class warfare, and the real source of internal divisive-
ness, the existence of political parties and a parliamentary system, which by
their nature, could only organise, represent and defend sectional and partial
interests. All this could be superseded by what the Falange saw as unifying
and so strengthening the nation: a single-party totalitarian state organising
a ‘national syndicalist’ economy, making Spain into a ‘gigantic system of
producers . . . a system of vertical syndicates for the various fields of produc-
tion, all working towards national economic unity’ (Delzell 1971: 274).

This was ‘neither right, nor left’ fascism, repudiating both laissez-faire
and finance capitalism and Marxism as embodiments of the same corrupting
materialistic ‘civilisation’. The ‘new order’ would be imposed by a fascist
movement whose members lived ‘life as a militia’ and whose ‘aesthetic and
military view of life’ (Delzell 1971: 271) would serve as a model of values
for a regenerated nation. Very significantly in the Spanish context, the
Falange was as secular, if not as anti-clerical, as the democratic Republic it
so despised. Catholicism was identified as the ‘glorious tradition’ of Spain,
signifying Spain’s special historical position on the very frontiers of Euro-
pean Christian civilisation. But there were to be no special state-sponsored
and state-protected privileges for the Church. The Falange insisted on the
separation of Church and state, each one to its own legitimate sphere of
activity. In a scarcely veiled warning that the Church would be expected to
complement, not take the place of, the national educative role of the totali-
tarian state, point twenty-five spoke of allowing the Church ‘no interference
or activity that may impair the dignity of the state or national integrity’
(Delzell 1971: 277).

Pointedly, also, the programme closed with a clause which ruled out any
change to the party’s current designation and title. This was like Hitler
declaring the twenty-point programme of the NSDAP in 1920 to be invi-
olable. The Falange intended to be a pure and independent movement, to
stand and succeed alone, without compromising its principles. This point
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twenty-seven, together with the programme’s very explicit use of the term
‘totalitarian’, made it clear that the Falange distinguished itself from
conservative parties, which it saw as rivals, not potential allies.

This was a recipe for political isolation and impotence. José Antonio
invoked point twenty-seven to justify the Falange not joining the rightist
National Front electoral coalition which opposed the leftist Popular Front
coalition in the 1935–36 elections. The National Front parties won 40 per
cent of the vote, losing narrowly to the Popular Front. The Falange stood
separately, in only less than a third of Spain’s constituencies, winning under
1 per cent of the vote and no seats in the Spanish parliament. The miserable
overall performance disguised relatively better showings in some places, like
Madrid and Cadiz, where José Antonio lost the seat he had won in 1933.

It appeared as if only party members actually voted for the Falange, where
they could. Secondary school and university students and recent graduates
were often the core members of party sections, and many of these young men
were not of voting age. Outside the university towns and cities, the Falange
attracted small groups of urban lower middle and middle-class people. Its
national union organisation only made an impact among some service sector
workers, and its only toehold in agriculture was a sugar beet farmers’ associ-
ation in the Castillian province of Valladolid.

You can only explain the Falange’s inability to make an impression in pro-
pitious circumstances by looking at the alternatives to it. On the socialist
left, there were well-established, well-organised and active Anarchist and
Marxist socialist labour unions among workers in both town and countryside,
for whom the Falange’s national syndicalism offered less than they already
had or could expect from the two forms of socialism. The votes of conserva-
tive rural and small town Catholics of all social classes went to the Catholic
party, Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas (Spanish Confederation of
the Independent Right, CEDA), the amalgamation of a ramified national
network of Catholic parties and social and economic organisations, or in
North Eastern Spain, to the Catholic monarchist party, the Carlists. CEDA
was ‘accidentalist’, neutral about forms of government, though actually
drawn to Catholic authoritarianism in the Dollfuss Austrian mould. Its raison
d’être was the revision of the anti-clerical Republican constitution, which it
was prepared to pursue within the democratic parliamentary system. It
became the largest single party in parliament after the 1933 elections, and to
the scandal of the left, who regarded CEDA as ‘fascist’, entered a coalition
government with conservative Republicans in 1934. CEDA and the Carlists
hoovered up all Catholic opposition to the secular Republic. So neither to the
left nor to the right did the Falange find ‘available’ constituencies.

The constituencies on the right became ‘available’ after the shock of the
Popular Front election victory in early 1936, which marked and accentuated
the left/right polarisation of Spanish politics. The socialists stayed out of the
government, and those on the revolutionary wing who, like CEDA, had an
‘accidentalist’ and not principled commitment to parliamentary democracy,
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talked of socialist revolution, creating the ‘red scare’ which justified the mil-
itary coup to overthrow the Republic in June 1936. On the right, the
Popular Front election victory destroyed the credibility of CEDA’s ‘acciden-
talist’ ‘legalist’ strategy of working through parliamentary institutions to
undo the Republic’s damage to the Church. For democracy had not deliv-
ered a parliamentary majority capable of passing constitutional revision, but
one which gave government back to the enemies of the Church.

At this point, the Falange’s stand-alone anti-system stance worked to its
advantage. CEDA literally disintegrated after the calamity of a Popular
Front government, and thousands of CEDistas passed over to the Falange
from March 1936, a relatively short step to take for members of CEDA’s
violent and fascistic youth movement, Juventud de Acción Popular (Youth for
popular Action, JAP). This process continued in the Nationalist zones where
the military coup had succeeded, which were policed by Falangist militias
during the ensuing civil war.

So the military rebellion under General Francisco Franco, and the civil
war which resulted from its only partial success, was the Falange’s great
political opportunity. But the military rising was also the greatest threat to
its political independence, and point twenty-seven of the party programme.
José Antonio, imprisoned by the Republican government since March 1936,
and executed after the outbreak of the civil war, warned the Falange against
being the ‘supernumeraries in a movement that does not intend to install
the National Syndicalist state . . . but intends rather to reinstate a conserva-
tive bourgeois mediocrity . . . adorned . . . with the choreographic accompa-
niment of our Blue Shirts’ (Delzell 1971: 281).

It was difficult for the Falange to avoid being ‘used’, as José Antonio
feared. It had unexpectedly become a mass movement in 1936–37, the bene-
ficiary, not the instigator, of a shift among Spanish Catholics and conserva-
tives from legal to illegal opposition to the Republic. The Falange had not
taken nor conquered power in its own right; the military rebels had. In the
system of rule which the military evolved in the Nationalist zones during the
civil war, General Franco became head of the armed forces and head of state.
The various nationalist party militias, including the Falangists, were put
under army command and discipline. The Falangist twenty-six points, minus
point twenty-seven, became the official ideology of the new Nationalist
Spain. Franco himself was the nominal head of the Falange, or rather the new
party he created in April 1937 from a forced merger of the Falange with the
other nationalist parties, the Carlists, the Monarchists and the rump of
CEDA, the so-called Falange Española Tradicionalista (Traditionalist Spanish
Phalanx, FET). The Falange alone wanted to be the single party of the new
state, and the merger was resisted and resented by the party. Manuel Hedilla,
the Falangist leader, was imprisoned until 1944 for his mutinous response to
Franco’s decision. José Antonio rolled in his grave at the thought of his fascist
movement now carrying a ‘Traditionalist’ label, and being associated with
those militants of an ancien régime Catholic monarchy, the Carlists.
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Franco had made a very significant and defining move. He was a career
military man, and had never been a fascist, and nor did he become one. The
Falangist programme gave some ideological legitimacy and pedigree to a
military government which had none. But the military had taken over and
subordinated the Falange, rather than the Falange taking over the govern-
ment. The other parties were not merged into the Falange, which was what
happened to the Italian Nationalists when they joined the PNF in 1923; the
Falange was merged with them. The intention was clearly to neutralise, or
balance off, the Falange, in an enforced alliance with its ideological and
political rivals.

The FET, and the Falange within it, became an important component of
the Franco regime. Falangists were made government ministers, appointed
to top state administrative positions at the centre and in the provinces, and
ran much of municipal government. Falangist organisations and personnel
controlled what passed as the regime’s syndical structure and its social
welfare and housing services. But the Falange was never allowed to mono-
polise the regime, which they would have wished to do, as a totalitarian
party. The constant features of the regime were Franco’s position at the head
of it, and the diverse composition of successive governments, which always
included military men, Carlists and others, alongside Falangists and
Falangist sympathisers.

Catholicism became the official religion of Spain and Spaniards. The
Church and Catholic organisations regained their position in education, and
retained it in the press, banking and the economy, baulking the Falange’s
aspirations to form the secular morality of a totalitarian state. Whenever
Franco spoke of ‘totalitarianism’, he invoked not Mussolini, nor Hitler, nor
even José Antonio, but the absolutist medieval Catholic monarchy. Franco,
in other words, was at the apex of a pyramid of regime-supporting political
forces and institutions, balancing and shifting the power and influence of
each of them. The Falange was a special cog of the system, but one among
other components, and this meant that although the Franco regime was a
dictatorship, it was not a fascist dictatorship.

Establishing the position occupied by the fascist parties within dictatorial
systems, is, in fact, a pretty good indicator of their nature. The parts played
by the Falange in the Franco regime, and by the Heimwehr in the Austrian
Dollfuss regime, were analogous. The situation was clearer from the start in
the dictatorship established by Antonio de Oliveira Salazar, in Spain’s Iberian
neighbour, Portugal. Rolao Preto, the leader of Portugal’s fascist movement,
the National Syndicalists, spoke bitterly of Salazar and Dollfuss from exile,
saying that ‘the Revolution can only be made with revolutionaries, and
fascism has only been realised by fascists’ (Griffin 1995: 194). That ‘there is
no fascism without fascists’, seems so blindingly obvious that it is surprising
that anyone, at any stage, would want to categorise these regimes as ‘fascist’.

Salazar, like Franco and Dollfuss, had never belonged to a fascist
movement. No political party, fascist or otherwise, had played a role in the
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transition from military rule to dictatorship between 1926 and 1932. His
1920s political and ideological roots were in social Catholicism, and this, if
anything, lay behind the authoritarian corporatist constitution of the ‘New
State’ in 1932. Salazar publicly repudiated the idea that the state could
legitimate itself, be its own source of authority; above the state, there was
always a superior morality, that of Catholic Christianity.

Preto’s movement, formed in 1932, had initially been tolerated by the
‘New State’. But in July 1934 the National Syndicalists were banned for
being, in Salazar’s words, a ‘pagan’ and ‘totalitarian’ movement. Its leaders
went underground and into exile, and Preto participated in an abortive coup
against Salazar in 1935. Those who were willing to be co-opted were swept
up into the ‘New State’s only authorised political party, the National Union,
which in the way of parties created from above by the government in power,
was actually a ‘non-party’. Candidates in Portugal’s non-competitive elec-
tions to the National Assembly came from the National Union, which indi-
cated its sole purpose, as a passive reservoir of support for the regime. As the
single party of a dictatorial system, it resembled not the PNF nor the
NSDAP, but rather the Fatherland Front in Austria, or King Carol of
Romania’s Front for National Rebirth.

So, in the fascist regimes of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, the fascist
parties had taken power themselves, and set up new systems of rule, with
the now monopolistic fascist parties attempting to organise and transform
institutions and civil society in a totalitarian way. The half-way house was
occupied by the authoritarian regimes of Austria and Spain, where the
Heimwehr and Falange respectively had helped Dollfuss and Franco to power,
but not to the extent that they could monopolise power and determine the
shape of the regime, becoming components, but not the engines, of the
system. Finally, there was Salazar’s authoritarian ‘New State’ in Portugal,
and for that matter, King Carol’s in Romania, where the national fascist
movements had no input at all to the formation of the regimes, and, in fact,
opposed them, and were eliminated as a result.

The second wave of fascism

This book has been emphasising throughout that fascist movements were
usually born of crisis, exploited crisis and saw themselves as the only route
out of crisis. This is one reason why some historians tend to see fascist move-
ments as political fireworks which burst onto the scene, and seemed to want
to get things done, usually violently, rather than talk or deliberate about
what they intended to do. There can be no doubting the ‘getting things
done’ pragmatism of fascist movements, which made a virtue of acting
decisively, while others talked. Part of their appeal, they thought, lay in
their confrontational dynamism, their willingness to believe that there were
simple, violent solutions to apparently intractable problems.

But it is a big step to move on from the fascists’ will to action, and say
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with the American historian, Gilbert Allardyce, that the movements were
‘just’ opportunistic, and empty vessels ideologically (Allardyce 1979). For
one thing, the will to action was not extraneous to fascist ideology; it was
part of it, part of the mystique of the ‘new man’ personified in themselves,
who alone could regenerate the nation. For another thing, all the fascist
movements which emerged, or flourished, in the years of the Depression had
political programmes, a set of policies and aims, which they declared pub-
licly and usually in writing. The Romanian Iron Guard was probably the
vaguest fascist movement with the least sympathy for formulating pro-
grammes. But Codreanu’s insistence that what the country needed were
‘men, not programmes’, was its ‘programme’. Even ‘smash the Jews’, which
was one of the Guard’s basic messages to Romanian peasants, was a ‘pro-
gramme’. At the other end of the spectrum, there could scarcely be clearer
expressions of intent than the Spanish Falange’s ‘twenty-seven points’ pro-
gramme, or Mosley’s The Greater Britain.

A programme is not an ideology, but it is the expression of an ideology, an
attempt to give concrete shape to the informing principles of a political move-
ment. The programmes of fascist movements might have been incoherent, in
parts plagiarised. They might also be regarded as dangerous rubbish, but they
existed, and we can examine them to find out what fascists wanted and
intended to do. For Allardyce, of course, another demonstration of fascism’s
ideological vacuity was that the fascist leaders were big liars, whose words
were not to be trusted. They were men who would say and do anything to get
and retain power; it was all ‘propaganda’. What these remarks really demon-
strate is that Allardyce wants fascists to be judged by higher ethical standards
than other politicians. As for matching words to performance, this is best con-
sidered by looking at what fascists did when they had power, in Chapter 4.

The fascist movements of the Depression years were many. But their
development was uneven, and several of them were and remained small in
terms of members and of voters. This does make comparison difficult. Is
there any useful point in comparing small, politically marginal fascist move-
ments, with a few thousand members, to the big guns, like the German
Nazis, who had hundreds of thousands of members? The Danish Nazi party
in the 1930s had, apparently, a membership who, by class and occupation,
were a microcosm of Danish society as a whole. Are we to make of this that
the DNSAP was a real volkspartei, a cross-class national party, the fascist
dream realised? Hardly, when it had a few thousand members at most, and
won at its peak 1.8 per cent of the vote in national elections. The microcos-
mic character of the membership was, in this case, surely, more chance and
coincidence. The smaller movements were like sects, a bunch of people
whose coming together tells the historian little about social patterns in
the wider national society. Their reasons for joining were idiosyncratic;
they were exceptions who proved no rules. It would seem that making
generalisations about the social composition, the class base, of fascist move-
ments, can only usefully be done by comparing movements of a decent size.

Fascist movements: the second wave, 1929–40 115



The bigger fascist movements of the 1930s did, more or less, have a
‘people’s party’ profile, drawing in support from all social classes. It was a
‘more or less’ situation, since middle-class people were usually over-
represented in fascist membership and electorates, while workers of town
and country were often under-represented. This would seem to indicate that
the middle classes, by virtue of being middle class, were more susceptible
than workers, as workers, to the hyper-nationalist appeal of fascism.

This general point can be related to people’s political behaviour during
and as a result of the Depression. The worst affected materially by the eco-
nomic crisis were industrial workers and farmers. There were plenty of
farmers who joined, and voted for, fascist movements. The fact that some
urban middle-class people in professional or white-collar public and private
employment also supported fascist movements indicates that the Depression
affected groups who were not the hardest hit in material terms. These people
were probably reacting to their fear of the repercussions of unemployment
on others, as expressed in a more militant attitude among workers and other
signs of social instability.

The question of whether fascism was mainly a middle-class phenomenon
need not be closed yet. In Hungary, over 40 per cent of the membership of
the Arrow Cross in 1938–39 were industrial workers and miners, when
these groups overall counted for 23 per cent of the country’s working popu-
lation. In Germany, in 1933, a third of Nazi party members were workers,
an impressive enough figure, but relatively below the 46 per cent of workers
in the country’s working population. What membership figures reflected
were the organising drive and ability of fascist movements. But explaining
why fascist movements organised more successfully among some social
groups rather than others might not, after all, be simply a matter of class-
specific susceptibility to the fascist appeal.

What seemed to determine the ‘political space’ occupied by fascist move-
ments was whether people were ‘available’ or not, the extent to which they
were already organised by other political parties. Fascist movements were
newcomers, and they entered the fray when the political patterns of modern
European societies were often set, and took what chances they could. Strong
Catholic and socialist parties, usually backed up by union and other social
organisations, made Catholics of all classes and agricultural and industrial
workers, difficult groups to penetrate. It was probably why the NSDAP did
relatively so much better among the Protestant middle classes of Northern
and Eastern Germany, and why many of the workers they attracted often
worked in small businesses and did not belong to socialist labour unions.
The strength of the religious and class based ‘pillars’ of Dutch and Belgian
society helped to limit the range of appeal of the anti-‘pillar’ NSB and Rex,
while CEDA cut away the ground of the Falange in Spain. The hold of
socialist unions over the landless labourers working the capitalist farms of
Northern Italy was only broken by systematic squadrist Fascist violence
between 1920 and 1922. The opposite situation confirms the point about
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‘availability’. Fascist movements sometimes filled organisational vacuums,
the Legion literally marching into the mountains to discover a ‘lost’ Roman-
ian peasantry, the Arrow Cross taking advantage of the Horthy regime’s
restrictions on socialist party organisation among workers.

Mussolini took Hitler’s coming to power in Germany as a sign that this
was the fascist ‘era’, that fascism was becoming ‘universal’. His regime’s
‘internationalism’ of the early 1930s was, as we shall see in Chapter 5, both
an attempt to build on the success of Nazism, and to control it as a poten-
tially stronger pole of attraction for other European fascist movements.
Much has sometimes been made of the extent to which European inter-war
fascist movements mimicked or imitated the two movements in Italy and
Germany which had actually become regimes. To my mind, if this was the
case, it becomes all the more pertinent to treat fascism as a general European
phenomenon. But for those historians who make most of the imitating, the
intention is different. They want to show that fascism was not ‘native’ to
their own countries, that it was an imported ‘foreign’ ideology and, at its
worst, that fascist movements were the ‘agents’ of the two fascist powers.

There can be no denying the fact that the two fascist regimes gave finan-
cial and other support to many of Europe’s fascist movements in the 1930s.
In some instances, it probably kept the movements afloat, which in the case
of a movement like Francisme, was not saying very much. Nobody would
have noticed if Francisme had ceased operating. Again, as we shall see in
Chapter 5, funding was often made in the expectation of some political
return to the donor. Through the Heimwehr, Mussolini hoped to gain lever-
age in Austrian politics. But it is far more difficult to show that fascist
movements adopted programmes modelled on the big two, in order to
attract funding from them. It is even difficult to show that fascist move-
ments behaved as though they were in the pay of one or other of the two
fascist regimes. Hitler was undoubtedly frustrated by Szálasi’s refusal to
compromise his political independence and throw in his lot with the Imrédy
faction of Hungary’s authoritarian political establishment, whom the
Germans were backing in 1940.

It was certainly the case that some fascist movements quite consciously
drew on the Italian Fascist and/or German Nazi models. Valois did, to an
extent, with Le Faisceau, in the mid-1920s, as did Francisme, the NSB, and
the Scandinavian Nazi movements in the 1930s. These movements did so
because they believed that the national crises their own countries were
passing through bore some resemblance to those in Italy and Germany. But
these movements invoked their own glorious national pasts, invented their
own national myths to serve as the inspiration for national revival and regen-
eration. They adapted the models to their own national environments.

Other fascist movements publicly discounted any modelling on Italian
Fascism and German Nazism, and again, they did so for good ‘national’
political reasons. In Belgium and France after 1936, there were government
bans on fascist organisations; to accept or adopt the fascist label was to invite
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government repression. More importantly, fascist movements in Northern
and Western Europe realised that with war approaching in the late 1930s,
they were increasingly identified by their own countrymen with the expan-
sionism of the fascist powers.

This was an inescapable dilemma for fascists, whether they should, or
could, put their patriotism before their fascism. Both Doriot and Mosley
were for ‘peace’ in the late 1930s, and supported the appeasement of the
fascist dictators by their governments, though from a very different
perspective. But once the governmental policy of appeasement became one
of ‘deterrence’ to Nazi Germany, after the German occupation of Czechoslo-
vakia in March 1939, the BUF and the PPF were left high and dry as move-
ments which seemed to be supporting, against their own countries, the
aggressive actions of foreign enemy powers. Rather ironically, to convince
people of their nationalism in the late 1930s, fascists had to play down the
name of ‘fascism’. Fascist movements outside Germany found that they were
the losers of Nazi success.

This odd dialectic worked in another way, as well. The breakdown of
German democracy as a consequence of the impact of the Depression
haunted the democrats and parliamentarians of Western Europe, because the
Depression in their own countries seemed to be producing the same kind of
political deadlock which had led in Germany to the crisis of the parliamen-
tary system. Made aware of the threat of fascism at home, and later abroad,
anti-fascists united and resisted. The best way of resisting, or pre-empting
fascism, was, of course, to show that the democratic parliamentary system
worked, even and especially in a crisis. The National Government in Britain,
the ‘Red–Green’ crisis agreements in Scandinavia, the Belgian tripartite
coalition against Rex, showed that it could.

The Depression had the effect of integrating socialist parties into the
democratic system and making them social democratic. This was also one of
the side effects of the Soviet Union’s shift to the Popular Front strategy, one
country too late, in 1934–35. The fact that communist parties were now
committed to defending democracy against fascism as the greater evil, in
alliances with non-communist forces, was important, but ambivalent. The
presence of local communist parties in Popular Front coalitions in France and
Spain arguably deepened these countries’ internal political divisions, and on
the right made the fascist alternative seem more attractive.

But the point remains. Fascism was unable to make the political advances
it might have expected in the 1930s, because it was resisted. In still demo-
cratic Western and Northern Europe, governments banned it, and acted to
resolve the crisis situations which fascist movements wanted to exploit. In
authoritarian Southern, Central and Eastern Europe, where fascism was as
much an oppositional force as it was in democratic countries, military, royal
and civilian dictatorships either co-opted and neutralised, or repressed, the
fascist movements.
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4 The fascist regimes in Italy
and Germany

There was no tabula rasa, no clean slate, for the fascist movements which
came to power in Italy in 1922 and in Germany in 1933. The comparison
with the Bolshevik coup in Russia in 1917 is instructive. Here, the absolute
monarchy, as both the source and actuality of state power, had been
destroyed in the first Russian Revolution of February 1917. The so-called
‘Provisional Governments’ of the democratic interregnum of February to
October 1917 had dismantled the Tsarist system’s policing and bureaucratic
apparatus, largely to demonstrate their democratic credentials, making
Russia, as Lenin said, ‘the freest country in the world’. This rendered the
Provisional Governments practically powerless to coerce the peasantry into
continuing with the war economy, and then to prevent the peasants’ cumu-
lative local action to take control of land use.

The army, the Tsar’s usual rather than last resort in keeping ‘order’ inter-
nally, ceased to be an effective instrument of state repression, as a result of
‘revolutionary fraternisation’ with the Bolsheviks, and the disintegrative
effects of the peasant land revolution on an army of largely conscript peasant
soldiers. There was a real sense of the Bolsheviks stepping into, and taking
advantage of, a vacuum of authority in late 1917, of ‘boarding the empty
ship of state’. The relatively small amount of bloodshed in the Bolshevik
coup of 1917 indicated that there was no governmental will or capacity to
resist. The old order had already gone and, although the Bolsheviks drew on
elements of the ‘old’ army and state bureaucracy, they could create the new
institutions of governance from scratch, and had to do so, in order to survive
the organised chaos of the civil war between 1917 and 1921.

In Italy in 1922, and in Germany in 1933, the established institutions of
society were largely intact, despite in Italy, appearances to the contrary of a
Fascist armed coup, the ‘March on Rome’, which had certainly coerced the
King into accepting Mussolini as Prime Minister, but not overthrown the
monarchy as an institution. Fascism and Nazism had come to power with
the connivance and collusion of the country’s establishments, and it is diffi-
cult to see how they could have done it in another way, and achieved it on
their own.

The new Fascist and Nazi governments could make use of the existing



career civil service, not only because it was already there. In the main, the
government administrations were prepared to accommodate themselves to
the newcomers, since a period of anticipated strong government would
enhance the role and importance of the executive of the state. The rallying of
the established institutions to the new fascist governments was, in the end,
motivated by a meeting of aims, if not of minds. Mussolini was expected to
provide a shot of strong government as an antidote to the threat of the revo-
lutionary left after a turbulent transition from war to peace. Anti-democratic
feelings were probably more deeply entrenched among the conservative
elites of Germany after the experience of the Weimar Republic. Hitler, like
them, was a nationalist who wanted to defeat Marxism and destroy the Ver-
sailles settlement. He would need them, industrialists and businessmen, the
armed forces, the career diplomats, to achieve economic recovery, re-arm the
country and dismantle Versailles. It was these initial and apparently mutu-
ally binding compromises between fascism and the conservative establish-
ment which sustain the Marxist view of fascism as an extreme, but
conservative and reactionary means of defending embattled dominant
economic and social interests at a time of crisis.

This was, and is, a static view of fascism’s ‘function’. These compromises
can scarcely be ignored, but one cannot assume that the fascist regimes
remained bound by them. The continued existence and weight of the ‘old
order’ meant that any change would necessarily take time, and be a process,
rather than a once and for all transformation. The compromises were not
easy to escape from. But equally, they were not set in stone, as they were, by
contrast, in Franco’s Spain. The hybridity of the fascist systems, as elements
of the ‘old order’ cohabited with those of the ‘new, was a sign not of stasis
and fascism’s accommodation with its conservative allies, but of the trans-
ition from one ‘order’ to another, of a transformation which was under way.
These were regimes which became progressively more radical, and the shift-
ing relative weight of the institutions which Fascism and Nazism inherited
on coming to power was a good indicator of the tempo of radical change.

The radical nature of fascism in power was evident from the way Fascism
and Nazism strengthened their political hold over Italy and Germany. The
pace of change was different, but the outcome was the same, or similar.
What the Fascists achieved between 1922 and 1926, the Nazis achieved,
and more, in Germany, in shorter order, in 1933–34.

In a frenetic bout of law making in 1925–26, the Fascist government for-
mally outlawed all non-Fascist political parties, unions and press, removed
the rights of a democratic citizenry and effectively installed a one-party and
police state. These ‘most fascist laws’ also made Mussolini head of govern-
ment, who could issue laws by decree, and was no longer accountable for
government policy to an elected parliament, but only to the King as head of
state. In Germany, the so-called Enabling Act of March 1933 gave the
government the power to issue laws without recourse to parliament nor even
to the President as head of state. The socialist and communist parties were
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banned, the others dissolved themselves, and in July 1933, the NSDAP
became the only party legally allowed to exist. On the death of the
conservative nationalist President Hindenburg in 1934, Hitler promptly
merged the positions of Chancellor (Prime Minister) and President in
himself and got the armed forces and civil service to take an oath of loyalty
to him, not as Chancellor-President, head of government and state, but as
‘Führer of the German People’.

What needs explaining here is not so much the same outcome of the
single-party state, as the different pace of change. This was down to histor-
ical accident, and to the ‘national’ differences between Italy and Germany
and between the two fascisms. The accident was Hindenburg’s death, which
given his old age, might have been expected, but could not be predicted.
His death gave Hitler the opportunity to do away with one of the remaining
components of the Weimar constitution, the Presidency, which was a poten-
tial alternative source of authority in Nazi Germany.

But the main reason for the more rapid pace of change in Germany was
that the points of departure of the two movements were different. Hitler in
1933 was Chancellor of a coalition government including ministers from the
conservative nationalist party, the DNVP and independent conservatives,
like von Papen, Hindenburg’s protégé and Vice-Chancellor. Only a few
cabinet posts were taken by Nazis. But the NSDAP was the largest single
party in parliament, winning well over a third of the total votes in the elec-
tions held shortly after Hitler was appointed head of the government. It also
had, by 1933, a highly ramified party organisation, with party sections for
various occupational, gender and age groups, including farmers, workers and
professionals, and women and young people, and its own policing and secur-
ity apparatus in the SA and the SS. The NSDAP then, was not only popular
and representative of the country at large, but was also already, through its
organisational network, a kind of parallel government in waiting. This made
the entry of Nazis to government broadly acceptable to large sections of the
German people. It also greatly facilitated the incorporation of the NSDAP
into the state system.

The Nazi party, sometimes acting in tandem with central government
and sometimes conflicting with it, carried out in 1933–34 a process of ‘Naz-
ification’, which was called Gleichschaltung, rather unsatisfactorily translat-
able as ‘Co-ordination’. It was an exercise to align government and society to
the Nazi way, and took in organs of government as well as organised sec-
tional interest and pressure groups and economic, cultural and professional
associations. Sometimes, the process was pretty crude and coercive. The
regional party bosses, the Gauleiter, ‘co-ordinated’ the Land or state govern-
ments by pressurising, under threat of violence, non-Nazi administrations to
resign and then purging the local state bureaucracies, sometimes taking over
whole departments, significantly including the police. The process was
enforced, too, for the labour unions, the premises and assets of which were
seized by the NSDAP in May 1933, and transferred to the new Nazi labour
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organisation, the Deutsche Arbeitsfront (German Labour Front, DAF), under
Robert Ley.

Here, force was used because the party’s organisational penetration of the
industrial working classes had not proceeded very far by 1933. But in other
areas, party ‘co-ordination’ was almost subliminal, since the NSDAP had
already effectively taken over these sectors and won the support of their
members before Hitler’s coming to power. This was certainly the case with
the various small retailer and artisan associations, and especially so with
farming. Already led by men drawn from the Nazi pig breeder Walter
Darré’s agricultural policy section in the NSDAP, the ‘co-ordinated’ farmers’
organisations were brought together in the Reich Food Estate, a vast cor-
poration controlling agricultural production and marketing. Not unusually,
Darré straddled party and state spheres, as both head of the Reich Food
Estate and Minister of Agriculture.

Mussolini and the PNF were not in such a commanding position in 1922.
Although the PNF, with about 300,000 members, was the largest party in
Italy at the time, it was not a ‘national’ party in the way the NSDAP was.
Its support and strength lay in the North and Centre of the country, and it
was much less significant, even non-existent, in most areas of the South and
the islands. The PNF had only thirty or so seats in parliament, and the
coalition government headed by Mussolini between 1922 and 1924 was
dependent on a parliament dominated by non- and anti-Fascist groups and
parties. The capillary and sectoral organisations of the PNF were far less
developed than the NSDAP at the point of taking power. It had the para-
military squads, who policed in an informal and terroristic fashion those
Northern and Central provinces run by local party bosses, the ras. It also had
its own syndical or union organisation, but this was only really of any
weight in Northern and Central agricultural areas, where fascist syndicates
mopped up agricultural labourers and small farmers largely driven out of
their socialist and Catholic unions by squadrist violence. The fascist unions
had made as little headway among the bulk of the industrial working class
as the NSDAP had.

Perhaps even more important, Italy’s existing national institutions were a
considerable obstacle to Fascism taking control of the country. The King,
who, as head of state, nominated Mussolini Prime Minister in 1922, could
as constitutionally dismiss him, even after the 1926 law making Mussolini
head of government and practically combining legislative and executive
powers in his person. The King was commander-in-chief of the armed forces
and, since the country’s political and territorial unification in 1870, the
monarchy had customarily involved itself in military affairs. It was signifi-
cant that Mussolini had covered his back and neutralised any army opposi-
tion to a Fascist take-over just before the ‘March on Rome’, by playing down
the PNF’s republican leanings and praising the army as Italy’s great national
institution.

The continuing presence of the monarchy, even within a Fascist state

122 Fascist regimes in Italy and Germany



system emerging in the mid and late 1920s, was important in reconciling
the military and the civil service to Mussolini’s rule. This loyalty and sense
of service to a state symbolised in the monarchy was far stronger than that
felt by the German military and bureaucracy to the Weimar Presidency.

The Catholic Church, again, in Italy, was a national institution. Catholi-
cism was the nominal religion of all Italians, whereas Germany was
bi-denominational. As in other countries where Catholicism was well-
established, Catholic clerical and lay organisations permeated all levels of
Italian society.

In such circumstances, taking political control in Italy was always likely
to be a slower and longer process than in Germany. There is still a great deal
of uncertainty among historians as to how to treat Mussolini’s early years in
power between 1922 and 1925. On balance, the evidence of Mussolini’s
actions pointed to an attritional and cumulative strategy to gain power for
the PNF, one suited, in other words, to the minority position in which
Fascism found itself in 1922.

Mussolini created new party organs parallel to and shadowing state
bodies. The Fascist Grand Council, at this stage in late 1922, exclusively
made up of Fascist leaders in PNF, syndicate and state positions, met as a
surrogate Fascist cabinet to determine Fascist policy, often deciding on
things which were then pushed through the government cabinet or Council
of Ministers. In January 1923, the Fascist squads were made into a national
paramilitary organisation paid for out of taxpayers’ money, the Milizia
Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale (Voluntary National Security Militia,
MVSN). One reason for doing this was certainly to control the squads from
the centre and curtail the provincial ras, whose local fiefdoms rested on the
squads. But the Militia was a private Fascist army, the function of which
was to keep internal order and defend the ‘Revolution’ against Fascism’s
political opponents, a job it performed to some effect during Fascism’s polit-
ical crisis following the murder of the socialist leader, Giacomo Matteotti,
in 1924.

It was the Grand Council which decided on electoral reform, in the shape
of the so-called Acerbo law. This passed through parliament in July 1923,
and was designed to give the PNF an unbeatable majority in parliament,
which was duly delivered in the 1924 elections held under the new system.
The electoral list winning the largest number of votes, as long as this was
25 per cent of the total votes cast, got two-thirds of the seats in the
parliamentary Chamber of Deputies, and a proportional share of the other
third. If people wanted to guarantee being elected, then they had to get
themselves included on the government’s electoral list of candidates. This
was the bait to absorb into Fascism pro-Fascist but still independent fellow
travellers among conservative liberals, Catholics and nationalists.

The strategy worked particularly well in the South. Most Southern liberal
politicians and their clientelistic followings joined and supported the official
Fascist electoral list, and were elected not as Fascism’s independent allies,
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but as Fascists, members of a one-party bloc. The inclusion of the ‘old’ South
into the workings of the ‘new’ Fascist Italy had important consequences for
Fascist ‘nation-forming’ in the 1930s. But for the moment, the Fascist
government had managed to extend its political hold to the South, where
Fascism had been weakest in 1922.

In a process later mirrored in the Nazi ‘Co-ordination’ of 1933–34, the
PNF continued to pressurise political opponents and non-Fascist organisa-
tions. Its actions were not only tolerated, but also complemented by the
local state authorities, who used their own powers to suspend elected muni-
cipal councils and nominate Fascist ‘caretaker’ administrations, and to close
down unions and co-operatives, transferring their assets to the Fascist syndi-
cates. The aim was clearly to ‘fascistise’ organised economic interest groups,
and secure for the Fascist syndicates the exclusive right to represent agricul-
tural and industrial workers, something which was beyond them in a normal
competitive situation.

Industrial employers managed to head off at this point their inclusion in
‘mixed syndicates’ or corporations, organising both employers and workers
together. But the national Palazzo Chigi agreement with the Fascist govern-
ment in December 1923, although allowing industrial employers and
workers to be organised separately, stated that the employers’ association,
Confindustria, and the Fascist syndicates should deal only with each other, a
step towards securing for the syndicates the monopoly representation of
workers.

So the drift of the actions of the PNF and the Fascist government was
towards the Fascist party monopolising political power, and Fascist syndi-
cates extending their control over labour from an initially limited base. The
June 1924 abduction and murder of the socialist deputy, Matteotti, by a
Fascist hit squad close to Mussolini’s own entourage, opened up a serious
political crisis for Mussolini’s government. It was important because, pushed
on by the Militia and the hardcore provincial PNF, Mussolini eventually
resolved the crisis early in 1925 by making the public and final break with
the parliamentary system he had inherited, and inaugurating the dictator-
ship. But this action made explicit and accelerated the pace of a stealthy and
gradual transformation of the system, which the Fascist party and govern-
ment had been pursuing since 1922.

Fascist ‘totalitarianism’

It has for some time been rather unfashionable to apply the idea of ‘totalitar-
ianism’ to the Italian Fascist and German Nazi regimes. In part, this is
down to the historical judgement that they, and especially the Italian Fascist
version, were never really totalitarian in practice and effect. Certainly,
Italian Fascism hardly figured at all in the articulation of theories of ‘totali-
tarianism’ in the 1950s and 1960s, where the concern was to find a basis of
comparison between Nazi Germany and the Stalinist Soviet Union. This
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comparison, developed by political scientists in the ‘West’, clearly had a
contemporary political and ideological edge. The ‘Cold War’ was, after all, a
European and then global confrontation of diametrically opposed political
and ideological systems, around which the world’s two hegemonic powers,
the USA and the USSR, cohered their respective ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’
blocs. ‘Totalitarianism’ pointed up the similarities between the recently
defeated enemy of democracy, Nazi Germany, and the post-war enemy of
democracy, the Soviet Union. As a scholarly weapon in the ‘Cold War’, the
concept of ‘totalitarianism’ made anti-communism as politically pressing
and necessary as anti-fascism was and had been. More subtly, the use of
‘totalitarianism’ also helped to rehabilitate the conservative fellow-travellers
who had supported fascism because of its anti-communism, and indeed
fascism itself, which had at least been ‘right’ in its opposition to the greatest
threat to ‘Western’ civilisation, communism.

The discovery that a scholarly concept was used tendentiously or politic-
ally is not a reason for destroying its credibility for ever. The intention here
is to argue that the idea of ‘totalitarianism’ is still a useful way of comparing
the two fascist regimes, once it is removed from the ‘Cold War’ context
which required the Soviet Union to be linked to Nazi Germany, and from
the rather mechanical and static totalitarian models which political scien-
tists devised in order to make that connection. This does justice to the idea
itself, because ‘totalitarianism’ was not a concept invented in the ‘Cold War’
period. It was originally used and applied in the 1920s, contemporaneously
to the establishment of Mussolini’s dictatorship in Italy. Mussolini’s polit-
ical opponents in the mid-1920s coined the term ‘totalitarian’ to describe
Fascism’s attempts not just to defeat its enemies, but to destroy them com-
pletely so that it could dominate everything. What was initially, then, a
mark of condemnation, was appropriated by Mussolini as a badge of honour.
Italian Fascism became the first ever political regime to justify and legitim-
ate itself as totalitarian. Using ‘totalitarian’ is, therefore, a way of assessing
fascism in terms which fascism itself would have accepted.

In this light, saying that the fascist regimes were not totalitarian, which
in practice they were not, and that this makes redundant the use of the
concept, seems to miss the point. Of course, the two regimes never managed
to realise ‘total’ control. Such a thing, thankfully, is probably unrealisable in
modern, pluralist societies, even those which subsequently fell under dicta-
torships. A totalitarian society remained a dream, or a nightmare, for the
fascists, an aspiration, a goal to aim at. Though imperfectly realised, a totali-
tarian fascist society was, nevertheless, what the two fascist regimes intended
to create, and a ‘totalitarian’ dynamic lay behind their progressive radicalisa-
tion in the late 1930s and early 1940s.

The fascist idea of ‘totalitarianism’ drew on the fascists’ own recent
experiences in wartime and political struggle, which were then both ration-
alised and generalised, bearing out Mussolini’s characteristic remarks on his
movement’s pragmatism, that ‘as always, the fact, for Fascism, preceded the
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doctrine’ (Mussolini 1934: 112). The idealised First World War ‘trench
community’ was seen as the embryo or microcosm of the ‘national commun-
ity’ which the two fascist regimes wanted to create. Here was the comrade-
ship and unity of purpose which came from people of different backgrounds
and places submerging and sacrificing their individual interests in service of
the collective national good. The war provided the opportunity and test of
heroic leadership and national virtue.

In a speech to the PNF congress in June 1925, where Mussolini first pub-
licly used the term ‘totalitarian’, he spoke of Fascism having to become ‘a
way of life’. By that, he hardly meant a conventional bourgeois morality or
lifestyle, but rather, inculcating warlike attitudes in the Italian people:
‘courage . . . fearlessness, the love of risk, a repugnance for shirking and paci-
fism, always ready to be daring in individual and collective life, hating
everything sedentary . . .’ (Mussolini 1934: 116). These martial values
evoked not only the trenches, but also the ‘trenchocracy’ in post-war action,
the paramilitary Fascist squads, whose use of violence to destroy all opposi-
tion and both gain and maintain the Fascist party’s absolute control, also fed
into the idea of ‘totalitarian’.

As has already been outlined in Chapter 1, Hitler was literally driven by
the ‘lessons’ which he derived for future political action from Germany’s
First World War experience. The war, for him, was lost on the ‘home’, not
the fighting ‘front’. Defeat was the outcome of internal popular defeatism,
itself the result of the government’s less than ‘total’ wartime mobilisation of
the country’s resources and energies, held back and undermined by the
‘enemies within’, the Jews and the socialists. A successful domestic mobil-
isation would win wars, as surely as domestic demoralisation lost them.
From here, for Hitler, came the function of Nazi ideology, which was to be
the intellectual rearmament of the nation.

The particular intensity of the Nazis’ vision of a totally materially and
psychologically mobilised society came, of course, from the bitterness of
defeat and national humiliation in 1918. But it was shared by Fascism, too,
even though Italy was on the winning side in the First World War,
through the influence of the Nationalists who merged into the PNF in
1923, and whose leaders shaped both the theory and practice of the Fascist
totalitarian state in the mid to late 1920s. Wartime mobilisation
demonstrated the potential of an all-powerful state co-ordinating and
organising groups of a modern society, which in turn, as arms of the state,
controlled their members in the national interest as defined by and embod-
ied in the state.

So, both fascist regimes extrapolated from the First World War
experience what was the distinctive fascist dynamic of internal reorganisa-
tion and ‘revolution’, and external expansionism through war. Domestic and
foreign policy were effectively one; external power came from, and
expressed, internal strength. As Mussolini declared in the same 1925 speech,
the means to conquer an empire was ‘discipline on the inside in order to

126 Fascist regimes in Italy and Germany



confront the outside world with the granite-like bloc of a single, unified
national will’ (Mussolini 1934: 118).

‘Our myth is the nation, our myth is the greatness of the nation’ (Griffin
1995: 44), was Mussolini’s rallying cry to the Fascist party at Naples just
before the ‘March on Rome’. He used the word ‘myth’ in the Sorelian sense,
as an aspiration, a goal, towards the realisation of which popular enthusiasm
and action could be galvanised. The achievement of the national myth was
connected in the regime’s totalitarian phase to the idea of the state, because
‘it is the state which creates the nation . . .’ (Delzell 1971: 95). The Fascist
state was not the neutral umpire of society, which was how the fascists paro-
died the liberal conception of the state, but an ‘ethical state’ (Delzell 1971:
104), one which embodied national values and inculcated them in society.
This made the state’s powers limitless, since such a state would need to
penetrate every nook and cranny of people’s lives, in order to educate
and moralise them with its values and purposes.

The mobilising myth of Nazism was not so much ‘nation’ and ‘state’, as it
was for Fascism, but the Volk, the racially defined German ‘nation’. So, in
both cases, the ‘national community’ was unified by people having a shared
history and common destiny, a glorious future to match a glorious past, and
by a general acculturation to fascist values, and in the Nazi German version,
also and primarily, by common ‘blood’.

Fascist ‘totalitarianism’, therefore, involved a monopoly of control and
coercion: a single fascist party, a single fascist labour organisation, a ‘co-
ordinated’ press and media, a preventive as well as repressive policing appar-
atus. But while a pervasive and permanent repressiveness certainly
characterised the fascist regimes, it was not the most distinctive component
of ‘totalitarianism’. Repression meant the removal and intolerance of opposi-
tion, of alternatives, of choices. It was designed to clear the ground for the
equally monopolistic party organisations to mobilise the people behind the
regime’s political and ideological goals, to ‘fascistise’ them by instilling in
them the warlike attributes of fascism, so that, to say it with Mussolini,
‘tomorrow Italian and Fascist . . . mean the same thing’ (Morgan 1995: 79).
This attempted mobilisation of society by and through the single party was
what distinguished the fascist totalitarian regimes from the authoritarian
state systems of a Salazar or a Dollfuss. The two regimes were not only inter-
ested in repressing dissent and opposition; they required not a passive obedi-
ence to fascist rule, but an active consent and participation. This was Josef
Goebbels, chillingly, at a press conference to launch his new Ministry of
Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda, in March 1933, barely two months
after Hitler had become Chancellor:

it is not enough for people to be more or less reconciled to our regime,
to be persuaded to adopt a neutral attitude towards us, rather we want
to work on people until they have capitulated to us, until they grasp
ideologically that what is happening in Germany today not only must be
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accepted but also can be accepted . . . The new Ministry has no other aim
than to unite the nation behind the ideal of the national revolution.

(Noakes and Pridham 1997a: 381)

Such popular consent had to be ‘manufactured’, or constructed. It could not
be assumed or spontaneously given, because at the point Fascism and
Nazism came to power, the sense of the ‘national community’ did not exist,
outside the fascist parties. People had other competing loyalties and identi-
ties, which divided them: to their families, their locality or region, to their
class, to their religion. These alternative and divisive attachments had to be
erased if the ‘national community’ was to be brought into existence. This
was why the regimes felt that they had to interfere in, and affect, all areas of
people’s lives. A totalitarian system involved breaking down all boundaries
between society and the state, all boundaries between people’s private and
public activities; everything was ‘political’. ‘The new government no longer
intends to leave the people to their own devices . . .’ (Noakes and Pridham
1997a: 380–81), promised or warned Goebbels, an injunction which was
taken up by Ley, the head of DAF, to the very limits of banality, when he
was reported as saying: ‘the “national comrade” is to have no private life and
above all he must give up his private skittles club’ (Noakes and Pridham
1997a: 575). As this same anonymous anti-Nazi rapporteur for the SPD in
exile acutely observed:

this monopoly of organisations is intended to make the man in the
street completely dependent . . . to isolate him and at the same time to
bind him to the state organisation . . . The essence of fascist control of
the masses is compulsory organisation on the one hand, atomisation on
the other.

(Noakes and Pridham 1997a: 576)

It should be clear from this attempt to convey what fascist ‘totalitarianism’
meant that the fascist ‘revolution’ had nothing necessarily to do with chang-
ing socio-economic structures. This, of course, is why Marxist historians and
political scientists deny that fascism was ‘revolutionary’, and assert that it
was intrinsically ‘reactionary’, since it had first ‘saved’ a capitalist system in
crisis, and then presided over and reinforced the class and power relations of
a capitalist economy and society. The fascist revolution was, to use the fas-
cists’ own term, a ‘spiritual’ one. The fascists’ aim was to transform people’s
consciousness, their mentality and attitudes, their ‘spirit’, their perception of
themselves and others.

The Nazi Volksgemeinschaft was the ideal of a classless national society,
where there was an equality of ‘citizenship’, of belonging, based on the
common ties of race. There were workers, employers, professionals, farmers,
but they were all simply ‘Germans’, members of a distinct and superior
racial entity. This was the ‘trick’ which the Nazi totalitarian regime wanted
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to pull off: to convince a working-class German that he was as ‘good’ as his
employer, whatever the differences in income and social and educational
background, and as valued a member of the ‘national community’. It
explains why the two fascist regimes placed so much emphasis, and concen-
trated so much of their resources and effort, on organisation and propaganda.
In order to ‘fascistise’ the nation, claimed Achille Starace, the head of the
PNF in the 1930s, it was necessary to control ‘every single individual and
every square foot of territory’ (Morgan 1999: 87). That was why, from the
early 1930s, the Fascist party developed a ‘capillary’ structure which went
down as far as individual streets in towns and cities. Starace’s manic ‘totali-
tarian’ vision conveyed some sense of the immensity of the two fascist
regimes’ self-imposed task of social engineering. In the ambitiousness of the
totalitarian project lay the reasons for its failure.

The two fascist regimes, then, ruled through a unique and paradoxical
combination of coercion and consent, in the attempt to shape the ‘new man’.
One wonders what kind of ‘consent’ could possibly be ‘manufactured’ by the
fascist regimes. It was being ‘manufactured’, after all, in a climate of repres-
sion, which was inescapable. Physical violence might not usually be
involved, but there was pressure, even compulsion, on people to do what the
regimes wanted, if only because no alternatives were on offer. The regimes
organised consent; they expected to change people by requiring them to go
through the experience of being organised in and by the regime’s own
agencies.

You can get a real sense of this orchestrated spontaneity by looking at
how welfare and relief was provided during the years of the Depression, and
indeed beyond. Both the PNF and the NSDAP effectively took over the pro-
vision of social welfare in the early 1930s, partly because it was a very effect-
ive way of extending the parties’ reach in society, partly because welfare, like
everything else, had to be given a public and ‘fascist’ profile and meaning.
So, as you might expect, Party-controlled provision of welfare was portrayed
as the spontaneous display of national solidarity, a demonstration of the
‘national community’ in action and in formation, bringing together the
haves, the donors, and the have-nots, the recipients. A German newspaper in
December 1935 claimed that the sight of local bigwigs coming out onto the
streets with collection tins for winter relief, showed ‘what a strong and deci-
sive leadership filled with true Socialist [note the word] spirit has made of
the German people in whom previously class differences and pride in status
flourished’ (Noakes and Pridham 1997a: 413).

Nobody even really bothered to hide the fact that there was an obligation
to contribute, though it was not enforced by violence. ‘It goes without
saying that every family will give . . .’ (Noakes and Pridham 1997a: 414),
said another local press report in March 1939. In Italy, the Fascist party
raised funds for its welfare agency by levying ‘subscriptions’ on other party
and state organs, who would ‘donate’ money on behalf of their members
without consulting them, with local banks and businesses following suit. If
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not exactly a charade, the whole exercise met Goebbel’s standard line on
propaganda, that it was up to the country’s leaders ‘to tell the masses what
they want and put it across to the masses in such a way that they understand
it too . . .’ (Noakes and Pridham 1997a: 381).

You are, of course, left with the question as to whether donating money
to winter relief programmes in these circumstances marked a sincere and
enthusiastic, or rather, a conformist involvement in the ‘national commun-
ity’. This question could be asked of membership of and participation in any
of the regimes’ organisations and activities.

But questioning ‘consent’ in this way might well be missing the point.
We are used to handling the polarities of ‘consent’ and ‘dissent’ as they exist
in democratic, pluralist societies, and we tend to assume that people
‘consent’ or ‘dissent’ to how they are governed on rational grounds. Living in
a totalitarian system made for greater demands on people. The Fascist and
Nazi police files were full of people reported or denounced for saying and
doing things so apparently trivial that they would hardly be ‘criminalised’
in any ‘normal’ society. These were regimes which wanted to track and
monitor every nuance of the popular mood, which were interested in house-
wives complaining to each other about the price of bread, and would take
action against such ‘defeatism’. The ‘consent’ gained by the two fascist
regimes was not a matter of voluntary, considered choice, because it was the
outcome of organising and propagandising people.

But perhaps this was not really the kind of ‘consent’ the fascist systems
wanted to create. One of the ubiquitous Italian Fascist mottoes from the late
1920s was ‘Believe, Obey, Fight’. Carlo Scorza, an intransigent squadrist
Fascist of the old school who became head of the PNF’s youth organisation
for 18 to 21 year olds, said that Fascism was not interested in making young
men into intellectuals, but rather members of ‘an armed religious order’
(Morgan 1995: 124). The ‘consent’ the regimes wanted was that of the reli-
gious convert, literally an act of faith, denoting an emotional attachment
and affinity, a feeling capable of inspiring people to act. Living lives ‘reli-
giously’ is, then, perhaps the way to ‘read’ both regimes’ use of public space
and public spectacle, and to assess the effectiveness or not of the ‘manufac-
ture’ of ‘consent’.

Such things are very difficult to make historical judgements on, when in
such closed societies, expressions of popular opinion were inevitably filtered
through the regime’s own repressive apparatus. What can be said is that the
regimes’ concern with changing people’s mentalities and attitudes, with a
‘spiritual’ revolution, was likely to be self-deluding. This was because the
‘form’ was the ‘substance’. Put a civil servant in uniform rather than a grey
suit, make him greet his colleagues with the Fascist raised arm salute rather
than a handshake, which was what Mussolini’s regime did in the late 1930s,
and a ‘soldier’ was made out of a civilian, or so it might have appeared.

Both dictators over-estimated their approval ratings. Mussolini was both
astonished and depressed by the huge public welcome he received in Italy as
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Europe’s ‘peacemaker’, after returning from the September 1938 Munich
conference, where ‘his’, in fact, German, proposals for dismembering the
Czech state, had prevailed. The last thing he wanted the Italians to be was
peace loving, and typically, Mussolini’s response was more, not less, bel-
ligerence at home and abroad. But it was easy, even understandable, given
the nature of ‘consent’ building in a totalitarian system, for fascist dictators
to believe their own propaganda, and take the rhetoric for the reality.
Historians run the same risk.

One of the problems of using the Cold War models of ‘totalitarianism’,
and even perhaps of the idea of fascist ‘totalitarianism’ developed here, is
that it suggests that the monopolisation of power was an ordered and linear
process. The premise of the totalitarian model was that these regimes had
ideological goals and that power was acquired and used to achieve such
goals, which rather assumes that the totalitarian system of rule would have
developed in a coherent and single minded way, towards the implementa-
tion of ideologically set policies. The reality belied this assumption. The
fascist systems of rule were a mess, organised chaos, especially the Nazi
regime, the internal workings of which we know more about.

Charismatic leadership and fascist systems of rule

The institutional anarchy of fascist governance can be understood by looking
at one of the essential components of the fascist totalitarian system, the role
of the Leader. In both cases, the ‘leader principle’ was developed first in the
movements, and was then extended to the country after the movements had
come to power. Hitler’s dominant position in the re-founded NSDAP from
1925–26, while occasionally challenged, was more secure in the movement
phase than Mussolini’s.

Although Mussolini was called Duce or Leader by the war veterans who
joined the early fasci in 1919, the movement which spread rapidly in the
North and Centre of the country between 1920 and 1922 was often beyond
the control of the Milanese leadership. The ras of squadrist Fascism were
often financed directly by local employers’ and farmers’ associations and
banks, and ran their provinces much as they wished, looking on Mussolini as
‘first among equals’. Some of the fascist bosses even contemplated ditching
Mussolini as leader for D’Annunzio in 1921, objecting to the effect Mus-
solini’s more compromising policy at the national level would have on the
continuation of their local tyrannies. This, perhaps, was the point. If Mus-
solini was at this stage rather derisively referred to as ‘the leader who
follows’, he was, nevertheless, by 1922 accepted both inside and outside the
movement as the national ‘face’ of Fascism.

His dominance over the Fascist movement probably only occurred in the
late 1920s when, under Augusto Turati, the PNF was put under centralised
control and discipline, and simultaneously, many of the extremist provincial
leaders were removed and their local power bases dismantled. Such a culling
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never really occurred among the Nazi party’s regional bosses, the Gauleiter,
many of whom survived and prospered as the movement became the regime.
Significantly, it was Turati who launched the leadership cult with the
slogan, ‘Mussolini is always right’. The exaltation of the Duce coincided with
the start of Fascism’s explicitly totalitarian phase, and the formal end of the
PNF’s independence. Turati always portrayed and justified his reforms of the
extremist provincial PNF’s men and methods as equipping the Fascist party
for its tasks in the service of the totalitarian state. Mussolini’s growing per-
sonal power in and over both state and party in the late 1920s matched the
development of the personality cult.

The idea of the leader, of leadership, was at the core of the fascist outlook.
Fascists saw themselves as an heroic elite, whose decisive and dynamic
leadership of their nations was the only road to national revival. It might
appear paradoxical, but leadership was also taken as a mark of fascism’s
‘egalitarianism’. This was because fascist elites were ‘new men’, parvenus,
who had arrived at positions of leadership not by dint of birth, wealth or
social background, which was how ‘traditional’ elites were formed, but as
the result of succeeding through struggle, self-sacrifice, being prepared to
take risks and act. This meritocratic view of leadership was self-affirming.
The fascist leader’s ‘right’ to lead came from being successful at what he did,
from his ability to lead and inspire the enthusiasm and commitment of
others, so that they followed where he led.

The internal party ‘democracy’ or ‘election’ of leaders which Turati ended
with the principle of central nomination to party office from above, was
really a plebiscitory rather than an electoral process. The annual local PNF
assemblies did not actually even take or count votes; the party boss was
noisily acclaimed and celebrated by his squadrist following. Such scenes cap-
tured the essence of what charismatic authority was, coming not from the
impersonal prestige of holding a particular office or position, but rather from
a personal hold over loyal and dedicated followers. Translate this to the
‘oceanic’ rallies presided over by Mussolini, like the one where he announced
and celebrated the conquest of Ethiopia in May 1936. The atmosphere
created, or aimed at, was that of the provincial PNF assembly writ large. It
was not a case of the Prime Minister of the government speaking to the
nation, but of the people’s leader communing and connecting emotionally
with his enthusiastic followers. Charismatic authority dovetailed perfectly
with the kind of ‘consent’ which the fascist regimes wanted to ‘manufac-
ture’, that of the acolyte, of the convert.

In the Italian Fascist case, one can justifiably say that Turati’s PNF
reforms sacrificed the ‘charisma’ of local Party bosses to safeguard and
enhance that of the supreme leader, Mussolini. In the fascist totalitarian
systems, a strong state demanded a strong leader, and that leader carried the
authority of the state in his own person. But it was the leader who was the
source of authority, and his authority was personal, charismatic and not
institutional. The famous, or infamous, oath of loyalty to Hitler made by the
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military and civil servants in 1934, was not to the man who, for now, held
state office; it was to the person of the ‘Führer of the German Reich and
People’.

Charismatic personal rule made a real difference to the way the country
was governed, or misgoverned. For one thing, it gave a temporary feel to the
fascist regimes. Hitler and Mussolini were young men, in terms of political
careers, but they were not immortal. There was the obvious danger that the
regimes they created would die with them. How was it possible to pass on,
or inherit, personal rule?

Some thought was given to the problem of how to succeed Mussolini and
Hitler. The Fascist Grand Council was meant to deliberate on matters of
government and party policy, and to control the PNF. It was also supposed
to keep an updated list of candidates to fill any vacant ministerial posts, and
to succeed Mussolini as head of government. To the King’s annoyance, it
could ‘discuss’ the succession to the throne. Since the King, as head of state,
was formally empowered to appoint and dismiss the head of government,
the Grand Council, a Fascist body, was challenging the authority and
powers of the King. It was a good example of standard fascist practice: creat-
ing ‘shadow’ Fascist bodies which duplicated and undermined existing state
institutions, in a kind of competitive co-habitation.

But, in practice, the Grand Council became a victim of Mussolini’s per-
sonal style of government. He, anyway, as head of government, decided who
were Council members, when the Council met, if it met, and what it dis-
cussed. In 1929, Mussolini transferred from the Council to himself the
control of the PNF, and he, now, appointed the PNF’s leaders. The Council
never seriously designated Mussolini’s successor, for the very simple reason
that Mussolini did not want it to consider even future alternatives to
himself. So, a body set up to ensure that Fascism lasted beyond Mussolini
was effectively paralysed by the workings of Mussolini’s personal dicta-
torship.

In Nazi Germany, there was not even an equivalent organisation to the
Grand Council, a mechanism for determining a successor. Hess, national
leader of the NSDAP’s political organisation and vice-Führer, would pre-
sumably have ‘deputised’ for Hitler in his temporary or permanent absence.
In 1939, Hitler named both Hess and Hermann Göring as his successor(s).
Hess’s bizarre flight to Scotland in search of Anglo-German understanding
left Göring as the nominal successor, confirmed in a decree of June 1941.
But, again, nobody really took the matter of succession in hand, if only
because doing so would detract from the Führer’s authority. In the end, the
party organisations with responsibility for the attempted fascistisation of
Italian and German society were the only way fascism could reproduce itself.

It was not only a matter of there being no proper succession procedures.
Collegial or collective government, normal in democratic or ‘rational’
systems, progressively disappeared. Mussolini chaired only four Council of
Ministers, or cabinet, meetings in 1936; there had been over seventy cabinet
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meetings in 1933. It was not even the case that decisions were being taken
by the Fascists’ own collegial organ, the Grand Council. Very busy during
the 1920s, Mussolini called it much less often during the 1930s. When it
met, it tended to endorse with little discussion decisions which had already
been made. Mussolini took some important policy decisions himself, includ-
ing the 1929 Conciliation with the Catholic Church and Italy’s entry into
the Second World War in 1940, without consulting the Grand Council at
all. Hitler scarcely bothered with the normal business of government after
the death of Hindenburg. There were no cabinet meetings of ministers from
1938. Even in democratic systems, where cabinets of ministers meet regu-
larly, ‘joined-up’ government is sometimes difficult to achieve. In the fascist
regimes, it was never a possibility. Personal rule meant fragmented and
blinkered government, the one hand never really knowing what the other
was doing.

There was a self-evident way in which decision making and governing
were inherently unpredictable and unstable in the fascist personal dictator-
ships. Since the leader was supreme, and the source of power and authority,
each and every whim of the dictator could become policy. Impulsive, ad hoc
decisions had to be enacted, because they expressed the leader’s will, and he
was ‘always right’. This was an important feature of personal rule, that the
power of the supreme leader and the imperative to preserve and enhance it,
was always destabilising and destructive of the hold and pull of all other
institutions and organisations.

While this was a common feature of both fascist regimes, there were
marked differences in impacts of the ‘leader principle’ in Fascist Italy and
Nazi Germany. In part, this was down to the differences between Italy and
Germany, which made totalitarian rule more difficult to realise in Italy than
in Germany. With the death of Hindenburg, there were no institutional or
personal alternatives to Hitler as Führer. In Fascist Italy, there were rivals to
the Mussolini cult, which could not be eliminated at a stroke or even by the
accident of death. The King was a political cypher in the 1930s and early
1940s. But he still existed as an alternative focus of loyalty to the state, and
survival proved to be enough. It was a royalist coup, or at least a coup in the
name of the King, which eventually overthrew Mussolini in July 1943, and
exposed the fallibility of a personal regime without a proper succession pro-
cedure in place.

A far more significant rival of institutional ‘charisma’ was the Pope, the
ruler of his own tiny state in Italy, a fig leaf of territorial independence, but
recognised as infallible in faith and morals by not only Italy’s, but the
world’s Catholics. This inescapable rivalry of ‘charismas’ might explain the
multi-faceted image of the Duce projected during the 1930s. Clearly
‘Renaissance man’, Mussolini was simultaneously and variously depicted as
‘the warrior’, ‘the thinker’, ‘the family man’ and ‘the common man’, posing
stripped to the waist bringing in the harvest. The Pope could be a ‘thinker’,
perhaps, but he could hardly cover the other ‘Mussolinis’. The Duce, of
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course, was bound to be portrayed as the archetypal ‘new fascist man’, whom
Italians were to emulate: virile, physically strong, aggressive, belligerent.
But the macho image was perhaps also deliberately cultivated with Mus-
solini’s rival in mind, and so was intended to highlight the difference in
values between a warlike fascism and a pacific, cheek-turning Catholicism.
The Pope, after all, was not a ‘real’ man, since he could not sire children and
could not fight in a war. This might be pretty fanciful stuff. But while the
iconography of Hitler was not exactly uniform, he was, nonetheless, often
represented in posters and other media forms, as a rather ethereal and vision-
ary figure, out of reach, almost detached in his aura of ‘super-humanity’. His
was an unchallenged ‘divinity’.

To return to slightly firmer ground, it was partly also the personality and
temperament of the two dictators, personal traits reinforced by the
experience of leading their movements, which determined the different
effects of personal rule. Mussolini distrusted, often despised, his subordi-
nates in the PNF and government, and saw the human material he had to
work with as corrupt and fallible. He had experienced for himself from
1920, with the rapid expansion of Fascism into a mass movement, the over-
familiar and conditional way in which he was treated by the powerful local
Party bosses. His inclination was to push all rivals and potential rivals aside.
Almost congenitally suspicious of collaborators who had minds of their own,
he unpredictably rotated office holders in ludicrously unannounced ‘changes
of the guard’, the relative insecurity of tenure reminding top party and
government men who was really in charge.

Turati, one of Mussolini’s most loyal and competent PNF Secretaries, was
gratuitously disgraced as the result of an extramarital liaison after his
replacement as head of the party in 1930. In Nazi Germany, such sexual
‘scandals’ were usually exploited not to discredit party men, but establish-
ment figures whom Hitler wanted to get rid of. Italo Balbo, the ras of
Ferrara, one-time commander of the Fascist Militia, Minister of Aviation,
whose spectacular but useless transatlantic flights between 1928 and 1933,
confirmed him as the dashing archetypal Fascist ‘hero’, was shunted off to be
Governor of the Italian North African colony of Libya, where he was killed
in the skies in 1940, his aeroplane apparently shot down by his own
command’s anti-aircraft guns.

The ministerial shake out of July 1932 saw Rocco, the ex-Nationalist
responsible for the laws erecting the totalitarian state, go from the Justice
Ministry, Dino Grandi from Foreign Affairs and Giuseppe Bottai, another
intelligent and capable Fascist, from that most ’Fascist’ of Ministries, Cor-
porations. The only man Mussolini could trust was himself, and he returned
to Foreign Affairs and Corporations, and in 1933, once again became the
minister for all the armed forces. Mussolini was now head of government
and held seven of fourteen ministerial cabinet posts. No wonder the Council
of Ministers never needed to meet; it was in permanent session inside Mus-
solini’s head. The appointment of incompetents to public office occurred so
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often as to seem deliberate, fulfilling Mussolini’s deep scepticism about
human nature. Nobody was more competent than him, and nobody would
be allowed to put him in the shade.

Mussolini’s manic centralisation of powers in his own person reinforced
both the reality and propaganda impression that Mussolini, alone, was the
government. His self-imposed solitude in government strengthened his own
delusions, and those of the Mussolini cult, that he was the man with the
mission single-handedly capable of ‘saving’ the nation. As head of govern-
ment and minister, Mussolini did involve himself in the details of adminis-
tration, usually to the detriment of any longer term strategic view, both
because it was superficially easier to tackle small problems, and because it
conveyed the sense of him being omniscient and omnipotent to subordinates
and the country. He often worked, or spent, long hours in the office, its
rarely extinguished lights, shining whether Mussolini was there or not, a
symbol of the unending effort and time the dictator gave to the service of his
people.

Personal government of this kind was, in fact, dysfunctional and ineffi-
cient. The accumulation of ministerial offices filled out the image of the all-
powerful Duce. But, in practice, no one man could possibly exercise real
control over the running of all the ministries he nominally headed. Manage-
ment was delegated to the under-secretaries or junior ministers. But this
downwards delegation was not accompanied by any systematic ‘horizontal’
co-ordination between ministries, and stifled initiative among his subordi-
nates. It was suffocating and inhibiting to have Mussolini as the titular head
of ministries, since junior ministers never felt that they could act with full
ministerial authority, nor, indeed, act decisively at all, without Mussolini
moving first.

This was the worst of all possible worlds, no effective control and direc-
tion from the top, and little being done further down. It was by no means
the whole story, but Mussolini’s style of dictatorial government certainly
bore some responsibility for the fact that a regime with goals of territorial
expansion through war was not really prepared nor equipped for war when it
came. Mussolini himself was the chief of all three armed services ministries
between 1924 and 1929, and again from 1933 to 1943.

The ‘leader principle’ worked in a dramatically different way in the Nazi
regime. Hitler’s modus operandi as dictator was not like Mussolini’s at all.
He was lazy and unsystematic, never kept office hours, went to bed and got
up late, took kaffee und kuchen and long afternoon walks, and was absent
from the seat of government for prolonged periods, preferring Berchtesgaden
in the Bavarian Alps to Berlin. He detested paperwork and formal meetings
with agendas, and despised and distrusted ‘legal’ procedures and professional
expertise. His near-bohemian lifestyle and patternless days were no way to
run a modern state. Unlike Mussolini, he did not collect ministries, nor did
he concern himself with administrative detail and anything much beyond
the broadest outline of policy.
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But he did, and this was a crucial difference, trust his subordinates. He
felt no threat to his position either from the vast administrative empires,
often straddling party and state, built up by top Nazis like Ley, Göring and
Heindrich Himmler, or from the regional power bases of the party Gauleiter.
The relationship between Hitler as Führer and the national and regional
Nazi leaders was a classic demonstration of charismatic authority. Nothing
could be done except on Hitler’s personal authority, and these Nazi bosses
regarded themselves as the Führer’s mandatories, specifically and personally
authorised by him to carry out his will. Personal access to Hitler became
crucial, since things could not proceed without his approval and endorse-
ment. It was a ‘system’ which did not actually require Hitler to take any
policy initiatives, simply to register his support for initiatives proposed by
others.

From one perspective, charismatic government was ready-made ineffi-
ciency. It encouraged and sanctioned duplication and competition between
party and state agencies in practically all areas of governmental activity, the
one claiming Hitler’s personal mandate, the other resting on formal and
conventional ministerial function and responsibility. There were endlessly
wasteful turf wars between, say, the Gauleiter and the field offices of central
government ministries, and even of the central party administration.

One example of many is probably sufficient to show how inherently
unstable and uncertain government was in the Nazi regime. As in all other
areas of life, the ‘leader principle’ was applied in the ‘co-ordination’ of labour
organisations and factory management. A law on the Reordering of National
Labour in January 1934 restored to the workplace the full authority of
employers and managers, who in each factory were ‘leaders’ of their quaintly
renamed workforces, their ‘retinues’. National collective labour contract bar-
gaining between employers and unions gave way to local plant ‘agreements’
on wages and conditions, brokered by initially provisional government-
appointed Labour Trustees.

Employers welcomed the Labour Trustees initiative, because it meant
that they did not have to negotiate labour agreements any more with social-
ist-affiliated unions of real industrial muscle, nor would they have to deal
with their replacements, the Nazi labour organisation, DAF, which had ‘co-
ordinated’ the sector by force in May 1933. DAF’s leader, Ley, sidestepped
the law by seeing Hitler, who impulsively signed Ley’s own ‘Decree on the
Essence and Goals of the Labour Front’, made public in October 1934,
which gave DAF the right to intervene in matters of production and factory
management, previously denied to it by the Labour Trustees. DAF, armed
with the Hitler decree extracted by Ley, could now behave as if it was a
union, and not be confined to the propaganda and welfare functions of its
original mandate.

The decree aroused opposition from employers and the Ministry of
Labour, and to all intents and purposes they ignored it, or tried to. But the
Führer’s decree could not be rescinded, because it was Hitler’s will. It
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remained Ley’s leverage and justification for DAF’s involvement in labour
issues and disputes, in bitter and prolonged competition with the Ministry
of Labour, which thought with the establishment of the Labour Trustees
that it had secured a state monopoly in the area of labour relations. The con-
flicts of jurisdiction were never resolved by any order from above, and the
competing agencies slugged it out on the ground. In this one example,
repeated ad infinitum, was encapsulated the Nazi ‘system’ of rule: enduring
and unresolved conflict between party and state organs, set in motion and
sustained by the application of charismatic leadership.

‘Intentionalist’ historians argue that the institutional chaos which
resulted was Hitler’s deliberate ‘divide and rule’ ploy, since leaders were
constantly at each others’ throats rather than his, and he was the pivot and
arbiter of the ‘system’, the necessary final umpire of the regime’s internecine
disputes. It seems doubtful that the chaos of government was that inten-
tional. But it certainly suited Hitler’s slapdash and unfocused working
arrangements and his fixed ideas about pettyfogging legalistic bureaucracy.
The effect of the chaos let loose by charismatic rule was to strengthen
Hitler’s central position as Führer.

In the case analysed above, the outcome was a wastefully time and energy
consuming stalemate, which showed the Nazi style of governing at its
worst. One wonders quite how anything got done. But there was another
perspective on ‘organised chaos’. This was Ley, reminiscing at a DAF confer-
ence in 1937: ‘I received the Führer’s order to take over the Trades Unions,
and then I had to see what I could make of it’ (Noakes and Pridham 1997a:
336). An old time Nazi, Werner Willikens, operating further down the
ministerial scale in the Ministry of Food, showed the extent to which Nazi
office holders had internalised the mentality which lay behind the regime’s
modus operandi, when he said in 1934 that it was ‘the duty of everybody to
try to work towards the Führer along the lines he would wish’ (Noakes and
Pridham 1997a: 207).

The Hitler mandate was, in other words, a tremendously energising stim-
ulus for the party leaders who sought and gained it. Ley accepted the
competition, and knew that DAF would survive and prosper as a result of
his own energetic leadership and organisational drive. The Führer’s mandate
was also limitless; it did not require its mandatories to deliver in any
particular way, only that they deliver. As Hitler’s personal agents, Nazi
leaders were free to act as they wished. Success was its own justification.
Charismatic authority produced a body of Nazi leaders who were both per-
sonally loyal to Hitler and brimming with initiative.

In this way, a dynamism and radicalisation of policy was built into the
very shapelessness of the Nazi ‘system’, as Nazi leaders competed to imple-
ment what they interpreted as the Führer’s will. Apparently dysfunctional,
competition between agencies spurred them on to ever greater organisational
efforts, to fulfil the Hitler mandate. One should not, then, be deceived by the
continued existence and functioning of the state’s apparatus and civil service,
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which can be taken as a sign of Nazism’s compromises with the established
order. State bodies survived, but the location of power was progressively
shifting to distinctively Nazi party agencies and party–state amalgams.

The relations between party and state organs seemed much clearer cut in
Fascist Italy, something which is often used to show that the Italian Fascist
regime was more compromising and less totalitarian than the Nazi regime.
Formally, it was certainly the case that clear demarcation lines were set
between party and state. At the heart of Fascist ‘totalitarianism’ was the idea
of the strong and all-powerful state, to which all other institutions and
organisations, including the PNF, were subordinated.

In one of the key statements which outlined the formation of the totali-
tarian state, Mussolini’s ‘circular to the prefects’ of January 1927 addressed
the overlapping and, in some cases, the superseding of state authority and
functions by the dominant Fascist party in some Northern and Central
Italian provinces. The circular condemned squadrism, the coercive element
of informal party control in the provinces, and declared that the prefect, who
was the direct agent and representative of central government in the
province, was ‘the highest authority of the state’. Since state authority was
absolute and indivisible, it was the duty of all Fascists to ‘collaborate in a
subordinate fashion with him’. Mussolini’s apparently unambiguous conclu-
sion was that ‘with the new . . . order, it is the prefect who must be at the
head of all provincial life, and who must provide impetus, co-ordination and
directives to the province’ (Aquarone 1965: 485, 488).

This seemed to rule out the possibility of the PNF keeping the independ-
ent political role in the provinces which it had carved out for itself in the
‘years of struggle’ from 1920. Quite deliberately, this official declaration of
the primacy of the state coincided with Turati’s reorganisation of the cadres
and methods of the PNF, which was meant to equip the Fascist party for its
instrumentalist role in the Fascist state. The circular was clearly directed at
the PNF’s arbitrary and coercive controls through which it intended to
‘fascistise’ Italian society. Some historians assume from this that Fascism’s
totalitarian phase from the late 1920s really marked the domestication of
the Fascist ‘revolution’, the principle of the state’s primacy signifying the
regime’s accommodation with established state institutions, to the detri-
ment of the Fascist party.

This is too static and one-dimensional a view. For one thing, the role
which the PNF was expected to undertake in the Fascist totalitarian
system was a very significant one, and made the party the most important
single organisation of the Fascist state. The PNF’s task was to take Fascism
to the country and ‘fascistise’ Italians through organising and propagan-
dising them. Throughout the 1930s, The PNF attempted to organise in
areas and among social groups which were antagonistic or neutrally indiffer-
ent to, or simply ignorant of, Fascism. Territorially, this vast and ramified
organising effort extended to the South, the islands, and the remoter rural
districts. Socially, the organising campaign embraced the young, women
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and industrial workers, all largely untouched by the appeal of Fascism. The
party’s brief to ‘fascistise’ the nation inevitably made the party a predatory
and expansion-minded organisation.

As inevitably, the PNF entered and took over areas of activity which were
normally within the state’s orbit. So, during the Depression, the party some-
times supplanted, sometimes co-ordinated existing local government and
charitable organisations, and became the major fundraiser and provider of
social relief to needy Italian families. Its welfare agencies ran summer health
camps for young children and organised winter welfare programmes to dis-
tribute food, clothing and subsidies at the time when seasonal unemploy-
ment was at its worst. Party welfare touched hundreds of thousands of
Italian families, and it stimulated the deeper organisational penetration of
Italian society.

Expansion fed expansion, and the grass roots organisational networks
created to distribute welfare could be activated for various other kinds of
party-sponsored activity and proselytisation. Fascist women’s groups sprang
up and expanded under the impetus of the party organisation of welfare, as
did the OND or Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro (National After Work Agency),
the equivalent of DAF’s ‘Strength Through Joy’ organisation, which pro-
vided for people’s recreation and free time. The OND had nearly four
million members by 1939. Its popularity was undoubtedly down to the sub-
sidised and discounted consumption it offered, from sport, folklorist festi-
vals, film and theatre showings to tourism. That the Fascist party organised
these after work activities at all was a sign of the totalitarian state’s intoler-
ance of the normal boundaries of people’s public and private lives.

The demarcation lines between party and state activity were difficult to
maintain in other areas, too. In fact, a persisting subterranean tension ran
beneath the surface of the official primacy of the state. The cornerstone of
the Fascist new order was the corporative system, at least in propagandistic
terms. We know what corporatism was meant to be. The idealistic, intelli-
gent and apparently sincere Fascist corporatist, Giuseppe Bottai, was junior
and then full minister of the new Ministry of Corporations between 1926
and 1932. Naturally enough, Bottai had ambitious plans to make the
parvenu ministry a kind of high command of the economy through control of
the corporations, idealised as monopolistic mixed bodies which brought
together and represented in one organisation all those involved in the pro-
ductive process: employers, managers, technical staff and workers. These
corporations would organise and plan production in the various sectors of
the national economy, and would be able to maximise production in each
sector because unproductive conflict between employers and workers would
be smoothed away in the cross-class collaboration impelled by the composi-
tion and structure of the corporations. We still do not know very much
about how, or whether, the Fascist corporations worked in practice, and
their role, real or imagined, in economic policy making and planning of pro-
duction. It may not be worth the effort finding out.
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For the centrepiece of Fascist restructuring, the corporations took an
unconscionable time coming, and came in fits and starts. Rocco’s 1926 syn-
dical law on labour relations established that only state-recognised organisa-
tions could negotiate collective labour agreements for each branch of
production. This was the final death knell for socialist and Catholic unions,
and gave legal status to the monopoly of workers’ representation by the
Fascist syndicates, and in industry, to the national employers’ association,
Confindustria. The law also banned strikes and lockouts, and set up a compli-
cated legal arbitration machinery for settling or pre-empting labour dis-
putes. It then, rather bizarrely, allowed but did not oblige the formation of
corporations, which was really a polite way of saying that they would not, at
this stage anyway, be formed at all.

The enabling provision of the 1926 law was not acted on until 1930,
during the Depression, which in demonstrating the redundancy of laissez-
faire capitalism, practically obliged the Fascist regime to unveil its non-
communist alternative to the now defunct capitalist ‘civilisation’. The
National Council of Corporations was an assembly of representatives of
employers’ and workers’ organisations for the main economic sectors, which,
in turn, were represented on an executive body, the Central Corporative
Committee. There were still no actual corporations, however, and in 1934,
twenty-two of them were created, covering the major sectors of industry,
agriculture and services. Finally, after another delay, the neutered parlia-
ment left over from the Fascist law making of the late 1920s was made into
a Fascist and Corporative Chamber in 1939.

Why the corporate state had such a tortured path to some form of realisa-
tion is not easy to explain. One factor was certainly the prolonged
stonewalling on the whole corporative project by Confindustria, which feared
that involvement would lead to a loss of organisational autonomy and even
some limitations on how employers managed their own businesses. They
need not have worried, because in composition and structure the corpora-
tions were weighted towards employers, as was the whole ‘productivist’
rationale of corporatism, which emphasised greater production rather than
wealth distribution.

Another reason was that the idea and reality of corporative self-
management of the economy, even when controlled by the state, was not a
mobile nor dynamic enough vehicle for state intervention in the economy.
The corporative apparatus was rather cumbersome and time-consuming, and
the Fascist government effectively by-passed corporate structures and impro-
vised as need arose, PNF and para-state agencies to extend and implement
its hold over the economy. This it did progressively from the late 1920s into
the 1930s, initially in response to the successive economic crises caused by
Mussolini’s revaluation of the currency and the Great Depression, and then
in pursuit of warlike autarkic and armament goals from the 1935–36
Ethiopian invasion onwards.

Finally, the slow and irregular pace of corporative reforms reflected real
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indecision at the centre. It was clear that delays occurred because of persist-
ing differences of opinion and jurisdiction, not only between the upstart
Ministry of Corporations and the other economic ministries, but also and
especially between the PNF and the state ministries. The point at issue was
who should run the territorial, as opposed to the sectoral, organisations of
the corporative economy, the provincial state official, the prefect, or the
provincial PNF leader, the federale, or federal secretary. According to Mus-
solini’s formula of the primacy of state authority, this by rights should have
gone to the prefect as ‘head of the province’. But there was a self-evidently
‘political’ side to syndical and labour relations matters, which justified and,
indeed, necessitated party involvement, since wages and employment
affected the popular mood and public order, and class and sectional interest
organisations had to be ‘educated’ to class co-operation and recognition of
the overriding ‘national’ interest.

Into this decision-making vacuum stepped the PNF. In order to enforce
the 1926 syndical law, the party had set up ad hoc intersyndical committees
which were, in effect, informal ‘corporations’. These committees were con-
vened and chaired by the federali, included representatives of the provincial
employers’, workers’ and traders’ syndicates, and their self-appointed tasks
were to investigate and resolve labour disputes, draft and implement provin-
cial labour contracts and control ‘politically’ the syndicates and their leaders.
This was empire building of a kind the Nazi party Gauleiter would have rel-
ished. The PNF had seen the ‘gap’ in the Fascist state’s corporative provi-
sion, and occupied it with a body through which it could influence and
control economic life. The intersyndical committees duplicated and, in prac-
tice, supplanted the rival state body in the provincial arena, the so-called
‘provincial economic councils’, presided over by the prefect and, in fact, the
‘co-ordinated’ former chambers of commerce.

The party was mobilised to fight the ‘economic battle’ for the defence of the
national currency, politically overvalued by Mussolini in 1926. The revalu-
ation of the lira required wage cuts to lower production costs, and should have
also led to corresponding price falls. The party turned to the provincial inter-
syndical committees to determine and impose both the level of reductions in
wages and in the prices of items of basic food consumption. It was doubtful
whether the committees could, and did, have much effect on the economic
‘laws’ of supply and demand. But the attempt was made; the committees were
essentially improvising a rudimentary prices and incomes policy.

The committees’ pricing functions were withdrawn in 1928. But their
settling of collective labour contracts and of labour disputes, especially in
agriculture, continued on a regular basis. The PNF, through the intersyndi-
cal committees, resumed responsibility for price controls in 1934, and held
them until 1937, as the regime attempted to protect the cost of living from
the effects of the devaluation of the US dollar in 1934, the goods’ shortage
caused by Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia and League of Nations sanctions in
1935–36, and the long delayed devaluation of the lira in 1936. This time,
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the party’s ‘price committees’ went even deeper into the production cycles of
basic goods in order to control costs, and came close to the national regula-
tion of the grain market. The point was not so much how effectively the
party did the job, but the fact that it was doing it at all. The de facto party
organs, the intersyndical committees, dominated their equivalent de jure
state organs for the decade between 1927 and 1937, and intervened practic-
ally and decisively in provincial economic activity.

It has already been made clear that the authority of the state was meant to
prevail throughout the Fascist regime. In formal, official terms, this was the
case. But at all levels of government, there was competition and duplication
of activity, as the PNF attempted to carry out its role in the Fascist state, to
‘fascistise’ Italian life and society. It was difficult in practice to work out
exactly the respective limits of what one federale termed the ‘different but
parallel’ (Morgan 1998: 263) spheres of party and state organs, and the PNF
was certainly not intending to try.

In the provinces, prefects and federali clashed regularly over policing and
public order, with the party complaining that the police forces, the prefects’
responsibility, were too ‘soft’ on ‘subversive’ activities, and hankering after
the vigilante methods of the squads. The greatest source of disagreements
was appointments to local administrative and other official positions, which
were, once again, the prefect’s responsibility. This conflict over local
appointments was important, because what was at stake was the fascistisa-
tion, or not, of provincial society. The prefects had to take party credentials
and recommendation into account, but generally insisted that the techni-
cally most qualified, rather than the politically most qualified candidates,
should be appointed to posts.

This source of friction was never-ending; it came up every time a vacancy
occurred. The evidence seemed to show that sometimes the prefect’s
perspective prevailed, sometimes the party’s. At the centre, the national
PNF secretary, Starace, an incompetent and a martinet, was, nevertheless, a
tenacious promoter of the party, and scored some spectacular hits in what
otherwise was a steady attritional war to extend the party’s influence. Both
personal dislike and ‘professional’ party–state rivalry lay behind Starace’s
successful campaign in 1933–34 to get rid of Leandro Arpinati, the ex-ras of
Bologna, who as junior minister at the key Interior Ministry, had protected
his career civil servants, including the prefectural service, against the pro-
gressive fascistisation of the government bureaucracy. In 1937, Starace
finally managed to resolve in the party’s favour another major area of long-
standing conflict and competition between party and state over the control
of youth organisations. The Ministry of Education’s Opera Nazionale Balilla
(National Balilla Organisation), which provided pre-military training and
indoctrination and sports activities for children and young people of school
age and beyond, was unified with the PNF’s young men’s and university
students’ organisations, into a single party body, the Gioventù Italiana del
Littorio (Italian Youth of the Lictors).
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Other party–state issues were also apparently resolved in 1937. The
party’s welfare work passed back to municipal councils, while the intersyn-
dical committees were wound up, their role in labour conflict resolution,
collective labour contract negotiations and price regulation, going to the
state’s provincial corporative organ, now renamed the ‘provincial council of
corporations’. But the game was not over in 1937, any more than it was
with Mussolini’s circular to the prefects a decade before. A long-time goal of
both the PNF and the Fascist syndicates, to get formal recognition of a party
presence on the factory shop floor, was realised in October 1939, with the
authorisation of so-called fiduciari di fabbrica, or ‘factory agents’. Almost
immediately, the federali were instructed to convene meetings of the
workers’ and employers’ syndicates for regular updates on what was happen-
ing in local firms and syndicates. These were the intersyndical committees,
reborn. The intersyndical committee had first prevailed over the prefectural
body to become, de facto, the regime’s provincial corporative organ. Then,
even when the state body apparently won out in 1937, the PNF carried on
interfering in labour and employment issues, ignoring the ‘final’ verdict.

The PNF’s involvement in economic life, and the other areas of
party–state rivalry dealt with here, indicate that perhaps we need to rewrite
the history of party–state relations during the Fascist regime. The primacy
of the state, and the PNF’s ‘subordinate collaboration’ with it, was set in the
late 1920s, when the basic structures of the Fascist totalitarian state were
created. But a party–state dualism persisted, if not officially. Starace’s
behaviour, and that of his provincial federali, showed that the PNF honoured
in name the primary authority of state organs, but challenged and under-
mined it in practice. This is rather a controversial conclusion, and runs
against the grain of much current thinking on the fascist regimes. But the
shapelessness and institutional rivalry which were associated with the Nazi
system in Germany, seen in the competition between overlapping party and
state bodies, might also be a suitable way of characterising the Italian Fascist
regime in the 1930s.

Fascism at war, both home and abroad, 1936–39

The dynamic of both fascist totalitarian regimes came from the interaction
of domestic and foreign policies, the internal preparation for imperialist
wars of conquest and expansion. Nazi Germany’s racial empire lay to the
East, in Eastern Europe and Western Russia, the ‘living space’ to be con-
quered and colonised so as to ensure the survival and dominance of the
German race. Fascist Italy’s ‘living space’, another ‘Roman’ empire to make
the country independent and powerful, was in and around the Mediter-
ranean. Empires of such dimensions, which involved the disappearance of
many existing states and empires, could not be achieved by diplomacy, only
by war. The necessary premise for successful wars of empire was national
strength and unity, the fascistisation of their peoples. The end was war, for
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conquest; the means was also war, against their own societies, to make them
warlike and war-ready. Fascistisation made war possible, and would itself be
strengthened and accelerated through and by war.

This is the fascist totalitarian dynamic stripped to its essentials, and
tidied up. Real life, things, people, were refractory material, not so easily
nor so tidily bent to the fascist will. But it is not distorting what actually
happened in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany in the 1930s, to say that there
was a discernible synchronisation of domestic and foreign policies, a progres-
sive and mutually reinforcing radicalisation of both, as more assertive and
aggressive foreign policies were matched by an intensified fascistisation
internally. The effect of this cumulative radicalisation was that both regimes
broke through the crust of compromise with established elites and institu-
tions, and the ‘new order’ began to supplant and supersede the ‘old’. The
shift was evident in both countries between 1936 and 1938.

Opportunely for such an analysis, the development of the Fascist regime
in Italy turned on the most fascist of projects, war: the invasion and con-
quest of Ethiopia in East Africa, in 1935–36. In diplomatic terms, Hitler’s
coming to power in Germany gave Mussolini the opening to put into effect
invasion plans drawn up in the Colonial Ministry by 1932. A relatively
small power in European and global terms, Italy could not really go it alone,
internationally. But Italy could operate in the space between stronger
powers contesting European hegemony. The attempted Nazi coup in Austria
made the threat of Anschluss immediate, and helped to push Mussolini
towards a tacit deal with France early in 1935. If Italy would help France
prevent Anschluss and contain German revisionism in Central and Eastern
Europe, then France would allow Italy to have its way in East Africa.

There was a continuity of policy here with pre-Fascist liberal Italy, not
only in Italy’s smaller power exploitation of the rivalries between more
powerful countries, but also in the chosen area of expansion. Italy already
had small colonies in East Africa, Eritrea and Somalia, and the 1935 attack
was the opportunity to avenge the national humiliation of Ethiopia’s defeat
of an Italian army in 1896. The continuity with the colonial aspirations of
the recent past helped to explain the support of Italy’s establishment for
Mussolini’s policy.

But Ethiopia was definitely a ‘Fascist’, rather than just an ‘Italian’ war.
Mussolini was insistent that Ethiopia had to be taken by war, not by diplo-
macy: ‘the empire cannot be made in any other way’ (Morgan 1995: 142).
The conquest was also an exercise in totalitarian mobilisation for war, espe-
cially when the invasion led to League of Nations sanctions being applied to
Italy as the aggressor, setting Fascist Italy against the world. The regime
embarked on a systematic and sustained propaganda campaign before and
during the invasion. The body co-ordinating the propaganda effort, the sub-
Ministry for Press and Propaganda, under Mussolini’s son-in-law, Galeazzo
Ciano, was elevated to a full Ministry just before the invasion started.

The war, in other words, was the justification for and a test of the
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regime’s growing control of the making and dissemination of ‘information’.
The concerted effort to rally the nation around the regime and its war
seemed to work in arousing national enthusiasm. On the ‘day of faith’, in
December 1935, the King and his family, and thousands of Italians, in a
symbolic public ceremony blessed by the Church, ‘married’ the nation by
donating their wedding rings to be melted down for precious metals in
support of the war effort. Millions of Italians listened simultaneously across
the country to Mussolini’s public radio broadcast in May 1936, announcing
the conquest of ‘a Fascist empire’.

The preparation for the invasion, the invasion itself and the ‘international
community’s’ reaction to it in applying economic sanctions, also gave a con-
siderable push to the fascistisation of the Italian economy. Some historians
rather oddly berate fascism for having no ‘theory’ of economics, reflecting,
one supposes, the view that every serious political movement should have
one, and that the only ‘revolution’ worth taking seriously is one changing
the economic relations of production. The fascists, however, certainly had a
view of the role and place of the economy. This was expressed as brutally as
one could get, in Hitler’s memorandum on the Four Year Plan for the
German economy, launched in 1936, an interesting document not only for
its content, but also because Hitler actually committed his ‘mandate’ to
paper. The primary goal, said Hitler, was ‘the preservation of our existence
. . . the securing of all the spiritual and other prerequisites for the self-
assertion of our nation.’ This became the economy’s goal: ‘the nation does
not live for the economy . . . on the contrary, it is finance and the economy,
economic leaders and theories, which all owe unqualified service in this
struggle for the self-assertion of the nation’ (Noakes and Pridham 1997a:
283). From this perspective, fascists were not particularly interested in
reforming capitalism or private property ownership. Their economic policy
was that the economy should serve the nation, or rather, the political and
ideological goals of the nation’s fascist leadership.

Translated into action, the ‘primacy of politics’ over economics meant
growing state intervention in and regulation of the economy, as in every
other sphere of life, which over time reduced the influence private business-
men had on economic policy decision making and even on the management
of their own businesses. Managers managed, employers employed, but
private companies benefited to the extent that their activities fitted the
priorities for the economy set and imposed by the fascist leaderships, whose
intervention in the economy increasingly determined what should be pro-
duced, and how.

This process can be observed clearly enough in the Italian Fascist case. As
in other non-fascist European countries, state intervention in the economy
was practically required to meet the impacts of the Depression. The Fascist
government’s most important salvage operation during the Depression was
to create the Institute of Industrial Reconstruction in 1933. This was a giant
state firm or holding company, which bought with public money the shares
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of ailing industrial companies held by the now ailing banks, who had
invested in them. So, through IRI, the state acquired a huge portfolio of
shares in firms which were still structured and managed as private com-
panies. IRI was intended to be a temporary device to bail out failing indus-
tries and banks, but it became a permanent body in 1937, and specifically
linked to the building up of a war economy. Not only did IRI run through
subsidiary companies the now largely publicly owned heavy industrial
sector; it could also take over private firms where this was deemed necessary
for national defence, autarky and empire.

The reference to autarky, or national economic self-sufficiency, was
significant. With the collapse of international trade, the Depression made
all countries ‘autarkic’, looking to the protection and development of
internal markets. Fascist Italy was no exception to the pressure of circum-
stances. But the economic sanctions of the Ethiopian war isolated Italy even
more from the international economy, and impelled Italy to be self-
sufficient. As the Depression eased, countries could begin to make choices
about the recovery of international trade, and the degree to which they
would and could participate in it. These same choices faced Fascist Italy,
when economic sanctions were lifted in July 1936, after the conquest of
Ethiopia in May.

Similar choices also faced Nazi Germany, at precisely the same time. The
public works schemes and initial rearmament spending were achieving full
employment and economic recovery. But German farmers were still not pro-
ducing enough food and industrial raw materials to meet internal demand,
and German exports were not earning sufficient foreign currency to pay for
food and raw materials imports, shortages of which were beginning to affect
factories working on arms and military production. The Minister of Eco-
nomics, Hjalmar Schacht, with the support of Germany’s export industries,
wanted to release the economy from this impasse by once again opening the
country up to international trade, in order to increase exports, and by
stimulating consumer goods production. The implications of these proposals
were, of course, clear to the Nazi leadership. They involved easing up on
rearmament.

The response of the two fascist regimes in 1936 marked a real economic
parting of the ways with the rest of Europe. In Germany, Hitler resolved the
internal policy conflict over how the country was to handle economic dif-
ficulties caused by public spending and rearmament, by announcing the
Four Year Plan to meet his two tasks: ‘the German armed forces must be
operational within four years. The German economy must be fit for war
within four years’ (Noakes and Pridham 1997a: 287). The Nazi choice was,
then, not less rearmament, but more rearmament, more autarky.

Mussolini made the same basic ‘fascist’ choice. In March 1936, he made
autarky official policy, and this declaration, made during the Ethiopian cam-
paign, was the clearest possible indication that economic self-sufficiency was
geared to war, not just to the effects of the Depression. The regime had set
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up in 1934 a special agency, the Institute of Foreign Exchange, again ini-
tially as a Depression device, to do something about Italy’s growing balance
of payments deficit and the outflow of foreign currency and gold reserves.
The Institute regulated foreign exchange and currency trading; quotas were
placed on imports, paid for in foreign currency made available by the Insti-
tute. This technical agency to control foreign trade was not withdrawn once
the prospect of more open international trading relations became apparent.
After the lifting of sanctions, the Institute became the Ministry of Exchange
and Currency in late 1937, strengthening and making permanent the
government’s import quota system and control of foreign currency, and
incorporating this regulation of foreign trade into the regime’s official goal
of autarky.

That autarky was being connected to the preparation for war was evident
from the huge increases in state spending from 1934–35 onwards, literally
bankrupting the country, which went mainly on autarkic enterprises and
heavy industries producing for the armed forces. The regime did not work
through the corporative apparatus, but, rather, improvised monopolistic
agencies to develop import substitutes, either synthetically or using Italian
sources of energy, metals and raw materials. These bodies were half-way
between the public and private sectors. They spent public money on pur-
poses determined by the government. But capital came, too, from the big
private companies, whose managers often ran them. This was ‘privatisation’
of the public domain, or private management operating as public officials,
depending on the perspective.

The Ethiopian conquest also had the effect of changing the European
diplomatic balance which had made possible Mussolini’s invasion in the first
place. In November 1936, Mussolini declared the emergence of a new align-
ment between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. The so-called ‘Rome–Berlin
Axis’ had its origins in the Ethiopian war. League of Nations sanctions
alienated Fascist Italy from Britain and France, and drew Mussolini closer to
Nazi Germany. Hitler did not apply sanctions against Italy, supplied mater-
ials and coal to a country which was under siege and then recognised Italy’s
new African empire. In return, Mussolini effectively removed his veto on
Anschluss, the very issue which allowed him to move between Nazi Germany
and the West European powers. The two fascist regimes also agreed to back
Franco’s rebellion against the Spanish Republic with military and material
aid, and placed this co-operation in the wider framework of a common front
against communism.

An alignment was not yet a political and military alliance. But, again, a
basic choice had been made. Mussolini stuck to the Axis, in words and
deeds. It became a fully-fledged alliance in the so-called ‘Pact of Steel’ in
May 1939. This is an interpretation of events. Some historians, like the pro-
lific biographer of Mussolini, Renzo De Felice and his ‘school’, argue that
the Axis did not represent a final choice, and that Mussolini continued to
oscillate between Nazi Germany and France and Britain right up to the dec-
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laration of war against the latter in 1940. Richard Lamb’s recent book on
the diplomatic relations between Mussolini and Britain reiterates the De
Felician line, that after Ethiopia, Mussolini was still ‘available’, but was
eventually forced to turn irrevocably towards Nazi Germany by the British
government’s reluctance to meet the dictator half-way. According to Lamb,
British intransigence was really responsible for the signing of the Pact of
Steel, and for Italy entering the war on Germany’s side in 1940.

This just does not wash. It ignores Mussolini’s continued framing of his
aims as control and dominance of the Mediterranean, which made war, not
compromise, with France and Britain inevitable. It ignores the 1936 water-
shed in Fascist Italy’s autarkic preparation for war, which has just been
explained. Above all, it ignores the distinctive fascist totalitarian connection
between internal fascistisation and external aggression. Treating Mussolini,
and Hitler, as if they were normal biddable statesmen in foreign affairs, is,
effectively, to say that Mussolini and Hitler did not behave as ‘fascists’
within their own countries.

The Ethiopian conquest undoubtedly strengthened Mussolini’s position,
and that of the regime, in Italy. He, and it, had the confidence and valida-
tion of a successful small war, to push on with the attempted fascistisation of
the country. The body which co-ordinated the propaganda mobilisation of
the nation behind the war effort, the Ministry of Press and Propaganda, was
revamped as the Ministry of Popular Culture in May 1937. Its ambitious
remit was to gain full control of all cultural products and output, and so
transmit an official and uniform culture to the masses. The Nazi German
forerunner, the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda, was set
up in 1933, within a few months of Hitler coming to power. The catching-
up process was, again, a mark of how things were changing after 1936, as
Fascist Italy acquired part of its anticipated empire, formed the Axis with
Nazi Germany, and prepared for war.

The Ministry of Popular Culture represented something of a shift in
Fascist cultural policy. ‘Culture’ was, of course, central to the Fascist ‘totali-
tarian’ idea, which was to transform and reshape the consciousness of Italians
in the morally and spiritually regenerated ‘national community’. Up to the
late 1930s, the Fascist regime had not adopted the rigid, didactic and pre-
scriptive cultural policies of Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia, and had not
even decided on a standard culture and form in which it would express its
core nationalist ideology. This seemed to be more or less a matter of deliber-
ate policy. The regime, and the organisations through which it controlled
cultural output, showed some preference for certain artists and artistic styles.
But they accepted, patronised, and made use of various art forms, both
modern and not so modern.

The relatively light touch of an ‘aesthetic pluralism’, accepting that
Fascist art was ‘that which is done and will be done during the Fascist era’
(Stone 1998: 5, 58), worked quite brilliantly. It involved many artists
of various schools and styles in official culture and officially sponsored
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exhibitions and events. There was hardly any emigration of alienated or
impoverished artists during the period of the regime. The artists produced
good, accessible art, and audiences widened for official cultural events, as
well as for the products of the new mass culture, such as film.

The 1932 Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution, celebrating the origins of
Fascism and a decade of Fascism in power, attracted nearly four million vis-
itors. High attendances were probably the result of the ‘organised sponta-
neity’ of the regime; people went on organised and discounted trips to the
exhibition. In spite of the stultifying post-modern culture-speak of ‘narrat-
ive’ and ‘discourse’ in which these events are now analysed by cultural
historians, it was hard to see how all these people would not have been
impressed and affected by what they saw. The exhibition conveyed the
Fascist ‘revolution’ in a daring and innovative display of ‘relics’ and artefacts
set in an experimental mix of various modern art and design styles. It prob-
ably came closest to the world of ‘aesthetised politics’ which the regime
attempted to realise in all the public spectacles and ceremonies it organised
ad infinitum throughout the late 1920s and 1930s, giving an organised
‘happening’ a real emotional or ‘spiritual’ charge for those people attending,
recipients and simultaneously participants of the ‘event’.

From 1937, however, the ‘battle for culture’ was being won by those who
favoured the cultural orthodoxy and one message, one style approach on the
Nazi German model. In line with the stepped-up fascistisation of the late
1930s, ‘cultural autarky’ prevailed in the sponsorship and display of a public
art which was monumentally ‘Roman’ in style. This matched the dominant
propaganda motif of Romanità or ‘Roman-ness’, which evoked the past ‘civil-
ising’ glories of the Ancient Roman empire now being emulated in the
Fascist present. The cruder celebratory and directly propagandistic content
and theming inevitably produced ‘bad’ art. The change in artistic format
was based on the calculation that the Fascist message was best transmitted
in an unequivocal, documentary and educational fashion, when, in fact, the
reverse was probably true. To have an effect, art had to be ‘good’, and atten-
dances at the revamped ‘monumental’ version of the Fascist Revolution
Exhibition in 1937 were way down on those for the original in 1932.

The most notable and extraordinary aspect of the intensified fascistisation
and ‘cultural’ transformation after 1936 was the ludicrous attempt to reform
the daily conduct, habits and attitudes of Italians. In a campaign spear-
headed by the PNF in 1938–39, which must have raised a giggle at best,
and derision at worst, the more comradely form of second person address,
‘voi’, was meant to replace the flattering, servile and ‘foreign’ ‘lei’, and the
raised arm Fascist salute to supplant the unhygienic handshake as the form
of greeting between ‘comrades’. That this was post-League sanctions propa-
ganda was clear from the stereotyped images of the typical ‘bourgeois’ and
his lifestyle, which were set up to be attacked in what became known as the
‘anti-bourgeois’ campaign. The ‘bourgeois’ was ‘foreign’ or cosmopolitan,
defeatist, pacifist, complacent, materialistic, unheroic, infertile, who pre-
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ferred the quiet and easy life; he was, in other words, aping the French and
the British.

There was a serious point to all this daftness. For the regime to conquer
and run an empire, the Italians needed to live a life of risk and violence, as
the squadrists had done in 1920–22. As Mussolini said to Ciano in July
1938, ‘henceforth, the revolution must impinge on the habits of Italians.
They must learn to be less sympathetic in order to become hard, relentless
and hateful – in other words, masters’ (Morgan 1995: 158). Mussolini delib-
erately located racism and anti-Semitism in the ‘anti-bourgeois’ campaign.
Now that Fascist Italy had embarked on the road of empire, Italians had to
acquire the mentality of ‘imperialists’, a racial consciousness, a sense of their
superiority and fitness to rule others. Official anti-Semitism was the very
dark side of the regime’s accelerated fascistisation of the late 1930s. More
will be said in Chapter 5 about the origins and implications of the anti-
Semitic measures introduced in 1938.

The belligerent and ruthless attitudes which the regime wanted to instil
in Italians were clearly at odds with the attributes of the good Catholic. It
was striking that the ‘anti-bourgeois’ propaganda of 1938–39 attacked
Catholic compassion and sympathy for Jews as yet another sign of the ‘bour-
geois’ mentality which had no place in a climate of empire and war. The
Pope publicly condemned racism as imitative of German Nazism and a sign
of the Fascist regime’s pagan ‘totalitarianism’. But he confined the Church’s
opposition to the regime’s race laws to the relatively technical point that the
ban on intermarriage between Italians and Jews invalidated Church mar-
riages of Jews who had converted to Catholicism, and so violated the terms
of the Concordat agreed with the Italian state in 1929. The Pope was clearly
concerned not to offend the regime to the point of rupture, which might
have called into question the continuation of the Concordat.

He had a point. The PNF bitterly resented the 1929 agreement, which
was a very significant breach in the idea and practice of the Fascist totalitar-
ian state. The Concordat made Catholic Action, the Church’s umbrella
organisation for a countrywide network of Catholic lay people’s associations,
the only non-Fascist body legally allowed to exist in Fascist Italy. It was a
rival and alternative to the PNF’s own supposedly monopolistic organisa-
tions. The Concordat brought to an end over fifty years of Church–state hos-
tility following the political and territorial unification of the country at the
expense of the Pope’s temporal possessions in Central Italy. As such, the
Concordat gave Mussolini tremendous internal and international prestige,
and encouraged Catholics to rally unreservedly to the regime. This was pre-
sumably why an anti-clerical and totalitarian dictator did it. The Catholic
Church was too strong and rooted an institution in Italian life to be con-
fronted head-on. It seemed opportune to bring the Church over to the
regime, milk the enthusiasm and popular support the agreement generated
and then trust to time and the superior organisational pull of the PNF to
erode the Catholic presence in Italian life and mores.
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But the spat over the race laws, and the persisting subterranean rum-
blings of conflict between the Fascist party and Catholic Action, were signs
of how the interaction of more aggressive foreign and domestic policies was
shaking the basis of the various institutional compromises the regime had
made in the late 1920s. The more ‘fascist’ the regime became, the more
threatened these institutions felt. Their anxieties, and Fascist aspirations,
came to focus on war.

Mussolini had chipped away at the status and prerogatives of the King in
the late 1930s without destroying his position as head of state, and made
dark threats in private about getting rid of King and Pope after the coming
war was won. He saw a European war as the justification and springboard for
more change, much as the Ethiopian conquest had done. For him and the
regime, war was made possible by fascistisation, and war, in turn, made pos-
sible more fascistisation. The King and Pope feared the prospect of war for
precisely the same reasons. The King gloomily realised that war, whether it
brought victory or defeat, could signal the end of the monarchy, and the
Pope that war might threaten the Concordat. If the war was won, a tri-
umphalist Fascist regime would complete its fascistisation of Italian society;
if the war was lost, monarchy and Church would pay for their complicity
with Fascism.

Their unease at the likelihood of war alongside Nazi Germany, after the
signing of the Pact of Steel in May 1939, was probably shared by most Ital-
ians, and was one of the reasons why Mussolini, humiliatingly, did not
immediately go to war in September 1939, when the Germans invaded
Poland. Mussolini was forced to admit that economically and militarily,
Italy was not yet ready to fight a general war which he had deluded himself
would come a few years on. But it must have been worse for a regime whose
raison d’être was war for Mussolini to tell the Germans just before the Polish
invasion in the hope of getting them to delay it, that the Axis was not yet
popular enough in Italy and that the nation was not yet psychologically
primed for war.

But the ‘non-belligerency’ which Mussolini declared in 1939 was not the
same as neutrality, a distinction apparently lost on the De Felician school.
Mussolini was not choosing not to choose; he had chosen, but was choosing
not to fight, for now. Nazi German victories in France in May and June
1940 made the argument for intervention irresistible, and arguments about
Italian unreadiness irrelevant. Fascist Italy could expect to join and win a
war which was all but won.

The formlessness of the Nazi system of rule in fact made it extremely flex-
ible. Since there was nothing fixed and permanent about institutions and
channels of decision making, other than their constant reference point of the
Führer, further innovations were always possible, as need arose. Important
changes did occur in the regime’s governance from 1936, and to emphasise
the point, significantly when more aggressive policies were pursued, both
externally and internally.
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The process can be seen in the conduct of foreign and military policy. As
with Mussolini in Italy, foreign policy was the area in which Hitler inter-
vened most decisively. His decisions were behind the dramatic foreign
policy coups of the late 1930s, from the remilitarisation of the Rhineland in
defiance of both the Versailles and Locarno treaties in 1936, to the Anschluss
of 1938 and the final dismemberment of the Czech Republic in 1939,
breaking his own and Mussolini’s agreement with France and Britain at
Munich in September 1938. While this dismantling of the Versailles settle-
ment carried along the Foreign Ministry and the military, such decisions
were made against the grain of their advice for caution. The fact that these
coups were successful only strengthened Hitler’s position at the apex of the
‘system’, while weakening that of the establishment institutions. Charis-
matic authority fed on, and needed, the perpetual validation of success. This
was why it was inherently unstable, and why it imparted a dynamism and
momentum to policy.

In a coup against the military in March 1938, Hitler used personal and
sexual scandals as the pretext to remove the country’s most senior military
figures. Colonel General Weiner Freiherr von Fritsch was replaced as Head
of the Army Command by a more compliant general. The post of War
Minister, held by Field Marshal Werner von Blomberg, was simply abol-
ished, and the function of armed forces command passed to Hitler and a staff
office run by an equally compliant general.

These changes were of real significance. Von Blomberg, War Minister
since 1933, was one of those conservative establishment figures whom von
Papen intended to use to ‘box Hitler in’ on his coming to power. His dis-
missal was Hitler’s act of emancipation from the compromising alliances
with the ‘old’ Germany. Hitler’s new military position as commander-in-
chief put him in strategic planning control of the armed forces, as well as
the nominal control which came from being head of state. The Nazi political
leadership was now in charge of operational military planning. Mussolini
had attempted but not achieved as much in 1938, when he suggested that
he, and not the King and the generals, should be the military commander in
war. The King eventually conceded on the eve of war that Mussolini should
have command of operational forces, but not of all the armed forces.

The German Foreign Ministry, like some other ministries, had been relat-
ively successful in defending its personnel, career structure and modus
operandi from Nazi party interference. But this was a deceptive and increas-
ingly irrelevant normality. The Ministry, still staffed by career officials, was
being excluded from policy and decision making; the location and distribu-
tion of power were changing. One of the Foreign Ministry’s party-based
rivals was the Ribbentrop Bureau, little more initially than a bunch of
amateur diplomats who were Joachim Ribbentrop’s cronies. Ribbentrop
joined the NSDAP late, assuming the mantle of Hitler’s ‘specialist’ in
foreign affairs on the specious basis of his familiarity with foreign languages
and other countries as a travelling salesman for the German sparkling wine
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firm into which he eventually married. He was employed as a kind of roving
commissioner for Hitler, undertaking special missions and initiatives. The
Anglo-German Naval agreement of 1935, arguably one of the first acts of
British appeasement of Nazi Germany, and the 1937 Anti-Comintern Pact
were Ribbentrop’s work.

Appointed Foreign Minister in 1938, he resisted the transition from
poacher to gamekeeper, and domestication by the Ministry’s ways. The
Ribbentrop Bureau was inserted into the Ministry, and ran special policy
units responsible to Ribbentrop alone. There were, in effect, two separate
Foreign Ministries, and a considerable disparity in functions, decision
making and information gathering in favour of the men who had personal
access and responsibility to Ribbentrop. The principle of charismatic
authority functioned, too, at levels below that of the Führer. A similar
bypassing of state officialdom was achieved in the Italian Foreign Ministry
in 1936, when Ciano transplanted to the Ministry his own Gabinetto, or
Cabinet, of advisors and hangers-on. In both Fascist Italy and Nazi
Germany, it is possible to relate changes in the organisation and implemen-
tation of policy to radicalisation of the policy itself.

Hitler’s intervention in 1936 to mandate Göring, appointed head of the
Four Year Plan Office, to direct the economy towards autarky and rearma-
ment, removed decision making on the economy from the state economic
ministries. Göring installed special units, ‘business groups’, responsible for
price controls and the allocation of labour, materials and currency in various
economic sectors, and ‘plenipotentiaries’ to run key areas of production.
These agencies were the same private and public mix as those bodies putting
into effect Fascist Italy’s autarky and arms production projects. Göring
recruited personnel indiscriminately among party men, state officials, armed
forces officers and private industrialists and managers, so that in terms of
staffing and function, it was difficult to say where the private sector ended
and the public sector began.

In his Four Year Plan memorandum, Hitler was pragmatically neutral on
the question of state and private ownership. It was up to private industry to
deliver what the government wanted; if private industry could or would not
do it, then the government would take its place. The steel industry’s reluc-
tance to use ‘autarkic’ lower quality German ore rather than imported ore in
steel making, on the grounds of efficiency, cost and quality of product, was
side stepped by the Four Year Plan Office. In a classic demonstration of the
‘primacy of politics’, the Office had built under its auspices the Hermann
Göring Works, which used German raw materials and to which was directed
state investment, orders and increasingly scarce supplies of labour. The
Hermann Göring Works diversified horizontally and vertically to become a
complex of coal mining, machine and synthetic fuels manufacturing, and
construction and transport enterprises. It formed an important component of
Göring’s vast military, political and economic empire, which took in the
Four Year Plan, the Air Force and Prussia.
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Very significantly as a marker for what was to happen in territories con-
quered and occupied by the Nazis during the war, important administrative
changes occurred in the areas which were annexed to Germany before 1939,
Austria and German-speaking Western Czechoslovakia, the ‘Sudetenland’.
The new parts of Germany were formed into territorial administrative units
with common boundaries to party and state jurisdiction, which was not
always the case in pre-1938 Germany. The Nazi party Gauleiter and the
State Governor in these new administrative areas were usually the same
party man, a personal union of party and state positions which had occurred
in the ‘old’ Germany in 1933–34. So, the ‘co-ordination’ of the newly-
annexed territories was in the hands of Nazi party bosses, combining party
and state authority and functions, and working to Hitler’s mandate to ‘Ger-
manise’ rapidly the new territories. The normal state ministries found it
more difficult to extend their own field offices into the ‘new’ Germany. The
purpose, and outcome, was to bring about a more thoroughgoing ‘co-
ordination’ than in the ‘old’ Germany, by imposing party controls without
the rival and restraining hand of state officials and ‘official’ procedures and
processes.

The new territories were generally treated as if they were a kind of tabula
rasa, open for Nazi experimentation, and in the characteristic Nazi spiral of
radicalisation, were the testing ground for new initiatives. This was evident
in the area of policy where the Nazis might have been expected to move
most decisively: anti-Semitism. In fact, action against the Jews in Germany
proceeded in an irregular, ad hoc way. Anti-Jewish policy before the war is a
very good illustration of the radicalising momentum of the Nazi system.

Characteristically, Hitler did not appear to initiate anti-Jewish measures
himself, though the people who did, claimed, of course, that they were
‘working towards the Führer’ in seeking to ‘purify’ Germany of the already
clearly identified ‘alien’ and ‘parasitic’ racial enemy. It was the party on the
ground which initially took the lead. The 1933 boycott of Jewish shops and
businesses was designed to remove Jewish economic competition in the
interests of its mittelstand constituency. To some extent, this party action
from below was capped and channelled by laws passed by the central govern-
ment to purge the professions and civil service of Jews and ‘subversives’.

Another burst of party Jew-baiting in 1935 was, again, endorsed and at
the same time terminated by the hastily prepared Nuremburg laws, which
removed the Jews’ rights as citizens and discriminated against them on bio-
logical racial grounds. The competitive momentum of the ‘system’ was all
too evident here. The party’s action both pre-empted and forced the hand of
the central state authorities, which felt impelled to produce measures of
their own in order to retain some influence on the articulation of anti-Jewish
policy.

There was party violence against Jews and Jewish property in Austria and
the Czech lands in 1938, as the NSDAP moved in to claim and colonise
virgin German territory, culminating in ‘Crystal Night’ throughout the
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Reich. But this time, party action in the new German territories was fol-
lowed and supplanted by the initiative of that most distinctively Nazi
agency, the SS (Schutz Staffeln, or Protection Units). Its anti-Jewish depart-
ment in the political police apparatus, headed by Adolf Eichmann, started to
organise and expedite the mass emigration of Austrian Jews. The evident
‘success’ of this ‘solution’ to the Jewish problem was such that emigration
became ‘official’ policy throughout Greater Germany, and prime respons-
ibility for Jewish matters passed to the SS. Their role was validated by
Eichmann’s proven success on the job.

The SS was Nazism’s most distinctive product, and the archetypal Nazi
organisation in its formation and mode of action. The SS started as a party
organ in the years of struggle, nominally affiliated to the party’s paramilitary
wing, the SA, as Hitler’s bodyguard. Its leader, Heinrich Himmler, gradu-
ally accreted by 1936 a vast policing empire straddling party and state,
while being accountable only to Hitler, who personally authorised its incre-
mental expansion. It formed its own political intelligence gathering unit, or
Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst, SD), in 1931, and Himmler took over as
head of the political policing sections of all the German states except
Prussia, Göring’s fiefdom, in 1933. The inclusion of the Prussian political
police, the Gestapo, in 1934 made Himmler the chief of a new national
political police force, which took the Gestapo name. After the Röhm purge,
the SS took over the SA’s improvised detention or ‘concentration camps’ for
‘subversives’ taken into ‘protective custody’. Finally, by Hitler decree in
1936, Himmler was made Chief of German police, a new state post and, as
such, nominally answerable to the Interior Minister.

In practice, Himmler’s appointment by Hitler’s personal decree emanci-
pated him from any control by the state ministries of the Interior and
Justice. Himmler merged his new position with his party post as head of the
SS, for which, again, he was only accountable to the Führer. In a very
significant organisational move, Himmler brought together the political and
criminal police, in the Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei, Sipo). In 1938, the
empire was completed by the SS developing its own military formation,
independent of the armed forces, which became the Waffen SS.

The presence of the SS is usually taken to distinguish the Nazi regime’s
repressive apparatus from that of Fascist Italy, which rather disguises how
much the two systems had in common. Both police forces had extensive pre-
ventive, as well as repressive, powers, which distinguished them from polic-
ing in democratic polities. They could, in other words, detain and imprison
people on the suspicion of wrong doing, which effectively put no limits on
whom they could finger. These powers were exercised independently and
unaccountably, without recourse to and outside the judicial system: the
police could dispense their own justice.

In Nazi Germany, people acquitted in the courts, or completing a prison
sentence, could be placed in the concentration camps under ‘protective
custody’, where the remit of the normal justice system did not run. In
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Fascist Italy, the police could enforce a range of sanctions restricting the
liberty, movement and occupation of individuals, including confino di polizia,
a kind of internal exile. Decisions to apply these sanctions were taken by
prefectural provincial commissions which met in secret in the absence of
those under consideration, who were denied any right of appeal.

Both systems had special courts to judge crimes against the security of
the state. While it is true to say that the Nazis’ special courts dealt with a
wider range of ‘political crimes’, in the Fascist system, those acquitted by
the so-called Special Tribunal or whose cases never reached the Tribunal
stage, were referred as a matter of course to the provincial commission for
other police measures against them. In both cases, there was an independent
and separate ‘justice’ system, co-existing with the regular courts.

Both policing systems were not only concerned to prevent and repress
political anti-fascist activity. The police were also able to act to safeguard
the ‘values’ of the two fascist regimes and, as a result, whole swathes of
people’s lives and lifestyles were ‘criminalised’. Police action was taken
against vagrants, people deemed to be behaving ‘anti-socially’, homosexuals,
‘political criminals’ because their conduct offended and undermined
‘national values’. In a very real sense, none of this was ‘normal’ policing; it
was political and ideological policing.

But differences between the police systems did exist. The SS retained
throughout its party character and roots, and was always, as a result, more
ideological a force. The palest of equivalents in Fascist Italy to SS policing
was the Fascist Militia, which had its own political investigation units, but
never really became a party political police before 1943. For its policing
activities, the Militia was responsible operationally to the prefect and was no
more than an auxiliary to the state police.

The Chief of Police in Fascist Italy from 1926 to 1940 was Arturo Boc-
chini, a career prefect, who was no Himmler. Most provincial police chiefs
in Italy remained career policemen, and their bosses, the prefects, were also
mainly career civil servants, although there was a progressive increase in the
number of Fascists becoming prefects during the 1930s. Career prefects and
police chiefs did their duty by the Fascist state, of course, and had no com-
punction in applying Fascist laws and decrees. This was one reason why
there was no need to purge them. In Nazi Germany, while the Gestapo, as
the executive arm of the SS, was normally staffed by career policemen, its
strategic arm, the SD, was run by ideologically-driven, non-professional
Nazis. The SS, as a result, came closest to realising ‘total’ policing, waging
what it saw as an unrestrained ‘war’ on those it defined as ‘enemies’ of the
‘national community’. In time, the SS came to see itself and behave as the
personification of the embryonic ‘new order’ of Nazism, its racial and ideo-
logical elite.

What becomes clear was that, between 1936 and 1938, the continuity
between the ‘old’ Germany and the ‘new’ Germany was being broken. The
Nazi regime was moving beyond co-existence with existing institutions and
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their ways of doing things, developing instead agencies and practices of a
distinctive Nazi style and dynamic, which reflected the assertion of distinc-
tively Nazi goals. This process of a ‘new order’ by-passing, eroding and
superseding the ‘old’, can be observed in shifts of policy, a more assertive
foreign policy complemented by economic, military and psychological arma-
ment for war. It can also be observed in changes of personnel, and the reloca-
tion of functions and power: from Schacht and the Economics Ministry to
Göring and the Four Year Plan Office; from von Neurath to Ribbentrop at
the Foreign Ministry; from Blomberg and Fritsch to Hitler, in strategic and
operational military planning. These shifts in who held power and how they
wielded it matched the pursuit of Nazi goals.
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5 Fascist internationalism

This chapter explores the contacts and relations between fascist movements
and fascist regimes, with the aim of examining the common ground and
unity of the various fascisms. For some historians and political scientists
such an exercise is futile, even nonsensical; this is a chapter which should
not, and cannot, be written.

Those of us who think that fascism was an historical ‘phenomenon’, that
it existed and was ‘real’, rather than just a figment of historical imagination
and speculation, something ‘created’ by historians, would agree that hyper-
nationalism was one of the major, if not the distinguishing characteristic of
fascist movements and regimes. For many, ultra-nationalism seems to
undermine the ‘phenomenal’ aspect of fascism from the start. Extreme
nationalistic movements were bound to be unique. Their respective nation-
alisms drew on nationally specific cultural traditions and myths, around
which they attempted to mobilise and unify their countries. The point of
the national unity fascist movements aspired to create, or impose, was to
strengthen their countries against the external threats to the nation’s exist-
ence and independence, or the external obstacles to national expansion and
aggrandisement. They would necessarily be single minded and uncompro-
mising in their defence and promotion of the ‘national interest’ in their atti-
tudes towards and their relations with other countries. Such relations would,
inevitably, be conflictual. So the hyper-nationalism of each fascist movement
generated actual and potential conflict between individual fascist move-
ments, and made it impossible, apparently, for them to co-operate with each
other.

Cases of the essentially conflicting national interests and aims of fascist
movements and regimes were, indeed, legion in the inter-war and wartime
periods. Both as movements and regimes, Italian Fascism and German
Nazism clashed over the continued existence or not of Austria, and over the
status and state location of the area inhabited by a mainly German-speaking
population on the North Eastern borders of Italy, Alto Adige to the Italians,
as the necessary geographical completion at the Alps of Italy’s national terri-
torial unification, South Tirol to the Germans, and by race, language and
culture belonging to pan-Germandom.



Two fascist movements in the same country, Austria, competed for the
‘soul’ and placement of their country, the Heimwehr for an ‘Austrian’ nation-
alism and an independent Austrian state, the Austrian Nazis for the incor-
poration of Austrians as Germans into a Greater Germany. Similar
disagreements over the future shape of their ‘nations’ divided the Belgian
nationalist Rex from the secessionist Flemish nationalist VNV. Transylvania
was stolen territory to be restored to the ‘historic’ Hungarian nation for the
Arrow Cross, and for practically every Hungarian, while for the Iron Guard
it was part of Greater Romania. We have already seen how, in the late
1930s, with Nazi and Fascist expansionism under way and the prospect of a
general European war, the political standing and credibility of fascist move-
ments in France, Britain, the Low Countries and Scandinavia suffered from
comparison and identification with predatory and imperialist fascist powers
who had designs on their own countries’ national territory and empires.

Of course, national interests converged as well as collided in the inter-war
period, depending on whether countries were the victims or beneficiaries of
the Versailles settlement. Fascist movements and the two fascist regimes
could envisage and welcome co-operation with other countries in the name
of a common revisionism of that peace settlement: Italy with Germany, Italy
and Germany with Hungary. Even here, though, there were problems.
Italian Fascist and Nazi German spheres of influence overlapped in the
Danube area and the Balkans, and led to an uneasy condominion during
wartime occupation of these regions. The Arrow Cross leader, Szálasi, was
always rather wary of Hungarian revisionism on the coat tails of German
revisionism, when his own vision of a racially-reordered Europe included a
Hungarian empire on a par with that of the Nazis.

There is no need to labour the point. The conflict of nationalisms was a
real one. But for the purpose of analysis and comparison, the problem is less
evident than it appears to historians who want to deny the ‘phenomenal’
aspect of fascism. Hyper-nationalism was what made fascist movements
basically similar, as a type of political movement which can be distinguished
from other types of political movement, communist and liberal, whose
values applied to all, or certain groups of people, whatever their nationality
or state, and were ‘universal’ and ‘internationalist’.

This might appear to be rather a glib sidestepping of the issue. To be
more convincing, there needs to be a demonstration that fascist movements
and regimes were actually capable of co-operating with each other across the
battle ground of conflicting national interests, and did so out of a sense of
ideological affinity between them.

This book has been heavy on historical context. It has tried to set out the
specific but general historical conditions which both help to explain the
emergence of fascist movements in the inter-war period, and their relative
success or failure in imposing themselves in countries where they emerged.
This context made it inevitable that fascism was ‘international’ and ‘interna-
tionalist’. It has been argued that fascism was the extreme response to two
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interlocked and widespread European crisis points, in the late war and
immediate post-war period, 1917–23, and during the Great Depression of
the late 1920s and early 1930s. Each country’s national crisis was part of a
more general European crisis, and each country’s national fascist revolution,
real in Italy and Germany, potential everywhere else, was an equivalent
struggle to defeat what they perceived to be common enemies in each
nation.

There was a common European crisis, and fascism was its common solu-
tion, played out in each country. To put it another way, fascism’s national
enemies, Bolshevism and plutocracy or finance capitalism, were also inter-
national and were identified, not only by fascists, with powers outside or on
the margins of the European continent, the USSR, and Britain and the USA.
These were enemies who had to be fought and defeated everywhere. As
Hitler said in late 1930, ‘the problem of defeating Bolshevism is that of the
fascistisation of all the European states’ (Michaelis 1973: 577).

It has already been pointed out that contemporaries, again not only fas-
cists, felt that European civilisation generally was decadent and in crisis, a
perception in part induced by the sheer destructiveness of the European civil
war of 1914–18, and especially present in the 1930s after the Depression.
All the fascists mentioned in this book talked up the general crisis of Euro-
pean civilisation, as they were bound to do, and spoke not so much of
defending or restoring a decrepit European civilisation, as of creating a ‘new
civilisation’ of ‘new men’, made in their own image. However pretentious
this all sounds, the point was that fascists saw their regenerating mission as
both national and international; they conceived of their role in European
terms.

The model of Italian Fascism in the 1920s

In this light, it is not just being provocative to say that fascist international-
ism was born at the point Italian Fascism came to power, in the ‘March on
Rome’ of October 1922, an event Hitler described as ‘a decisive watershed of
history’ (Schieder 1994: 513). Much later, on the occasion of the twentieth
anniversary of the ‘March on Rome’, in October 1942, Hitler wrote cloy-
ingly to Mussolini, that as a result of the ‘March’, ‘you became a concept’
(Michaelis 1973: 546), meaning that the Duce’s initiative could be gener-
alised about, taken as an example to be followed. Hitler’s retrospective con-
gratulatory acknowledgement of his debt to Mussolini was not just a case of
one fascist dictator buttering up the other when the Axis war was faltering.
It was also a reminder of what the war was actually about, for the fascist
regimes, and the sentiments were ones consistently expressed by Hitler
since 1922.

There were several reasons why Italian Fascism was the model and stimu-
lus for Nazism and other fascist movements in the 1920s. One, for the
German Nazis anyway, was clearly that there were mutually beneficial
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alliance interests at stake. In Hitler’s scheme of things, even in the 1920s
when the Nazis were far from power, Fascist Italy was a ‘revisionist’ power
who would be Germany’s natural ally in destroying the Versailles settlement
and in breaking the Anglo-French hegemony in Europe which this settle-
ment consolidated.

This, of course, was one reason why Mussolini, typically acting through
intermediaries without the knowledge of the Foreign Affairs Ministry, recip-
rocated the German interest in Italian Fascism. He had contacts with men
on the oppositional nationalist German right, from the DNVP and espe-
cially from one of the major paramilitary war veterans’ organisations, the
Stahlhelm, or ‘Steel Helmet’. Mussolini recognised that a nationalist
Germany would be more likely than the Germany of the democratic
Weimar Republic to challenge the Versailles settlement and the Western
democracies, and so open up space for the realisation of Fascist Italy’s own
expansionism. Hitler, against much opposition within the NSDAP, publicly
confirmed that the South Tirol should remain Italian so as not to endanger
any future Italian–German alliance, an interesting early indication of fas-
cisms being able to bridge the chasm of opposing nationalisms, where neces-
sary. Hitler was the only pan-German nationalist to make such a
renunciation. This, together with the growing electoral strength of the
NSDAP after the 1930 elections, eventually made the Nazis the focus of
Mussolini’s informal and secret contacts with German nationalists in the late
Weimar period.

These early and continuing contacts between Italian Fascism and German
nationalism were to do with diplomatic and state interests, actual and
potential. But there was more to the relations between Italian Fascism and
other fascisms in the 1920s. Mussolini was a model to other fascist move-
ments, because he was successful, both in methods of political struggle and
in the creation of a new political and social order. A fascist revolution had
happened in Italy, and it could happen elsewhere, and in the same way.

Some German Nazis, especially those on the Nazi ‘left’, like the Strasser
brothers, were unimpressed by the corporative content of the Italian Fascist
new order, because they felt it conceded too much to capitalists and high
finance, and hence to international Jewry. But all were impressed by Mus-
solini’s coup technique, the way he gained power, and his imposition of a
dictatorship. This, in their eyes, definitively destroyed the threat of Bol-
shevism, because it was based not just on force, though that was important
enough, but on an anti-socialist mass movement premised on the idea of
forming the ‘national community’. No wonder Nazi leaders, like Robert
Ley, visited Italy in the late 1920s to see how the PNF operated, and how it
expanded into society through its collateral organisations.

The Beer Hall putsch of 1923 was to be Hitler’s ‘March on Berlin’, in the
event a ham fisted and inaccurate reading of the ‘March on Rome’, but a
reading, nevertheless. Only after the failed coup did Hitler take on board the
full sense of the strategy behind the ‘March on Rome’, its compelling and
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effective blend of legal and illegal manoeuvring for power. Valois and Le
Faisceau had a better understanding of Mussolini’s coup. Le Faisceau, despite
the name and Valois’ admiring visits to Fascist Italy, was not directly imita-
tive of Italian Fascism ideologically; its corporatism had recognisably French
roots. But Valois’s attempted rolling coup of 1926 was the French fascist
version of the ‘March on Rome’, threatening a violent take over of power as a
way of inducing a governmental failure of will. It was not successful, because
unlike Fascism in Italy, Le Faisceau could never muster sufficient weight of
numbers and force to pose as a real threat.

What developed in the 1920s was a kind of networking between fascist
movements, relationships which were bound to be unequal because they
involved a fascism which was in power and those which aspired to be, the
regime providing the example, stimulus, advice, place of refuge and exile
and the funding for the movements. That the relationship was regime-to-
movements provides, incidentally, an explanation for Mussolini’s rather
patchy and inconsistent public articulation of fascism’s international mission
in the 1920s. Much though Mussolini disliked acting ‘diplomatically’ in
foreign policy, even he felt constrained as the head of Italy’s government not
to offend the governments of other states by declaring his political and ideo-
logical links to what were oppositional movements in those countries.

The two models of fascism in the 1930s

Such networking continued and intensified during the 1930s, with Nazism
in power and fascist movements proliferating. Practically every fascist leader
visited Italy or Germany, or both, and had contacts and meetings, if not
always with the two dictators themselves, then with other top men or their
intermediaries. In the hydra-like Nazi system, many contacts were with
Alfred Rosenburg, who in his capacity as head of the NSDAP’s foreign
policy desk and Nazism’s semi-official ideologue, was very keen on forging
formal and permanent links with fellow Nazi movements. Italian Fascism
and German Nazism were natural ideological poles for Europe’s fascist
movements, and since they were in government, obviously good sources of
funding, so perpetuating the unequal relationship of the 1920s.

It was fairly evident that the Italian Fascist and German Nazi regimes
gave money to foreign fascist movements in order to promote Italian and
German state interests. The Italian Fascist government backed the Heimwehr
to prevent Anschluss, while the Nazi government backed the Austrian
NSDAP in order to bring it about. Mussolini payrolled the Croat Ustasha
movement in order to destabilise multi-ethnic Yugoslavia, on whom Fascist
Italy had territorial and hegemonic claims. The Nazis funded the Flemish
VNV to do the same in Belgium.

As we have already seen, the outcomes of such subsidisation were often
unpredictable and did not always quite meet the expectations of the donor.
It cannot be assumed that because fascist movements received external
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Figure 2 ‘If You Tolerate This, Your Children will be Next’ poster: a Republican
Ministry of Propaganda poster of the Spanish Civil War shows the Spanish
Republic’s concern to ‘Europeanise’ the conflict. It depicts the aerial bombing
of defenceless civilian targets, and suggests that if ‘fascism’ is not resisted in
Spain, then such brutality would be unleashed on the rest of Europe. The
German destruction by bombing of the Basque town of Guernica in support of
a Nationalist offensive was, indeed, a ‘rehearsal’ for the ‘modern’ warfare of the
Second World War. The poster’s warning words gave the title to the Manic
Street Preachers’ 1999 hit, a song about old men’s memories and how the
young fail to ‘remember’.



Figure 3 ‘El Generalisimo’ poster: a Republican poster issued during the Spanish Civil
War in 1937 depicts the Nationalist military rebels’ ‘Supreme Commander’ as
a Nazi, supported by Spain’s military, capitalist and Catholic Church ‘estab-
lishment’. While the portrayal of General Franco’s backers was accurate, Franco
was no fascist, though he was perceived to be so at the time. Leftists from
across Europe fought for the Republican side because they believed that by
resisting ‘fascism’ in Spain, they were resisting fascism everywhere. The
Spanish Civil War was the great European ‘cause’ of the 1930s, marking the
ideological conflicts within and between European countries which fed into the
Second World War.



funding, they functioned as ‘fifth columns’ and agents of foreign fascist
powers. Mussolini did not secure a Heimwehr government in Austria, though
the Dollfuss regime patronised by Italy, in which the Heimwehr participated,
certainly believed in an independent Austria. Neither the Iron Guard nor
the Arrow Cross allowed Nazi money and advice to erode their political
independence, both refusing to take up their allotted roles as the mass base
of authoritarian governments in Romania and Hungary, with whom the
Germans always preferred to work.

This was perhaps one reason why, in one of the most calamitous cases of
foreign intervention in another country’s affairs, Italian Fascist and German
Nazi aid to the military rebels in Spain went directly to Franco, rather than
through the Falange, who had received Italian funding for a while before the
outbreak of the civil war. By contrast, Soviet aid to the Spanish Republican
side in the civil war was filtered through the Spanish Communist party and
used as a lever to increase its influence and presence in the Republican
government. As a result, the Soviet perception of the meaning of the civil
war and how it should be waged was imposed on the Spanish conflict. One
suspects, in retrospect, that perhaps the intervening fascist powers should
have done more to promote the Falange. Franco sensibly kept Spain out of
the Second World War, despite the blandishments of Mussolini and Hitler,
who had to be satisfied with ‘non-belligerency’, or a favourable neutrality,
until Franco’s neutrality veered towards the Allies from 1942–43. From
within the Franco regime, the Falange were keen on involvement on the
Axis side, and the Spanish ‘volunteer’ Blue Division, which fought on the
Eastern front against the Russians, was largely made up of veteran or ‘old
shirt’ Falangists.

The state interests behind intervention in the Spanish Civil War were,
again, evident. If the Soviet Union intervened on the side of the Republic in
pursuit of its Popular Front strategy of creating broad anti-fascist alliances
both within and between countries, then the fascist powers intervened to
prevent such an anti-fascist front forming as an obstacle to their expansionist
aims. The dream of Italian Fascist hegemony in the Mediterranean was most
directly at risk from a Republican victory in Spain, since it would favour an
agreement between Popular Front governments in France and Spain allow-
ing France to use Spain as a land bridge to its North African empire.
Franco’s victory, on the other hand, would increase Italian influence in the
Western Mediterranean and weaken France’s position there, giving Italy
access to Spanish ports and naval bases from which to attack North Africa.

But what you will notice was that the state interests being protected and
promoted in all these cases were fascist interests and goals, and not necessar-
ily ‘Italian’ or ‘German’ interests as understood by the career diplomats in
the Foreign Ministries or by preceding non-fascist Italian and German gov-
ernments. These aims were ideological, and couched in ideological terms.
Mussolini could send about 60,000 Italian troops to fight alongside Franco’s
forces in the civil war, some of them disguised as ‘volunteers’; this both to
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discount any ‘official’ involvement, and to show that Italians were commit-
ted to a Europe-wide struggle against Bolshevism.

It seems artificial and unnecessary, then, to point to a separation between
diplomatic and state interests, and ideology, for the fascist powers, and to
suggest that one was prevailing over the other, in any given instance. For
Mussolini, at least, interest and ideology were fused. From the perspective of
Italian Fascist hegemony in the Mediterranean, it mattered who governed
Spain, as earlier, it had mattered who governed Austria, and how. A similar
form of government was some guarantee of international co-operation.

In the case of Austria, it would have been easy and justifiable to portray
the prevention of Anschluss in conventional power political and diplomatic
terms, that it was not in Italy’s interests to have a country as strong as
Germany expanding to the Italian frontier. But in Mussolini’s anti-German
phase of 1934–35, when he was successfully playing off his backing for Aus-
trian independence in return for the Western democracies’ tacit support for
the Ethiopian adventure, the Duce significantly chose to project the differ-
ences between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany in ideological terms, publicly
criticising the racism of the Nazis. As Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany drew
together internationally, so the ideological gap opened in 1934–35 was
closed, with the Italian Fascist race laws of 1938.

The ideological ‘contamination’ of international relations in the inter-war
period came with the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. But it was generalised
by fascism, as the self-appointed vanguard of Europe’s crusade against Bol-
shevism, both on the national and international stage. The ‘contamination’
spread to the Western democracies, as well. An alliance between Republican
France and Tsarist Russia against Germany caused no problems in the
1890s. But a repeat version of the Franco-Russian alliance in 1935 provoked
deep opposition on the French right, because the alliance was with Commu-
nist Russia; and communism, with the coming of a Popular Front govern-
ment in 1936, was perceived as the greater threat internally and externally
than Nazi Germany. Ultimately, the Second World War in Europe was not
about German hegemony as such, but about Nazism, and both sides saw the
war as a ‘revolutionary’ and ideological struggle which would determine
how and by whom Europeans were governed.

The fascist International

Up to 1930, Mussolini’s speeches and writings on the universality of fascism
were clustered around the decision in 1925 to make the definitive break
with the liberal parliamentary system Fascism had inherited in 1922, and to
construct the first ever totalitarian state. From 1930, his pronouncements on
the matter became regular and public, and reflected a groundswell of
opinion within the Fascist regime itself, expressed especially in Fascist youth
and university student newspapers, Bottai’s journal, Critica Fascista, and a
new journal devoted to the theme, Anti-Europa.
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There were good reasons for this, which were the dramatic electoral
breakthrough of the NSDAP in the 1930 elections and the onset of the
Great Depression, the impact of which was the greatest stimulus yet to the
diffusion and expansion of fascism outside Italy. Mussolini welcomed
Hitler’s taking of power in Germany in 1933 as a concrete sign of the
coming fascistisation of Europe. Since the Depression was the general crisis
of laissez-faire capitalism and its political counterpart, parliamentary demo-
cracy, fascism could pose as the ‘third way’ alternative between capitalism
and Bolshevism, the model of a new European ‘civilisation’. As Mussolini
typically put it in early 1934, ‘from 1929 . . ., fascism has become a univer-
sal phenomenon . . . The dominant forces of the nineteenth century, demo-
cracy, socialism, liberalism have been exhausted . . . the new political and
economic forms of the twentieth-century are fascist’ (Mussolini 1935: 32).
The full significance of the Fascist journal’s title, Anti-Europa, now became
clear. Fascism was not anti-European; it was opposed to the way Europe was
constituted politically and economically at the moment, and offered itself as
the exemplar of a new political and economic configuration for Europe.

Now that the ‘European’ issue was a matter of official concern, the Italian
Fascist regime began to give some organisational shape to it. A clumsily but
aptly named body was set up in June 1933 under Eugenio Coselschi, a nation-
alist poet and propagandist in the D’Annunzian style who had worked in
various propaganda and cultural agencies. This was the Comitato d’Azione per
l’Universalità di Roma (CAUR), or Action Committee for the Universality of
Rome. CAUR was meant to co-ordinate and standardise the various PNF and
Fascist youth initiatives which already existed, and act as the regime’s propa-
ganda agency for the spread of fascism abroad, a role including the funding of
European fascist movements. It was CAUR which organised an international
meeting of fascist movements at Montreux, Switzerland, in December 1934.

This conference has, perhaps understandably, received a very bad press
from historians. It seems to provide further and conclusive evidence of the
impossibility of organising a fascist International, of uniting what cannot be
united, nationalisms; a task which, to paraphrase a colleague complaining
about the lack of collegiality of university lecturers, some historians appar-
ently regard as the equivalent of herding cats.

The instrumentalist aim of the conference was, in retrospect, all too
evident. The Italian Fascist regime clearly wanted to promote an international
fascist organisation which recognised Italian leadership, and through which
Fascist Italy could extend its influence in Europe and affect political develop-
ments in other European countries. It was to be the organising centre for the
expansion of fascism in Europe on the Italian Fascist line. In this, it resembled
its great rival and model, the Communist International, the organisation
through which the Communist Party of the Soviet Union controlled national
communist parties. CAUR could anticipate exerting some leverage and
control through its financing of fascist movements, which would be expected
to align their ideology and political strategy to that of Italian Fascism.
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It is tempting to extend to the projected fascist International the same
view taken of the Comintern, that it was simply another arm of state diplo-
macy. But this, again, strikes me as distinguishing too neatly between inter-
est and ideology. In Stalin’s mind, there was no difference between
advancing the cause of communism elsewhere and advancing the cause of
the USSR, when the USSR was the one place where communism was actu-
ally in power. The interests of the USSR and of communism generally were
one and indivisible, and no less ideological for that. Apply this logic to the
fascist International, which was about spreading fascism, as the Comintern
was about spreading communism.

But, of course, when the conference met, there was another fascist regime,
in Germany, and the fascist International project has been seen as primarily
anti-Nazi. Hitler’s coming to power both confirmed the ‘fascistising’ trends
in Europe, and set up a rival to Italian Fascism’s primacy among fascisms.
No German Nazi representative attended Montreux and, apparently, nobody
from Germany was invited. Rosenburg came to an earlier dry run for Mon-
treux, the so-called Volta international conference on ‘Europe’ in Rome, in
1932, and had a spat with other delegates, including the Italian ones, over
the importance of the race issue. Rosenburg went on to organise his own
oxymoronic International Nationalist congresses, to spread the word of
‘Nordic’ racism. A fascist International which excluded Nazism also seemed
to match in timing and purpose Mussolini’s then poor relations with Nazi
Germany on the state and diplomatic level over the abortive Austrian Nazi
coup of July 1934 and his opposition to Anschluss.

But if there was a diplomatic context to the Montreux conference, what
Coselschi put to the representatives of fascist groups from Austria,
Denmark, France, Ireland, Lithuania, the Low Countries, Norway, Portugal,
Spain and Switzerland, was not radically different to formalising the posi-
tion occupied by Italian Fascism in respect of other fascist movements in the
1920s. Coselschi argued that fascism was simultaneously national and uni-
versal. Each fascism was unique, in the sense that the nation was properly
the arena for the action of each movement, which would attempt to take
power and govern their countries in separate ‘national revolutions’. But
Italian Fascism, Coselschi went on, embodied certain universally applicable
principles which should be the common denominator of all fascisms, who
should accept Italian Fascist ideas as their own on certain key points. The
basis for membership of the projected fascist International was, then, as out-
lined by Coselschi, the commitment of each fascist movement to carry out
its own ‘national revolution’, to apply the central principles of Italian
Fascism’s new political and social order, which were the totalitarian state
and corporatism, and to give the leading role in this regeneration of Euro-
pean society and institutions to youth.

Although the German Nazis were not present, race did emerge as a point
of issue between the fascist movements in the conference debates. The Iron
Guard pushed hard for the conference to come up with a common position
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on race. This was not accepted as one of the essential defining criteria of
fascism and of membership of the International. But it was recognised that
race was an important issue for some fascist movements, if not others, and
could, therefore, be accommodated in the rubric about each movement car-
rying out its own ‘national revolution’, taking a ‘national road’ to fascism.
Critics have emphasised the anti-Nazi tenor of the reluctance to include
racism in the International’s ideological fascist minimum. But while not fig-
uring as an essential component of the fascist ideological mix, it was not
really ruled out altogether if it was such for some fascist movements. A
movement like the Iron Guard, which adopted a xenophobic and anti-
Semitic racism, could be a member of the International.

The attempt at inclusiveness was also open to contemporary and retro-
spective historical criticism. The criterion of corporatism seemed potentially
to encompass all kinds of conservative and rightist groups, and indeed,
regimes, which were corporatist. Corporatism, as the lowest possible
common denominator, marked, therefore, the poverty level of fascist ideol-
ogy. This is just unfair and inaccurate.

It was certainly the case that some prominent Catholics justified their
rallying to the Italian Fascist regime after the Concordat on the grounds of
an apparent convergence of Catholic and fascist corporatism. But as Fascist
leaders throughout the 1930s told Catholics and their own corporatists, like
Bottai, Italy had a fascist regime, not a corporatist one. It was the linkage
between the totalitarian state and corporatism which was crucial to these
Fascist leaders, and to Coselschi’s definition of what constituted ‘inter-
national’ fascism at Montreux, as it was, indeed, to the Catholic authori-
tarian corporatists, such as Dollfuss and Salazar, who explicitly denied the
‘pagan’ and secular idea of the self-legitimating totalitarian state. Catholic
corporatism, as expressed in contemporary Papal pronouncements such as
Pius XI’s 1931 encyclical, Quadragesimo Anno, was based on what Europhiles
today call the principle of ‘subsidiarity’. This meant that there should be no
transfer to the state of functions which can be performed at a ‘lower’ level,
by the individual, the family and civil society associations.

In principle, anyway, Catholic corporatism was inherently anti-statist and
de-centralising. A Catholic corporatist economy was built upwards from its
building blocks: the family, the job, and the voluntary association of
working families. Whereas, for fascists, corporatism was top-down, the
means through which the all-powerful state intervened in the economy and
society, and controlled and managed the productive forces of the nation.
One cannot imagine European fascist movements finding the corporatism
plus strong state ideological combination at all onerous or difficult to accept;
most of them had or would have this combination in their party pro-
grammes.

In concrete terms, the conclusions of the Montreux conference were that
there should be an exchange of ideas and propaganda between movements,
in effect, a recognition that Italian Fascism would be the main source of
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these ideas and propaganda. The communication between movements was to
be co-ordinated by a permanent commission for universal fascism, a kind of
secretariat of the embryonic International. It was also agreed at the confer-
ence that the criterion for membership of CAUR, which was clearly envis-
aged as the organisational core of the International, and hence, for receiving
CAUR funding, was commitment to Coselschi’s ideological minimum, out-
lined above.

Nothing much seemed to ensue from the Montreux conference. The
permanent commission met twice only, in early 1935. One reason for the
inactivity was internal to the Italian Fascist regime. CAUR forfeited official
support after being attacked by a rival agency run by Mussolini’s son-in-law,
Ciano, the junior Minister for Press and Propaganda. But there was more to
it than inter-agency competition, revealing though this was of the regime’s
modus operandi. The fascist International lapsed as a matter of official
policy, once Mussolini shifted towards the Axis arrangement with Nazi
Germany in 1936. More will be said about the Axis later.

But the disappearance of the International was more apparent than real. If
no international organisation really materialised, fascist internationalism
went on. The ‘Europeanists’ in the Italian Fascist regime reconciled them-
selves easily enough to the Axis and, during the war, the regime officially
revived the themes of Montreux, which became its declared war aims. The
Italian Fascist version of the European New Order was premised on the re-
modelling of conquered European countries according to the Fascist blue-
print, a fascistisation of Europe around totalitarian rule by national fascist
elites, and a statist–corporatist reorganisation of society and economy. This
vision was never realised in practice, because of the tenuous hold of Italy
over her occupied territories, which obliged the adoption of the terroristic
methods of Nazi occupation as the war went on. But it was meant to be an
alternative New Order to that of the Nazis, and was an attempt to secure
some kind of voice in a new Europe largely subjugated as a result of German
rather than Italian military victories.

Italian Fascist internationalism had always conceded a degree of auton-
omy to other fascist movements. National states would continue to exist and
fascist movements were expected to see through their own ‘national revo-
lutions’. Interestingly, as war approached, practically all the national fascist
movements dealt with in this book, the PPF and Francisme in France, Rex in
Belgium, Nasjonal Samling and the IKL in Norway and Finland, the BUF in
Britain, the Iron Guard in Romania, even the Falange in Spain, aligned
themselves on ‘internationalist’ positions, at considerable political cost. All
of them were for ‘peace’, and ‘appeasement’ of the fascist powers, in
1938–40, though on a very different basis to the ‘appeasement’ of the
British and French governments. The real war, they thought, should not be
against the fascist powers, but in alliance with them, against the real threats
to European civilisation, which were the USSR and Bolshevism. This was
wishful thinking, because it assumed the existence of what had yet to be
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achieved, ‘national revolutions’ producing what Doriot called a Europe of
fascist nations.

Of course, some of these fascist movements had particular nationalist axes
to grind. Both Doriot and Mosley wanted to protect the French and British
empires. Quisling’s hare-brained scheme for a Greater Nordic Peace Union,
proposed to both Hitler and Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister,
before the war, sought to secure a voice for small nations like Norway in a
co-operative of ‘Nordic’ peoples. But all of them saw their internal national
struggles against Bolshevism as part of a more general struggle to save and
regenerate European civilisation against ‘Asiatic’ barbarism. The Rexist
leader, Degrelle, was perhaps the most outspoken in his formulation of the
coming European war as a European ‘civil war’, fought between Bolshevism
and fascism over the corpse of democracy. Mussolini could not have put it
better.

Degrelle’s claim to be both patriotic and internationalist must have
appeared a little forced in 1939–40. The fascists’ opposition to a war with
Nazi Germany seemed to impugn the nationalism which defined them.
Regarded as potential ‘fifth columnists’, Degrelle, and Mosley and other
BUF leaders and members, were imprisoned or interned by their govern-
ments on the outbreak of the war. Both Rexists and French fascists fought in
their respective national armies against the Germans in 1940, but their
patriotic loyalties were undoubtedly strained by the outbreak of the ‘wrong’
war. Their own articulation of what they saw as the ‘right’ war meant that
both sets of fascists could see Nazi victories over their own countries in 1940
as ‘their’, ‘fascist’ victories over a decadent democratic civilisation. Their col-
laborationism with the Nazi occupier was the logical outcome of their
attempt to marry fascist nationalism and fascist ‘internationalism’ in the late
1930s.

The Axis

The co-operation between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany started as what
Mussolini called in November 1936, an ‘Axis’, which indicated a looser
arrangement than an alliance; an alignment, rather. However, the Axis
became a formal alliance, the so-called ‘Pact of Steel’, in May 1939, the
content of which can be used to summarise the nature of the relationship
forged between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany.

The text of the alliance indicates a political and military agreement of an
extraordinarily inclusive kind. It envisaged permanent and continuous con-
sultation on all European issues, so as to reach a common stance and agree-
ment on these issues. More irresponsibly, it also obliged automatic military
intervention on the side of any one of them who went to war, with none of
the usual caveats. The alliance was an agreement for war, in other words.

The military and economic co-operation and co-ordination necessary to
bring about a common strategy were not advanced very far, unless you take
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it to mean the growing economic and military dependence of Fascist Italy on
Nazi Germany. This went back to the origins of the Axis in the Ethiopian
invasion of 1935–36 and League of Nations sanctions against Italy, when
Germany became the main supplier of coal to Italian industry. Some mili-
tary actions were synchronised, more before the signing of the alliance than
after. Hitler told Mussolini in February 1936 that he intended to re-
militarise the Rhineland, now that Britain and France were distracted by
Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia, and did so with Mussolini’s active encourage-
ment. Otherwise, it was a case of each side staging dramatic foreign policy
coups without fully notifying the other. Communication was unpredictable
enough for Mussolini to grumble (not to Hitler) that every time Hitler
occupied a country, he sent him a telegram. Mussolini’s attack on Greece in
1940 from Albania, recently annexed to Italy, was certainly not cleared with
Hitler, for whom it was most unwelcome, disrupting his preparations for
the Soviet invasion, which, in his view, required a peaceful Balkans.

Here, the perception of the alliance held abroad was probably more useful
diplomatically than the existence, or not, of co-operation between Fascist
Italy and Nazi Germany. The Axis, and then the alliance, conveyed the
impression of powers acting together, in unison, and were designed to
intimidate as a demonstration of apparently irresistible strength and
purpose. In this sense, the alliance did denote something, and served the
common interests of the fascist powers in pushing for expansion in Europe
and Africa. Their expansionist aims lay in different areas, Germany’s in
Central and Eastern Europe, Italy’s in the Mediterranean, though they did
overlap uneasily in the Danube and Balkan regions. But their expansion was
directed at common enemies, the British, French and Soviet empires and
spheres of influence. So, for instance, Mussolini saw and exploited the align-
ment with the strongest power in Europe as a lever of pressure on France,
who, kept in fear of Germany on the continent, might well be forced to
accommodate Italy in the Mediterranean.

If the relationship between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany operated to
an extent at a political and military level, what is more contentious is
whether the alliance operated at an ideological level, too. The text of the
alliance, rather unusually, spoke of an alliance of regimes and peoples, of
there being an ‘affinity’ between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Much
more than a diplomatic friendship was indicated here; rather, a close simi-
larity in the structure and form of the regimes. It was the ideological
dimension of the relationship which was emphasised: ‘closely bound
together through internal relationships of ideologies and through compre-
hensive solidarity of interests, the German and Italian peoples have
decided in the future . . . side by side and with united strength to stand up
for the securing of their living space and for the maintenance of peace.’
The preamble to the Pact went on, ‘[i]n this way, Germany and Italy . . .
desire to devote themselves to the task of securing the foundations of
European culture’ (Wiskemann 1966: 413).
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When fascists talked about ‘European culture’, they meant the inter-
national struggle against Bolshevism, and this was clearly an ideological
basis for Italian Fascist and German Nazi co-operation. The other was race,
and anti-Semitism. The ideological alignment around anti-communism and
anti-Semitism hardened as a result of the Ethiopian war and League of
Nations sanctions, the ideological and much as diplomatic watershed in
relations between the two fascist powers.

For Hitler, anti-communism was a matter of ideological conviction,
inseparable from his racist and expansionist goals in Eastern Europe. The
same could be said of Mussolini, too; the Fascist movement took off as a
mass movement as a result of its violent struggle against ‘Bolshevism’. This
did not prevent Fascist Italy having normal diplomatic relations with the
USSR, up to the turning point of the Ethiopian invasion. The Ethiopian war
worsened relations with the USSR, who supported League of Nations sanc-
tions and had entered the League largely to contain the expansionism of the
fascist powers. At the same time, sanctions drove Italy closer to Germany,
out of diplomatic isolation. During the war, the regime began to use
systematically anti-communist propaganda motifs, and through CAUR,
co-operated with the Nazi regime in doing so. The launching of the Axis in
November 1936 focused on the common struggle against communism, the
greatest danger to European civilisation, which was being concretely enacted
in Axis intervention in the Spanish Civil War.

This conjuncture might suggest that for Mussolini, anti-communism was
a show of ideological solidarity, instrumental in promoting a foreign policy
of closer relations with Nazi Germany. His use of anti-communism, as an
expression of the community of ideas between the two regimes, was there to
buttress the diplomatic and state interests of Fascist Italy. Of course, it was
this, but hardly this alone. There was no strain involved in Fascist Italy
linking itself to Nazi Germany in the anti-Bolshevik crusade, formalised
once Mussolini joined Nazi Germany and Japan in the Anti-Comintern
Pact, both an ideological and secretly military front against the USSR and
international communism, in November 1937. No ‘show’ of ideological
solidarity was necessary. Fascism in Italy and everywhere else in Europe was
anti-communist as a matter of principle; it was one of the things which
made them ‘fascist’.

Some historians think that a similar prioritisation of state and diplomatic
interests marked the alignment over anti-Semitism. The same historians see
the race issue as a qualitative distinction between Fascism and Nazism. They
regard the introduction of anti-Semitic race laws in Italy in 1938 as a sign of
Mussolini’s commitment to the Axis, not a conversion to racism. From this
perspective, ideological affinity was the product, not the cause of closer rela-
tions between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Introduced for reasons of
state, the race laws did not reflect any genuine ideological unity, at least for
Mussolini and Italian Fascism. The stress on shared ideologies was a way of
cementing a developing political and military relationship.
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Mussolini’s introduction of race laws discriminating against Jews was cer-
tainly seen in both Italy and Germany as binding the two countries together
and making much more difficult any Italian understanding with France and
Britain. So, if the intention was putting on a show of ideological solidarity
in order to make the Axis stick, then the laws certainly had that effect.

But this aspect of the race laws, if real enough, did not exhaust the
reasons for their adoption. What can be ruled out was that the Nazi German
leaders had any part in the Fascist regime’s playing of the race card. This
was a home grown racist campaign. The Nazis were surprised, if pleased, by
the Ministry of Popular Culture’s publication of a Race Manifesto in July
1938, which ‘scientifically demonstrated’, or asserted, that the Italians were
a pure Aryan race, and that Jews did not belong to the Italian race and were,
therefore, unassimilable in Italian society.

The Ethiopian conquest was the important connection. Mussolini thought
in the 1920s that there was no real Jewish problem in Italy, as there was in
Central and Eastern Europe, though there were certainly anti-Semites in
Italian Fascism. Mussolini was aware, in other words, of Jews being an
international presence, and problem. He associated Jews, nationally and inter-
nationally, with anti-Fascism, in the forms of masonry, democracy and
communism. He saw the Jews as dominant in international finance capitalism,
and a powerful force, therefore, in the Western democracies of France, Britain
and the USA, but one, at least in the 1920s, with Europe under an Anglo-
French condominion, which was powerful enough not to risk provoking.

These rather conventional political prejudices about Jews were sharpened
considerably by League of Nations sanctions against Italy. The regime’s first
sustained and ‘official’ attacks on Jewry came during sanctions, which were
portrayed as the work of the Jewish international conspiracy of plutocracy
and Bolshevism. Mussolini was also concerned about people like the Jews
who apparently had dual identities, as Jews and Italians, and doubts about
divided loyalties were intensified by the country being at war in 1935–36,
and then by the development of the Rome–Berlin Axis.

The extension of Italy’s East African empire unavoidably made race rela-
tions an issue. Laws to enforce racial separation and, therefore, racial superi-
ority, were applied in Eritrea in 1933, extended to Ethiopia in 1937 and
then, effectively, to the mainland in the 1938 measures. This creeping
racism had some sense of logic: if racial mixing was wrong in East Africa,
then it was wrong for Italians to mix with Jews in Italy.

That the race issue was incorporated into the 1938–39 ‘anti-bourgeois’
campaign, which aimed to harden up the Italian character and mentality,
has already been mentioned in Chapter 4. So, after the Ethiopian conquest, a
general resolution of race issues in Africa and Italy was linked to the
regime’s commitment to the fascistisation of Italian society. A form of
racism might well have been adopted by Mussolini for political reasons of
state. These had as much to do with the fascistisation of Italians as with
making the Axis credible as an international alignment.
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If the Nazis were pleasantly surprised by the Race Manifesto, they were
probably less impressed by the discriminatory measures against Jews intro-
duced later in 1938 and 1939. These were bad enough, but they did point
up important differences between the German Nazi and Italian Fascist ideas
on ‘nation’ and ‘race’. Fascist racism was a rather odd hybrid of biological
racism, as expressed in the Race Manifesto, and non-biological racial nation-
alism, as expressed in the actual measures themselves. These banned mar-
riage and sexual relations between Italians and Jews, excluded Jews from the
PNF and all public and professional employment and prevented them from
owning and inheriting property.

But the children of mixed Jewish and ‘Aryan’ marriages who were not
practising Jews were regarded as ‘Aryan’ and presumably exempt from the
discriminatory legislation. Again, ‘good’ Jews, in other words, war veterans
and early members of the PNF, were exempted from the laws, affecting
perhaps a fifth of all Italian Jewish families. The Nazis would not and did
not allow religion or even patriotic war service to count for more than
‘blood’. The 1930s diaries of Victor Klemperer reveal in all its distressing
banality (only ‘Aryans’ could have pets) the impact Nazi discrimination
against Jews had on the life and livelihood of a man who was born Jewish,
baptised as a Protestant, who married an ‘Aryan’ German and fought on the
Western front during the First World War in the Bavarian army. A man
with this background in Fascist Italy would not have been subject to
Fascism’s race laws.

These distinctions, important though they were, can still be reconciled
within a general racism as a defining characteristic of fascism. Italian
Fascism and German Nazism were racist, as indeed were all fascist move-
ments in one way or another, because they wanted to create a ‘national
community’ purged of its alien, non-national elements. The minority popu-
lations of Slavs and Germans in Fascist Italy were to be ruled as subject
peoples, not incorporated into the new Italy, and the interests of the Italian
population to be promoted over theirs.

Sometimes, fascist racism took the form of a biologically determined
racial identity, as for fascist movements in Germany, Austria, Hungary,
Norway and Finland. In other places, it was embodied in the less determin-
istic terms of cultural and economic difference, as for the BUF and the
French fascist movements. As a type of racism, the anti-Semitism of the
various fascist movements reflected the same alternative biological or cul-
tural underpinnings. We find here the reason why biologically racist fas-
cists took the extreme path of wanting actually to eliminate Jews, as much
as discriminate against them. Whether any one movement’s racism was
biological or cultural was related to national history and circumstances.
Racism was another of the ideological features of fascism which made it
both ‘national’ and ‘international’. Each fascist movement was racist, in its
own way.

The Axis, and then the alliance between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany,
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were one concrete and lasting case of fascisms co-operating with each other.
The way this co-operation has sometimes been treated by historians makes a
rather artificial distinction between interests and ideology, treating the
alliance as a conventional interest-driven relationship between two states,
where ideological convergence was the gloss but not the driving force
behind the relationship. In my view, both interests and ideology sustained
the alliance. Even when ideologically converging, there were important dif-
ferences in the Nazi and Fascist concepts of race, highlighted in the way
non-biological racism prevailed over biological racism in Fascist race meas-
ures. These differences, to my mind, do not mark off German Nazism from
Italian Fascism as fascist regimes. Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy were both
war-mongering dictatorships with totalitarian pretensions to control, indoc-
trinate and mobilise their populations so that they could fight imperialist
wars and dominate. The internal fascistisation of society was both the
premise for and the product of waging wars of conquest and expansion. As
political systems, this made them qualitatively different from and opposed
to the West European parliamentary democracies of France and Britain, but
not fundamentally different to each other.

Nazi Germany during the Second World War

There is something to the telescoped view that once Hitler came to power in
Germany, a European war was inevitable. War was the apotheosis of fascism
and the fascist systems of rule. Only war could realise the fascist powers’
goal of territorial expansion for ‘living space’; only war justified the mass
mobilising and warlike indoctrination of the totalitarian state in its forma-
tion of the ‘new man’ made in the fascists’ own image. Lacking the impulse
and will for wars of expansion, and the need, then, to organise their popula-
tions for war, were reasons why the authoritarian regimes of Salazar and
Franco never became totalitarian.

In Nazi Germany, the war accelerated and completed the shift in power,
in terms of both the determination and execution of policy, to distinctively
Nazi organisations, a process already well under way in the late 1930s. Self-
evidently, the decisive shift of power to Nazi agencies also meant that, in
and through the war, the regime intended to implement its ideological
goals. The war brought about a further radicalisation of policy, on race to
the point of final radicalisation.

War was an emergency, an extreme condition; it allowed and justified
extreme actions. In the Western democracies at war, governments
assumed powers over their citizens, in the name of the national emergency,
which were unthinkable and unacceptable in peacetime conditions. In the
territories conquered and then annexed or occupied by Nazi Germany, Nazis
could act like Nazis, unaccountably and without restraint, as if it was all a
fresh start, without the peacetime need to pay some attention to internal and
international opinion. Such a situation was bound to work in favour of the
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most intrinsically Nazi organisations of the regime’s apparatus of power, the
Nazi party and the SS.

The party’s importance increased at the centre, where Martin Bormann,
head of the party secretariat, or central administration, after Hess’s flight to
Scotland, increasingly controlled access to, and communication with and
from an increasingly inaccessible Hitler, to the point of becoming the indis-
pensable interpreter and conduit of the Führer’s will. The party and party
men also had a greater role and influence in the peripheries. Within
Germany itself, the party’s regional chiefs, the Gauleiter, were made Reich
Defence Commissioners, responsible for mobilising and controlling the
‘home front’ for the war effort, a blanket mandate which justified the party
interfering in practically every aspect of wartime life. Gauleiter were also
appointed as plenipotentiaries to run newly annexed and occupied territories
in both Western and Eastern Europe, and especially in the East, imple-
mented truly frightening Hitler ‘mandates’. Hitler’s instruction to the
Gauleiter in annexed Western Poland to ‘Germanise’ the new territory in ten
years, typically without any precise orders on how this was to be done, only
that it was to be done, opened up limitless possibilities for party experimen-
tation and terror.

But the Nazi agency, or complex of agencies, most associated with
Nazism’s wartime radicalisation was the SS. From the Anschluss, and as a
result of its activities on the ground in newly annexed Austria in 1938, the
SS de facto controlled the implementation of anti-Jewish policy, which now
became one of deportation and emigration. Again typically of the Nazi
system, it was Göring, however, who was put nominally in charge of this in
1939. The SS’s control over race policy was strengthened formally by
Himmler becoming, in October 1939, the Reich Commissioner for the
Strengthening of Ethnic Germandom, another imprecise and infinitely
expandable mandate, on which the SS could justify its organisational inva-
sion of the newly conquered territories. As the war went on, the SS came to
control the political and ethnic ‘cleansing’, and German resettlement, of
conquered Eastern Europe and Western Russia. It also began to implement
its own vision of a ‘Germanic’ and ‘Germanised’ Western Europe, and
organised the ‘final solution’, the systematic deportation and then killing of
Jews from across Europe.

So, the SS was already, by the outbreak of the war, responsible for execut-
ing racial policy, and for policing and security throughout Greater
Germany. These two sets of powers over race policy and the police were the
wedges for ever increasing SS penetration of and involvement in German
occupation administration and policy in conquered territories. The SS’s own
independent military force, its own army, the Waffen-SS, expanded to about
half a million men in wartime. This army was quite deliberately envisaged
as the racially and politically ‘correct’ vanguard of Nazism, recruiting
among Volksdeutsche, ethnic Germans living outside Germany’s pre-war fron-
tiers, and among ‘Germanic’ volunteers, mainly in the presumed ‘Germanic’
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areas of Northern and Western Europe. In its vast and expanding organisa-
tional empire throughout occupied Europe, the SS could, with some justifi-
cation, claim to be Nazism’s racial and ruling elite, the embodiment of the
Nazi New Order.

As a general rule, the Nazis exported their bewildering and competitive
‘system’ of agencies and organisations to the conquered and occupied terri-
tories. Whether they were military (as in Belgium and Northern France) or
civilian (as in the Netherlands and Norway) administrations, the German
authorities nominally in charge confronted the full array of existing Nazi
bodies and government ministries, which all opened offices in occupied
territories. To the pre-existing agencies which expanded into the new
territories, like the NSDAP and the Four Year Plan Office, were added new
bodies, with special powers and responsibilities, typically improvised to
meet wartime needs as they arose. These included a new Ministry of Arms
and Munitions, set up early in 1940 to co-ordinate and execute arms pro-
duction, which under Hitler’s favourite architect, Albert Speer, claimed, and
to an extent, exercised control over the Greater German ‘total’ war economy
from 1942. There was also its inevitable rival and competitor, the agency
run by Gauleiter Fritz Sauckel, made Plenipotentiary for Labour Deployment
and responsible for the conscription of labour resources for the German war
effort throughout occupied Europe.

The ‘final solution’

The impact of the war on the extreme radicalisation of policy was exempli-
fied in the evolution of race policy to one of the mass killing of Europe’s
Jews. It should be clear from the way the Nazi regime operated that it did
not need a specific written order from Hitler for Jews to be systematically
killed, and the lack of one, or documentary evidence of one, is not sufficient
to discount that it was intended or ‘planned’, or even that it did not happen
at all. The war widened the dimensions of the Jewish ‘problem’ for the
Nazis, and made its ‘solution’ more urgent and pressing. This was not just a
case of the Nazis improvising responses to an unexpectedly severe problem
as it arose, because the Nazis’ own actions had created the problem.

The conquered territories in Eastern Europe and Western Russia con-
tained millions of Jews, and the decision to clear Western Poland for the
resettlement of ethnic Germans from the Baltic states and Eastern Poland
had led to the forcible displacement of Polish Jews to un-annexed Eastern
Poland, where they were ghettoised. Feeding and running the ghettos was
self-evidently an enormous administrative and logistical burden, and a drain
on the German occupier’s human and material resources. Emigration, still
‘official’ Nazi policy, and a territorial ‘solution’, with a Jewish ‘homeland’ in
Madagascar being mooted, did not seem adequate or speedy enough ways of
dealing with unwanted alien populations whose numbers increased as
German armies rolled further East.
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The particular ideological ferocity the Nazis brought to the invasion of
the Soviet Union in June 1941 led to them adopting extreme methods. The
USSR had to be destroyed, not only because it occupied German ‘living
space’, but also because it was the embodiment of the Jewish–Bolshevik con-
spiracy which threatened the German race’s survival. This was, then, a ‘war
of extermination’, to be fought mercilessly and without restraint. The SS
attached special killing squads, the Einsatzgruppen, to the invading German
armies, whose task was to ‘clean up’ territories politically and ethnically,
capture and kill communist party officials, and Jews, as the armies advanced.
This was an escalation of the methods of war, and was ‘ideological’ warfare.

The key decisions leading to organised genocide appear to have been
made in late 1941 and early 1942. In July 1941, Göring, still nominally
responsible for Jewish policy, ‘mandated’ the SS to prepare what was called a
‘final solution’ to the Jewish problem, which at the very least, implied
extreme solutions. Meanwhile, the Nazi leadership endorsed some local Nazi
initiatives to resolve their own self-created population problems in con-
quered Eastern Europe in late 1941: the first gassings of Jews, in mobile
vans, were carried out in the Baltic states and Poland; the first killing camps
were constructed in Poland. Finally, at a conference of all interested Nazi
parties at Wannsee, in Berlin, in January 1942, the genocide ‘package’ was
put together and agreed. The SS was to extend, co-ordinate and make an
organised process of the various murderous actions already taken on the
ground in late 1941.

So, genocide was both the ‘logical’ outcome of the Nazis’ visceral hatred
of Jews and of their racial ideology, and also the bureaucratic resolution of
what were perceived as otherwise insoluble problems of administering con-
quered and occupied territories in wartime. For what it is worth, the ‘final
solution’ reproduced the characteristic decision making process of the Nazi
system of rule, and demonstrated how the progressive extremism of policy
was built into the nature of charismatic politics. Hitler’s ‘will’ on the Jews
was hardly a secret to the top Nazi leaders. While he never needed to be spe-
cific on the kind of treatment they should receive, his known hostility to the
Jews and the central importance he attached to eliminating their ‘contam-
inating’ influence on German racial purity were sufficient enough justifica-
tion for the piecemeal discriminatory measures introduced in the 1930s, as a
result of grass roots party pressure being met by government legislation.
Self-induced problems in occupied Eastern Europe in conditions of war both
made the Jewish question urgent and immediate, and provided the
opportunity and justification for once-and-for-all solutions. Local initiatives
which seemed to ‘work’ were then endorsed, generalised and co-ordinated by
the top Nazi leaders, who in ‘working towards the Führer’ on the race issue,
arrived at the ‘final solution’.
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The Nazi New Order in Europe

Hitler was, with reason, reluctant to go public on the Nazi New Order for
Europe at any time during the war. This was the case even when the war
began to swing against the Axis in late 1942 to early 1943. He was then
being urged by Nazi Germany’s allies and top Nazi leaders to endorse some
official statement of war aims, which would both counter Allied propaganda
and give allies, collaborators and occupied populations some reason for their
continuing and intensifying servicing of the German war effort other than
force. Hitler had a brutally honest position. He did not believe that people
in conquered territories would really co-operate voluntarily with their con-
querors. Force was what there was, and what the Nazis had to rely on. There
was no point, in his view, of creating hostages to fortune by making
promises of a ‘better’ future for Europe and Europeans, which the Nazis
might not be prepared to keep. False promises made enemies of disap-
pointed people, and any public commitments tied German hands and made
Nazi Germany dependent on others who would want something in return
for their co-operation.

This stance of Hitler’s explained his stand-offish and contemptuous atti-
tude to the fascists in occupied Northern and Western Europe who wanted
to collaborate with the German occupier. To Hitler, either they were so
unpopular in their own countries that entrusting any power to them would
be counter-productive to a smooth running German occupation; or if they
were, or became, popular in their own countries, they were too nationalist to
be trusted and would make demands on, or resist demands from, the
German occupier. Hitler bluntly told Mussert, the Dutch Nazi leader, in
December 1942, that the NSB should not even want to be in power in the
Netherlands, because the Germans were about to make even heavier wartime
demands on the Dutch people.

But if Hitler was insistent that people should not be told about any pro-
jected Nazi New Order during the war, this did not mean, of course, that
the Nazis did not know their own minds. What Hitler’s wartime stance on
collaborationism really indicated was his absolute ideological intransigence,
his refusal to be deflected from, or to compromise on, the realisation of his
vision of a Nazi racial imperialist utopia.

So, we might glean some clues about the Nazi New Order from the
patchwork and non-uniform kinds of occupation regime imposed by the
Germans in conquered Europe, and from wartime occupation policies. We
can also assemble a reasonable idea of what the Nazis intended as the
European New Order from the private discussions, meetings and state-
ments of Hitler and Nazi leaders during the war. At the risk of some over-
simplification, the Nazis wanted a racially purified and racially
reorganised Europe, built around the core of a ‘Greater Germanic empire
of the German nation’, whose conquest, settlement and colonisation of
‘living space’ in Eastern Europe and Russia would secure the present and
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future of the Germanic race, in its endless struggle for supremacy with
other global racial blocs.

The SS, which during the war expanded its political and economic empire
throughout the occupied territories and became an independent player in
the Nazi system, articulated this New Order more coherently than most
other Nazi agencies. For Himmler, the creation of a ‘Greater Germanic
Empire’, ruled by and from Germany, would involve eventual annexations to
Germany of the territories now occupied by the Germans in Northern and
Western Europe inhabited by the various ‘Germanic’ peoples, the Dutch,
the Flemings, the Scandinavians and, from 1942, in an opportunistic racial
transfer by Degrelle and the SS, the Walloons. These Northern and Western
European ‘Germanic’ areas were regarded rather as Austria was after the
Anschluss. They were racially ‘Germanic’, but would have to be made to
realise their ‘German-ness’ after existing as national states. The agents of the
‘Germanisation’ and ‘Nazification’ necessary to prepare these areas for incor-
poration into the Reich, were to be the local SS movements nurtured and
directed by the German SS. So, what was on offer from the SS was a
Degrelle, or a Quisling, or any other local fascist leader prepared to co-
operate, becoming SS Gauleiter of ‘Germanised’ regions being made ready for
annexation.

Some of this was actually being enacted during the war, most evidently in
Eastern Europe and Western Russia, where a start was made to the forcible
displacement of racially ‘inferior’ resident Slav and Jewish populations, and
the settlement and colonisation of emptied and ‘cleansed’ ‘living space’ by
ethnic Germans. The overall scheme was also evident in the SS’s organisa-
tional inroads in occupied territories, and in the implementation throughout
occupied Northern and Western Europe, irrespective of the form of occupa-
tion administration, of racial and anti-communist policies, including the
round up and deportation of Jews to the Eastern death camps.

Perhaps over 100,000 ‘Germanic’ men recruited in Belgium, the Nether-
lands, Norway and Denmark fought in Waffen-SS units on the Russian
front, mostly until the final stages of the war, coming from the ranks of the
collaborationist fascist parties and their militias. These men fought in
German uniform, took an oath of loyalty to the ‘Germanic’ Führer, Hitler,
and, after being part of ‘Europe’s’ army against Bolshevism, were intended
to provide the leadership cadres of the SS-dominated ‘Greater Germanic
Empire’.

SS recruitment might be considered rather low in numbers. But the
significance of what was happening should not be lost. Flemish, Walloon
and Scandinavian units of the Waffen-SS were, by their service in the
German armies, defending Europe from Bolshevism, and were being ‘de-
nationalised’, made to re-direct their sense of loyalty and identity away from
their national states to their common racial-ness.

This was precisely the meaning of the Nazi anti-Bolshevik propaganda
which deluged occupied Northern and Western Europe from the invasion of
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the USSR in June 1941, and which took on an even more strident and
defensive ‘Fortress Europe’ tone as the German war faltered in the East. One
of the most prevalent Nazi wartime slogans became ‘Europe united under
German leadership in its struggle against Bolshevism and plutocratic
powers alien to Europe’ (Herzstein 1982: 5). The constant reiteration of the
motif of anti-Bolshevism and of a European crusade against Bolshevism was
the Nazis’ deliberate attempt to widen the basis of ‘consent’ to Nazi rule in
occupied territories beyond the limited ranks of the ideological collabor-
ators, the local fascists. Its impact should perhaps not be underestimated,
given that within a decade, Western Europe would be united on the basis of
anti-Communism in the ‘Cold War’. The propagandistic trick was in
passing off Germany’s war, Germany’s cause, as being Europe’s war,
Europe’s cause, eroding, then, people’s identification with their own coun-
tries and requiring them to look from their own nation to ‘Europe’.

The other connected common threat against which Germany was leading
Europe was, of course, the Jews. It was perhaps more difficult to justify anti-
Jewish measures in propaganda themes, though the Nazis found the local
collaborators they needed to carry out the deportation of Jews from occupied
Northern and Western Europe. But the Jewish problem was, nevertheless,
‘Europeanised’ and projected as a matter of European concern. Baldur von
Schirach, then the Gauleiter of Vienna and the Nazi party’s youth leader,
could publicly take pride in his part in the deportation of Jews as a ‘contri-
bution to European civilisation’ (Herzstein 1982: 159), when addressing a
wartime international youth conference. There was no need to wrap this up
as propaganda. Von Schirach believed what he was saying.

The Nazi New Order, then, was to be a Europe reshaped by Nazi ideas on
racial hierarchy and racial geopolitics. The status of occupied territories in the
New Order would ultimately depend on the answer to Hitler’s rhetorical
question when speaking about the future of France and the French in 1942.
‘Can we absorb them with advantage? Do they by blood belong to our race?’
(Rich 1974: 198). In a continent where race was the ‘organising principle’,
and where state boundaries would be racial rather than national, the historical
Europe of independent national states would disappear. There was a mismatch
here between the potential Nazi New Order and the fascist internationalism of
the late 1930s and into the war, which posited a series of ‘national revolutions’
where fascist movements would align their countries’ political and social
systems to the ideological principles of the Axis powers, and assume at least a
semi-independent place in a ‘fascistised’ and German-dominated Europe.

Fascist collaborationism

One can only say that the mismatch was not as clear to the local fascists of
occupied Northern and Western Europe at the time as it might be to
someone reading this book. All the fascists in Belgium, the Netherlands,
France and Norway saw the defeat and occupation of their countries by Nazi
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Germany in 1940 as a great political opportunity to take the power which
was so far from them in pre-war, democratic conditions. They saw defeat as
revenge on a democratic system which had managed to marginalise them
before the war, and a vindication of their criticism of the national and
general decadence and weakness that was the inevitable outcome of a
parliamentary democratic political culture. Collaborationism, that is, colla-
borating with the German occupier out of choice and by ideological convic-
tion, was the logical extension of these movement’s pre-war positions.

Collaborationism was also, literally, the only route they could take to
power during wartime occupation, the only avenue open to them. This was,
perhaps, clearest in France. Although the fascist movements were allowed by
the German authorities to operate in the occupied zones of France, life was
made very difficult for them in the unoccupied zones governed by the so-
called Vichy regime. Its leader, Marshal Philippe Pétain, refused to accept
the proposal of the neo-socialist turned fascist, Déat, for France to be re-
organised as a one party totalitarian state. None of the fascist leaders were
given governmental positions in Vichy until very late on, a sign in itself that
Vichy was not, and did not want to become, a fascist system.

Vichy’s ‘National Revolution’ was certainly nationalistic and xenophobic,
but it was not a creature of Fascism or Nazism, and not even set up as a pale
imitation of the Nazi regime. Its political roots lay in the repudiation of the
parliamentary democratic Third Republic, especially its Popular Front
guise, when France had been run by socialists, communists, anti-clerical
republicans and Jews. All the 1930s opponents of the Popular Front
governments rallied to Vichy, and served in a regime which was a form of
authoritarian, Christian corporatist state, far closer to the systems of the
Iberian dictators, Franco and Salazar, than to fascism. The Vichy roll call
included Action Française traditionalists, Catholic integralists, conservative
republicans and non-conformist socialists and syndicalists. It did not include
fascists. Cold-shouldered by Vichy, the fascists congregated in German-
occupied Paris, and took German money to subsidise a press which spent the
war criticising Vichy for not being fascist enough. If French fascism was
used by the Germans at all, then it was as a kind of standing threat to
Vichy: if Vichy did not deliver what the Germans wanted, then the
Germans had Frenchmen in reserve who would.

The local fascists all had ideas for securing a place for their own countries
in the Nazi New Order; though interestingly, all but the French fascists did
not assume that the national boundaries of 1939 would remain. Quisling
saw a National Socialist Norway as the core element of a Nordic ‘commun-
ity’ of Scandinavian nations who would confederate with a ‘Germanic’
Europe, whose head would be Hitler. Mussert postulated a future Europe in
which a ‘Greater Netherlands’, made up of the Dutch peoples of the Nether-
lands, Flemish Belgium, Northern France and the Belgian and Dutch
empires, would join a confederation of Germanic peoples, alongside ‘Greater
Germany’ and the Nordic Scandinavians, each bloc of the confederation



having its own Nazi government and armed forces. Degrelle, in similar vein,
pictured a revived Burgundian empire or Low Countries state, straddling
the historic racial and cultural frontiers between ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’
Europe. Later, in 1942, he went over to the idea of annexation to the
‘Greater Germanic Reich’, as a way of tapping Rexism into what he saw as
the real power source in Nazi Germany, the SS.

The fascists expected that they would have to earn German aid in the
occupied territories. Doriot and Degrelle, for instance, spent more time out
of France and Belgium than in them during the war, fighting on the Eastern
front in the French and Belgian anti-Bolshevik volunteer units which they
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Figure 4 Leon Degrelle, the Belgian Rexist leader, poses as the ‘good European’ in
Waffen-SS uniform, on the front cover of Signal, a wartime German army pub-
lication, here in the Flemish language version published in occupied Belgium,
Signaal. Degrelle was wounded fighting the Russians on the Eastern front with
his Walloon-SS units, recruited from among the French-speaking, but redesig-
nated ‘Germanic’, Walloon Belgians.



had helped to recruit for Germany’s, and Europe’s, war against the USSR.
They thought that this was time and risk well spent. If Frenchmen and Bel-
gians fought for Germany in the East, then they could expect rewards from
Germany back in the West. This was essentially how the Northern and
Western European fascists reconciled their nationalism with the Nazi New
Order. By collaborating with the German occupiers, by fighting for
Germany in the Soviet Union, they were securing their own nation’s place in
the New Order. This was real patriotism, for them. For most of their fellow
countrymen, of course, they were ‘traitors’ fighting for an enemy occupying
power.

In this light, there are good grounds for saying that the real ‘national’ and
‘nationalist’ responses to German occupation came not from the local fas-
cists, but from the Vichyite ‘National Revolution’ in France, and the extra-
ordinary Nederlandse Unie movement in the Netherlands in 1940–41, which
attracted 800,000 members on a programme of an authoritarian and
corporatist monarchism. Both Vichy and the United Netherlands movement
accepted the reality of a Nazi German-dominated Europe. But they sought,
in the NU’s own words, ‘change in a Dutch way’ (Smith 1987: 251), ‘new
orders’ which were neither Nazi nor parliamentary and democratic, and
designed to preserve a French and Dutch political system even under occu-
pation, staving off a national fascist government.

The Nazis were unlikely to fulfil any of the hopes of Northern and
Western European fascists for a confederal ‘fascistised’ Europe. But they did,
nevertheless, do something to promote movements which were falling over
themselves to collaborate. As early as September 1940, Quisling’s Nasjonal
Samling became the only party legally allowed to function in occupied
Norway, and the same political monopoly was extended to the NSB in the
Netherlands in December 1941. In February 1942, Quisling was actually
appointed minister-president of a kind of National Socialist administration,
which seemed to indicate that Germany was prepared to govern Norway
through the local Nazi movement. Hitler’s sop to Mussert was a decree
making him ‘Führer of the Netherlands People’ in December 1942, and he
was allowed to set up an advisory ‘shadow’ NSB cabinet to the German
civilian commissioner, which was, admittedly, hardly real power. That came
with appointments to posts in local government and as secretaries-general,
the Dutch civil service department heads who were effectively ‘ministers’,
through whom the occupier governed the Netherlands. In occupied
Belgium, the German authorities initially preferred to appoint VNV men to
equivalent positions, and only one secretary-general was Rexist. But in
1942–43, Rexists were made mayors and provincial governors in most areas
of French speaking Wallonia.

This process of fascistisation, intensifying in the later stages of occupa-
tion, was down to two inter-related factors. One was to do with the SS’s
growing involvement in the occupied territories of Northern and Western
Europe, on the back of its responsibilities for policing and the implementa-
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tion of racial measures. The SS’s recruitment of racially suitable ‘Nordic’
types into the Waffen-SS was its attempt to create Europe’s new racial ruling
elite. Passing some power to Nazi movements in Norway, the Netherlands
and Belgium was a step towards the re-education and ‘Germanisation’ of
racially defined ‘Germanic’ peoples in and through the medium of local Nazi
organisations, preparatory to their incorporation into the ‘Greater Germanic
Empire’. The NS, NSB, and Rex all started to develop the single party
network of collateral organisations characteristic of the PNF in Italy and the
NSDAP in Germany, through which they intended to connect themselves
to, and penetrate, their own societies.

The other factor had less to do with a Nazi New Order in the making,
and more to do with the ‘logic’ of occupation. The mismatch of the Nazi
racial New Order and fascist internationalism made for rather prickly
collaboration between the local fascist movements and the German occupier,
and much mutual frustration and disappointment. But the collaborating and
collaborationist relationship was never ruptured. The fascists had to rely
on the Germans to appoint them to positions of power in the occupied
territories. The Germans, in turn, were forced to concede to the logic of
Quisling’s position, that only the local Nazis would ever collaborate effect-
ively with the occupier. The prolonging of the war, and the possibility, then
the likelihood, of German defeat from 1942–43, led to the Germans tight-
ening their hold on occupied territories and demanding more of the human
and economic resources of occupied Europe for the German war effort. The
greater exploitation of occupied areas was the major reason for growing
internal resistance to German occupation. Here was the bind. The local fas-
cists and the German occupier could only bank on each other; the fascists
were the only loyal collaborators left as the war turned against Nazi
Germany.

That collaborationists were the last and only resort for the Germans
was clear from fascism’s belated installation in power throughout Nazi-
dominated Europe in 1944–45. The turn in the war in 1942–43 induced an
understandable crisis of will among the fascist powers’ allies and near allies.
As a response to the war going badly for the Axis, Franco, in 1943, took
Spain, until then the Axis’ ‘non-belligerent’ ally, to the safer ground of a
formal neutrality. Matching Spain’s new international stance, there was a re-
alignment of the internal balance of forces sustaining the Franco regime.
The Falange lost ground to the extent that Franco by 1945 could declare
Spain to be a Catholic corporatist regency, where his successor would be the
monarchy. Elsewhere, the worsening Axis war pushed things to the political
extremes.

Mussolini was overthrown in a monarchist coup in July 1943, so that the
King’s caretaker government could take Italy out of the war and the Axis
alliance. This move was stymied by the German occupation of Northern and
Central Italy, completed with the declaration of the armistice between Italy
and the Allies in Autumn 1943, and the German restoration there of a more
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radical ‘back to the origins’ Fascist puppet regime, now stripped of its com-
promising alliance with monarchy and Church.

In Romania, as in Italy, there was a changing of sides, with the overthrow
of General Antonescu’s pro-Axis government in August 1944. The German
response was futile, but telling. They set up a fascist Romanian government
in exile, in Vienna, made up of the Iron Guardists who had taken refuge and
been interned in Germany after Antonescu’s purge of the movement, with
German blessing, in 1941. In Hungary, the regent and head of state,
Horthy, who had been in contact with the Allies since August 1943, bodged
a surrender to the Soviet armies already invading Eastern Hungary in
October 1944. In response, the Germans occupied what remained of the
country, and installed Szálasi as ‘national leader’ and head of government,
which put the Arrow Cross in power for a few months until ‘liberation’ in
February 1945.

Even Vichy had to ring the changes. Under direct German pressure, two
fascists were finally appointed to posts in the Vichy government which were
vital to the German presence in France and France’s continuing contribution
to the war effort. Déat went to the Ministry of Labour and Joseph Darnand
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Figure 5 Ferenc Szálasi: the last resort. The leader of the Hungarian Arrow Cross move-
ment, Ferenc Szálasi, is sworn in as head of the Hungarian government in
Budapest in October 1944, the Germans turning to the local fascists only when
Soviet troops were advancing through Hungary and after the Hungarian head
of state, Horthy, had attempted to take Hungary out of the Axis and the war.
But there was still time for the Arrow Cross to participate in the round-up and
deportation of Budapest’s Jews, and for Szálasi to polish up his vision of a
Magyar racial empire, the ‘Carpathian–Danubian Greater Fatherland’, which
went further than the restoration of the lands of the holy crown of St Stephen
displayed here at his ceremonial inauguration into office.



was made chief of police. In a final desperate throw, when the Vichy govern-
ment was forcibly removed from France to Germany early in 1945, the
Germans recognised Doriot and the PPF as the only political force capable of
‘re-liberating’ France from its new ‘occupiers’, the Allied armies.

Europe’s fascists had anticipated that the military defeat of their own
countries by Nazi Germany in 1940 would be their political opportunity.
Now that opportunity came only with Nazi Germany’s military defeat, as
the war which was being lost symbiotically locked together Nazi Germany
and its local fascist allies. It was, of course, entirely appropriate that the final
defeat of European fascism should be in a war, since war was the only test
that fascism wanted to be measured and validated by.

It is difficult to credit Payne’s view that fascism was only ‘truly’ European
and internationalist between 1943 and 1945, when the national fascist
movements finally conceded their independence to Nazi Germany. The
capitulation of national fascisms to Nazi rule, and their dependence on Nazi
Germany, were clear enough by the later stages of the war. But fascist inter-
nationalism was alive and well at the start of the war, a war which fascist
movements expected to produce a ‘fascistised’ Europe. The experience of col-
laborationism in the war was marked by the willingness of local fascists to
collaborate, and Nazi diffidence towards the offer of collaboration, until that
final ironic symbiosis of war which meant that fascists came closer to power
only as Nazi Germany moved closer to defeat. This experience demonstrated
what was already implicit in Hitler’s wartime reluctance to publicise what
the Nazi New Order would be, that there was no compromise possible on
the realisation of Nazism’s ideological racist mission, which alone justified
Nazi hegemony and dominance.
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6 The phenomenon of fascism

Interpretations of fascism emerged in the 1920s with the first successful
fascist movement in Italy, and have proliferated ever since. Payne lists and
summarises thirteen categories of interpretation, thirteen apparently separate
ways in which people have attempted to explain the phenomenon. Signifi-
cantly, perhaps, none of them have the overall explanatory force and plausi-
bility of Payne’s own historical overview in Chapter 15 of his book,
‘Elements of a Retrodictive Theory of Fascism’ (1995). In this analysis, he
extrapolates, from the experience of those fascist movements which did
become significant political forces, the conditions and circumstances ‘neces-
sary’ for the emergence of fascism in early twentieth-century Europe.

Fascism and modernisation

When I was planning this book, I fantasised in my synopsis about develop-
ing some grand, over-arching explanatory framework for fascism, using a
version of the much maligned and much abused idea of modernisation.
Now, after nearly completing the book, I have lost my nerve somewhat, and
I am not sure that I am capable of producing the grand structural explana-
tion. I am, I suppose, a victim of my own historical inductive approach, of
trying to reason from particular cases to infer, or reach, general conclusions.
The ‘big’ explanation is more likely to emerge from the other, deductive
approach, which infers the particular from already stated and worked out
premises or hypotheses, to be ‘tested’ against reality.

Everybody has some trouble finding an acceptable definition of modern-
isation. I tried to use the term broadly, perhaps too broadly for its own
good, in the Introduction, as denoting an historical process marked by the
passage from a ‘traditional’ to a ‘modern’ society. In very shorthand terms,
‘modernisation’ denotes industrialisation, urbanisation and secularisation. In
a ‘traditional’ society, most people lived on and off the land and in the
countryside, working in a largely agricultural subsistence economy, and
were governed by social and political forms associated with such an
economy. Social hierarchies and political authority were ascriptive, that is,
‘given’, in the ordained nature of things, and society’s values were derived



from and based on religion. In a ‘modern’ society, most people lived and
worked in towns, were employed in a productive industrial economy capable
of producing material abundance and were governed by the social and polit-
ical forms associated with it. Social ranking was meritocratic, and based on
income rather than inherited attributes. Political authority lay with the
‘people’ and society’s dominant values were secular, not religious.

These points of departure and of arrival are rather crude stereotypes, and
use of them assumes that history is ‘progressive’ and a ‘modern’ society is
‘better’ than a ‘traditional’ society, which in a material sense, is ‘true’. Such a
process of modernisation is practically timeless and could cover any period
from the Renaissance onwards. Nevertheless, one could say that most Euro-
pean countries had just passed through, or were passing through, a process
of modernisation from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth-
century.

The initial attractions of an explanation relating fascism to modernisation
certainly did not spring from the ways historians and social and political sci-
entists have handled the connection up to now.1 The validity of any explana-
tory scheme does not perhaps depend on it accounting for all the
manifestations of the phenomenon to be explained. But modernisation
theory applied to the study of fascism has so far produced too many contra-
dictions and arbitrary inclusions and exclusions to stand up to the test of
historical ‘reality’. If fascism was, or is, a ‘modernising’ dictatorship, offering
fast track short cut routes to ‘modernity’, that would exclude most of the
fascist movements in an already ‘modern’ Northern and Western Europe,
perhaps even the Nazis in Germany. But it would include practically every
‘Third World’ dictatorship.

The alternative version, viewing fascism as essentially ‘anti-modern’, just
seems plain daft, I am afraid, even if I am caricaturing this position by
pointing to the absurdity of the Nazis actually wanting to return Germany
and Germans to the woad and animal skins of the pagan Germanic tribes
inhabiting primeval forests, or to the military castes of the Medieval Teu-
tonic knights. It was not really a question of Mussolini’s regime wanting
Italy to be Ancient Rome, but to be like Ancient Rome, a powerful, domin-
ant ‘civilising’ force. Past grandeur and power were things to emulate, to be
inspired by, to hark back to, but not literally to regress to. The past was
‘myth’ for modern fascists, not the reality.

Again, fascist racism did not go back into the mists of time, of some
imagined racially pure condition. It developed from the scientific, or
pseudo-scientific, late nineteenth and early twentieth-century ‘rational’
explorations of the roots of human personality and conduct; very modern, in
fact. Fascist corporatism, or its related forms of state regulation and manage-
ment of the economy, were hardly throwbacks to the medieval guilds. Such
schemes were not an attempt to deny the class conflict characteristic of
modern societies, but to resolve them in a way which would increase the
productive capacity of industrial economies. The corporatism or national
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syndicalism of Mussolini, Valois, Mosley, Doriot or Primo de Rivera was
technocratic and ‘modernising’.

There is an ingenious attempt to have it both ways, relating the kind of
fascism which emerged to the stage of economic development reached by the
country in question, so that fascism was ‘modernising’ in ‘backward’ soci-
eties, and ‘anti-modern’ in ‘modern’ societies. But even this cannot pin the
fascist phenomenon down. Mosley’s The Greater Britain was hardly the mani-
festo of a movement wanting to ‘de-industrialise’ Britain, while the racism
and anti-Semitism of East European fascist movements sit uneasily with
their allotted roles as their countries’ ‘modernisers’. In many East European
countries, the Jews were the ‘modern’ element, making up the entrepreneur-
ial, banking and professional middle classes.

However, what initially led me to the idea of modernisation was that
it seemed to offer a plausible way of grasping fascism’s unique synthesis of
the ‘old’ and the ‘new’. Fascist movements combined a subversive, anti-
establishment search for a new order, offering new and alternative forms of
organisation, mobilisation and control in developing mass societies, with
having as their constant reference point national cultural or racial traditions
and values. I am, perhaps, too taken with Goebbel’s remarks at the launch of
the Volkswagen car in 1939 about ‘the steel romanticism of our century’
(Herf 1984: 642), which, again, encapsulated in its odd juxtaposition of a
‘feeling’ (‘romanticism’) with a modern ‘thing’ (‘steel’), that special fascist
blend. The Nazis glorified the modern industrial fighting machine as the
concrete expression and embodiment of the German will to power and dom-
ination, a sign of racial superiority and prowess. The tank and the fighter
plane were manifestations of the German ‘spirit’. This was not a rejection of
the modern world, but the infusion of its products with the German ‘soul’.

This observation regarding Nazism can be generalised. Fascists addressed
the problems or consequences of people living the modern industrial–urban
life, the anonymity, alienation, individualism, social divisiveness and con-
flict of modern societies. They wanted to inject some ‘soul’ or ‘spiritual’
meaning into modern existence, impart some cohering collective experience,
which did not signify an actual return to a pre-modern communitarian idyll.
What they offered was an alternative ‘modernity’, not an alternative to
‘modernity’.

Working from this synthesis of ‘old’ and ‘new’, fascism’s reconciliation of
‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, I thought that perhaps fascism in inter-war
Europe could be ‘typically’ viewed as the product of and response to a transi-
tional phase in the development of ‘modern’ states. Fascist movements were
strongest in Central and Eastern Europe, in countries which were between
‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. This would ‘fit’ Germany, too, a country, which
in the debates over fascism and modernisation, is usually placed firmly in
the camp of the developed ‘modern’ societies. While Germany might have
become a modern industrial economy, its political and social structures had
not matched or kept pace with its economic development. There is space
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here for the suggestive, if over-stated, argument developed by Ralf Dahren-
dorf, who in his desire to take something positive from Germany’s night-
marish recent past, saw the Nazis as unwitting ‘modernisers’. Again at the
risk of caricaturing Dahrendorf ’s views, he argues that the effects of Nazi
‘totalitarian’ organisation were to ‘socialise’ Germans, especially young
Germans, to be good, democratic citizens in the post-war period. Taking
young people from stuffy bourgeois and conformist home environments, and
teaching them in Nazi organisations to be ruthless and unsentimental team
players in the Nazis’ own image, finally broke the social and psychological
mould of Imperial Germany which the Weimar Republic had been unable
to dent. The experience of totalitarian organisation equipped these young
Germans, now outside the ruined walls of the Nazi system, to be citizens of
a democratic polity. The Third Reich, for Dahrendorf, unknowingly com-
pleted the political modernisation of Germany.

I am putting this scheme forward so tentatively, because I do not think
that I can now sustain it. Even though fascism was certainly at its strongest
in Central and Eastern Europe, it certainly also existed in the countries of
Northern and Western Europe, which were further along the trail of
modernisation. These fascist movements, indeed all fascist movements, and
not just those in countries on the cusp of ‘modernity’, displayed the same
evocation of nationalist myths, whether it was the Elizabethan age for the
BUF, or the Medieval Burgundian empire for Rex. And if the fascist combi-
nation of ‘old’ and ‘new’ was particularly appropriate for countries passing
through a modernisation process, as in Central and Eastern Europe, why was
fascism at its weakest in Spain and Portugal, Southern European countries
which could be regarded as being at similar levels of ‘development’, or
rather, ‘under-development’?

The formula does not seem to work as a general explanatory framework
for fascism. In the end, I have only found modernisation remotely useful as a
tool of analysis in this book’s treatment of the coming to power of fascism in
Italy and Germany in Chapter 3. Here, I think that fascism’s success can be
connected to broadly similar problems arising in both countries from late
and incomplete nation forming, a difficult transition from oligarchic to mass
democratic politics, and the effects of rapid and uneven economic devel-
opment.

It is not just a matter of an inapplicable formula based on modernisation.
It is also a matter of mistaken identity. Ignoring the view that we should
take no notice at all of what fascists said about themselves and of what they
thought they were doing or trying to achieve, we can state that fascist move-
ments did not consciously set themselves up as the agents of modernisation.
The Nazis were interested in reproducing good Nazis in their organisations,
not good democrats. All fascists were certainly interested in national regen-
eration and national power, which would involve building up a strong
national (and industrial) economy. But they did this, or wanted this, in
order to secure and enhance their countries’ position internationally, in a

The phenomenon of fascism 193



competitive Social Darwinist world. ‘Fascist’ industrialisation was about
war, and the capacity to wage war. That was what mattered to them, and
they did not agonise over whether this made them ‘modern’ or ‘anti-
modern’, or whether their ‘modernising’ means contradicted their ‘anti-
modern’ ends. Connecting fascism to modernisation foists on fascism a
function which it never saw itself as performing.

Fascism and Marxism

This is really the flaw of that other great theory of modernisation, Marxism,
when applied to the study of fascism. Marxists see ‘history’ as an evolution-
ary, progressive process, pushed forward by the impact of changes in the
economy and modes of production on human development and society, the
interaction between humankind and its material environment. Fascism, in
this perspective, was ‘reactionary’, the product of a capitalist system in crisis,
when under the threat from socialist revolution and the social and political
advances of the organised working-class movement, the dominant economic
interests in society turned to fascism as the last ditch defence of those inter-
ests, no longer secured by other political movements or state systems. At its
crudest, Marxists saw fascism as the ‘agent’ of the economic interests of the
dominant capitalist classes, though few Marxist historians these days would
portray the connection between fascism and capitalism in such terms.

Marxist interpretations of fascism offer a very hard-headed approach.
Fascism’s ‘true’ nature cannot be deduced from what fascists said they
wanted or intended to do. What mattered was the answer to the question
derisively asked by Italian socialists of their ex-socialist comrade, Mussolini,
in 1915: ‘Who pays?’ Whose economic interests were being served by
fascism? Marxists would say that fascist movements were ‘controlled’ by
capitalist interests, or by powerful groupings of capitalist entrepreneurs and
financiers, and that once in power in Italy and Germany, the fascist regimes’
policies were determined by economic priorities and were framed essentially
in the interests of these capitalist groups.

This kind of analysis has some explanatory force, even now. Fascist
squadrism in Italy in 1920–22 was a violent offensive to destroy socialist
and Catholic working-class organisations which in the post-war biennio rosso
threatened a whole swathe of capitalist interests in town and countryside.
We know that individual businessmen and business lobbies financed fascist
movements in inter-war France, largely because of these movements’ viru-
lent anti-socialism. Valois, the leader of Le Faisceau, eventually wound up his
movement in 1928, because he could not continue his movement’s depen-
dence on that financial support at the price of compromising his party pro-
gramme. Both the Italian Fascist and German Nazi regimes were founded
on the permanent repression of independent working-class organisations.

One of the problems with this analysis of fascism is that it blurs the dis-
tinction between fascism and other movements and systems of rule. If the
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‘essence’ of any political movement or system is its capacity to defend,
promote and represent the economic interests of dominant capitalist group-
ings, then any anti-socialist movement or any repressive system of govern-
ment can be regarded as ‘fascist’, from the fascist dictatorships themselves,
to the military dictatorships of Spain and Romania, the authoritarian
regimes in Hungary, Romania and Portugal and even the parliamentary
democratic Weimar Republic in Germany. You should refer back to the
points in this book in Chapters 2 to 5, where I attempt to distinguish
the fascist movements in France from the conservative paramilitary
leagues, the fascist regimes proper from the authoritarian governments in
Eastern and Southern Europe.

Some of the earlier inter-war Marxist interpretations of fascism clearly
had difficulty in accepting that some fascist movements gained a mass
following, with a range of popular support beyond the narrow clique of capi-
talists who ‘controlled’ the movements. It was certainly the case that most
fascist movements recruited most successfully among the middle classes of
town and countryside. Those who want to define fascism as ‘anti-modern’
point to fascism’s special constituency being the ‘old’ lower middle classes,
artisanal manufacturers, small shopkeepers and tradesmen, small farmers:
the ‘victims’ and the residue of an ongoing modernisation process which was
creating an organised industrial and agricultural proletariat and capitalist
entrepreneurs, the two typical products and protagonists of a modern indus-
trial economy. This view is one-dimensional; fascist movements also
appealed to the ‘new’ middle classes in the white-collar tertiary service and
public sectors of developing capitalist economies. Fascism’s mainly middle-
class political support would seem to confirm the Marxist class-based view of
fascism. But some fascist movements, including the most important ones in
Central and Eastern Europe, recruited well among landless agricultural
labourers, and among industrial workers, often themselves first generation
migrants from rural areas.

In many cases, the ‘typical’ members and activists of fascist movements
were war veterans and the secondary school and university students who had
lived through the war and the immediate post-war aftermath. While, by
social background and expectations, these young or younger men were
mainly middle class, and this undoubtedly played a part in their choice of
radical politics, the war veterans who came to fascism did so because their
political consciousness had been shaped by the war experience, not by the
politics of class. To some extent, Mussolini, Valois, Mosley were justified
in seeing ‘combatants’ and ‘producers’ as a new ‘class’ created in and by
the war.

Finally, of course, there is the point which has been hammered away at
throughout the book. Even if their hopes were never or only partially
realised, fascist movements claimed and wanted to be national, ‘people’s’
parties, catch-all movements representing all sections of the ‘national
community’. In this respect, they differed from their political rivals, whose
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support and appeal ran along the fault lines of modern European societies of
class, religion and ethnicity. The extent to which fascist movements
approximated to the cross-class ‘people’s’ party ideal, depended on the vari-
able ‘availability’ of different social groups to fascist appeal and organisation.
Most industrial workers and Catholics of all classes were politically spoken
for in Weimar Germany, and in Republican Spain, even when the Depres-
sion seemed to shatter existing political loyalties. Many industrial workers
and poor peasants in Hungary and Romania had not been reached by other
political organisations, and joined and supported fascist movements as the
only radical and anti-establishment forces around.

It might be the case that there was something intrinsically ‘middle class’
about the extreme nationalism of fascism. But ‘national socialism’, ‘national
syndicalism’, corporatism, even the ‘fool’s socialism’ of anti-Semitism, were
attempts by fascist movements to provide a bridge between classes and
‘nationalise’ workers on a basis other than force. As with modernisation, I do
not think that fascist movements and regimes were pre-occupied with
capitalism as such. They preferred the industrial entrepreneur to the money-
dealing financier, because the industrialist was ‘productive’ and manufac-
tured things which enhanced national power, while the financier made
nothing, except money gained by speculating on the production of others.
But the point, for fascists, was to ensure that the economy served a national
purpose, as defined by them. The Iron Guard and Arrow Cross economic
‘programmes’ were not to destroy capitalism, but make it ‘national’, by con-
fiscating and transferring the property and assets of Jews to native Roma-
nians and Hungarians.

More nuanced Marxist analyses of the fascist regimes have used Marx’s
treatment of mid-nineteenth century French Bonapartism, the imperial rule
of Napoleon III, as an analogue by which to understand fascism better. The
analogy at least leads to the acknowledgement that the political executive or
leadership of the two fascist regimes achieved and put to use a degree of
autonomy from the economic ruling classes on whom they still ultimately
depended. Whatever you think of the analogy, any interpretation which
gives some significant play to the independence of political leadership, also
removes the economy as the prime, or single, motive force of historical
change. By the time a very good Marxist historian of Nazi Germany, Tim
Mason, writes an article on Nazism under the title of ‘the primacy of
politics’, you can sense the game is up.

To get to grips with Marxist analysis, you have to look at the institu-
tional structures of the two fascist regimes in the 1930s, and at the decision
making processes, especially as they affected what was to happen to the
national economies, asking the Marxists’ own question: ‘Whose interests
were being served?’ Of course, there were massive increases in production
and profits for industries in both Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany which were
connected to the regimes’ armaments and autarky programmes, and for the
banks which helped to finance these businesses. This was presumably why
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the Comintern in 1934 defined fascism as the ‘dictatorship of the most reac-
tionary, most chauvinistic and most imperialist elements of finance capital’
[the emphases are mine]. Industrial managers played a part in setting and
executing such policies, sitting on the boards of the various production cor-
porations of the Four Year Plan Office, or of the Italian state holding
company, IRI. Many German industries enjoyed the plundering of the eco-
nomic assets of occupied territories from 1940. Even the mass killing of
Jews in the camps of Eastern Europe was a ‘business’.

But while Nazi genocidal policies during the war certainly had an eco-
nomic dimension, I have yet to be persuaded by any argument that the ‘final
solution’ was to be explained by economics. The two fascist regimes’ drive
for rearmament and autarky, gearing their national economies up for war,
were political decisions, in pursuit of political and ideological goals, and
imposed on Italian and German society and economy. The businesses which
benefited from the regimes’ policies did so because of the congruence of
interests and fascist policies, not because those businesses determined or
directed those policies.

Marxists, naturally enough, assume that the only ‘real’ revolutions are on
the left. Fascism was anti-socialist, was supported by conservative forces
because of its anti-socialism, and so, apparently, acted in conservative social
and economic interests. Maybe they are right. But by any reasonable defini-
tion of ‘revolution’, the usually violent attempt to transform, that is, change
fundamentally, political institutions and leadership, social structures and
values, fascism was ‘revolutionary’.

The context of fascism

So the book has, finally, defaulted on the grand structural explanation of the
fascist phenomenon. It has taken refuge in context, which is where historians
go in order to find meaning for the phenomenon they are examining. At
times, the book must have appeared to be a history of Europe from the
1890s to 1945, and there should be no apologies for this. For one thing,
such a history needs to be written. For another, locating fascism in the wider
period of early twentieth-century European history puts one story in the
context of a bigger story, and the larger context gives a meaning, an inter-
pretation, to fascism.

The book will have succeeded in its aims if you now understand why
there were so many fascist movements in inter-war Europe, and so few
fascist regimes, and why fascist movements were stronger in Central and
Eastern Europe than in Northern and Western Europe. The relative strength
and weakness of fascist movements were related to the degree of severity of
the various and overlapping forms of the general crisis of the Versailles
system, and to the resilience of existing governments and political systems
in coping with them. The interconnected elements of this general post-war
European crisis, giving rise to the general phenomenon of fascism were, in
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the 1920s, the actuality or fear of socialist revolution; national defeat and
humiliation in the First World War, involving loss of territory, and con-
tested frontiers; the collapse of multinational empires into new national
states facing real problems of national identity and integration; the very dif-
ficult transition from wartime to peacetime economies, and from one kind of
political system, monarchy, to another, parliamentary democracy. In some
countries, Austria, Germany, Hungary and Italy, all components of this
wartime-induced post-war crisis were present. In the late 1920s and early
1930s, the general crisis of the Great Depression resulted in the formation of
new fascist movements, in Britain, France, Hungary, the Low Countries,
Scandinavia and Spain, and increased weight to existing movements, in
Austria, Finland, Germany and Romania.

The legitimacy and viability of new post-war democratic political systems
were particularly under challenge in the countries of Southern, Central and
Eastern Europe, whose peoples were inexperienced or untried in the ways of
parliamentary democracy. Fascism was an especially significant political
force in some parts of Eastern Europe because of the severity and intractabil-
ity of ethnic nationalistic tensions following the Versailles settlement. The
untidy but probably inescapable mismatch of state and ethnic boundaries in
the region threw up any number of long running ‘civil wars’ between ‘insid-
ers’ and ‘outsiders’ which fascist movements could both foment and exploit.

Interestingly, while there was a discernible general drift away from demo-
cratic political systems in inter-war Central and Eastern Europe, in face of
the various facets of the post-war crises, this did not usually work to the
ultimate advantage of fascism. An authoritarian political climate might have
seemed the ideal one for fascist movements to triumph. But the authori-
tarian governments in Spain, Portugal, Austria and Eastern Europe, had a
competitive and pre-emptive relationship with their national fascist move-
ments, and kept them from power. Socio-economic stabilisation occurred
under authoritarian auspices in these countries, perhaps the clearest indica-
tion we have of the ‘revolutionary’ character of fascist movements, whom
authoritarian governments opposed and repressed.

Conversely, fascism was relatively weaker in the countries of Northern
and Western Europe, where the post-war crises passed without shaking
fundamentally the credibility of democratic political systems. The demo-
cratic political class coped, in other words, and closed down the political
opportunities and openings for fascism as a radical alternative system. This
was not a given, or inevitable situation, but a contingent one. Fascism was
such a serious threat and alternative to democratic politics that it had to be
opposed, in order to be defeated. The triumph of Nazism in Germany, in
this sense, cast a long shadow over democratic Northern and Western
Europe in the 1930s. The communist left, eventually, and the socialist and
democratic left combined to defeat fascism in peacetime in Belgium, France,
the Netherlands, Scandinavia and Spain, sometimes doing so by forming
formal and informal Popular Front coalitions, sometimes by legal repression,
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more often by acting in ways which prevented a crisis in the system becom-
ing a crisis of the system. Fascism emerged and developed wherever and
whenever crisis persisted; it was marginalised in and by conditions of polit-
ical stability. So, if the book has to end with an historical formula which
‘works’, then the ‘constant’ was crisis, or crises; the ‘variables’ were the
severity and intensity of the crisis and the legitimacy or not of the demo-
cratic political systems which the crises put to the test.

The two fascist regimes in Italy and Germany showed what could be
expected of fascist ‘national revolutions’ being enacted across Europe, the
attempt to ‘revolutionise’ their societies by and through war, the only mean-
ingful test for fascists. The Second World War in Europe was the culmina-
tion of an ideological war with fascism fought within and between European
countries. This was evident in the way post-war Western Europe, at least,
was recast on democratic bases which were not simply a return to 1919, but
which took account of the lessons of the Depression and of fascism’s eco-
nomic and political nationalism.
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Glossary

accidentalism The political idea adopted by some Catholic political
parties that it did not matter to Catholics what kind of government
they lived under, as long as the interests of the Catholic Church and
religion were upheld.

Anschluss The political and territorial union of Austria and Germany,
realised by Hitler’s occupation of Austria in 1938.

anti-Semitism The feeling of hatred towards Jews, expressed in policies or
by political movements which seek to curb or remove the presence and
influence of Jews in society.

appeasement The policy followed by Britain between 1936 and 1939
which attempted to keep peace in Europe by making concessions to the
Axis powers.

Ausgleich Literally ‘compromise’, the 1867 agreement between the Aus-
trian Habsburg emperor and Hungary which effectively gave Hungary
self-rule within the Habsburg empire, thereafter called the ‘Austro-
Hungarian’ empire or the ‘Dual Monarchy’.

autarky National economic self-sufficiency, a goal for both fascist regimes
from the mid-1930s.

avant-garde A term describing innovative and vanguard cultural and
political movements.

Axis, Rome–Berlin The name coined by Mussolini in late 1936 to mark
the co-operative relationship between Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany,
formalised in the political and military alliance between the two in
1939, the ‘Pact of Steel’.

blitzkrieg Literally, ‘lightning war’, the term applied to the strategy fol-
lowed by Hitler to achieve his rapid military victories in Poland and
Northern and Western Europe, 1939–40 and in the Soviet Union,
1941–42.

charismatic rule A system of government where the political leader’s
claim to rule stems from the personal sway and authority he exercises
over his followers or his people as an extraordinary person seen to
embody some higher and superior power or force. Mussolini’s position
as Duce and Hitler’s as Führer were ‘charismatic’.



collaborationism The kind of co-operation with the Nazis of people and
political movements in Nazi-occupied Europe during the Second World
War which sprang from an ideological affinity and commitment to
Nazism.

collective security A system exercised by international organisations for
keeping peace and security among member states on the principle of
concerted action by all in defence of each. Article 10 of the League of
Nations covenant expressed this principle.

Comintern An abbreviation for the Communist International, also called
the Third International, the international organisation of communist
parties founded by Lenin in 1919, in order to spread communist revolu-
tion and co-ordinate the activities of communist parties with those of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

corporatism A body of ideas which envisaged a socio-economic and polit-
ical system based on the representation of people by economic and pro-
ductive function, in sectoral organisations which apparently harmonised
the interests of workers, managers and the state. There were democratic,
Catholic, authoritarian and fascist versions.

coup (or putsch) A violent military or paramilitary seizure of power.
dirigiste The term used to describe a government which intervenes to

control and direct the economy and society.
Entente Literally, ‘agreement’, this term referred to the First World War

alliance of Britain, France and Russia.
epiphenomenon A subsidiary phenomenon, the by-product of some

larger process.
fascistisation The process of making ‘fascist’ government and state insti-

tutions, society and the economy, carried out by the fascist party.
final solution The term applied by the Nazis to mean the mass systematic

killing of Europe’s Jews, from early 1942.
generic General; displaying characteristics common to each member of a

group.
Great Depression The global economic crisis of 1929–33.
hyper-nationalism A very extreme nationalism.
ideal type An abstract concept or model devised to facilitate the ‘scien-

tific’ definition and analysis of facets of human activity.
ideology A body or set of ideas which informs and inspires political action.
integral nationalism A view of the nation as being analogous to the

human body, a ‘living’ and developing organism, and as an ethnic
community held together by its sense of a shared past, present and glo-
rious future.

irredentism A term originating in late nineteenth-century Italy, to
describe the programme of those Italians who claimed for their newly-
unified state regions regarded as ‘Italian’ which were still outside
national territory. The term was then applied to any similar claim to
‘redeem’ national territory from foreign rule.
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laissez-faire capitalism An economic system of free trade and free enter-
prise where, as a matter of principle, there is no attempt to constrain the
play of market forces.

League of Nations The international organisation set up in 1919 to safe-
guard the post-war treaties and keep peace between nations.

Lebensraum (or spazio vitale) Literally, ‘living space’, the term was used
by the German Nazis and Italian Fascists to denote the territorial expan-
sion which they regarded as essential to the survival and strengthening
of their peoples.

Little Entente The anti-Hungarian alliance of Czechoslovakia, Romania
and Yugoslavia, completed in 1921.

Locarno treaties The treaties signed in 1925 by which Britain and Italy
guaranteed the borders in Western Europe of Belgium, France and
Germany, as established in the Versailles Treaty.

modernisation A term used to describe the process of the multifaceted
transition from ‘backward’ to ‘modern’ societies.

myth Words, symbols and images which convey a set of visionary beliefs
aiming to engage and mobilise people’s psychological energies and emo-
tions behind political action.

national self-determination The principle applied to the territorial re-
ordering of Europe after the First World War, by which each ethnic
nation had its own territory and state, and a democratic system of
government.

national syndicalism A set of ideas which merged revolutionary syndical-
ism with nationalism, and envisaged the reorganisation of the national
economy into unions of ‘producers’.

New Order The term given to German Nazi plans for the reorganisation
of Europe during and as a result of German occupation of defeated coun-
tries from 1940.

plutocracy Meaning government by a wealthy elite, the term was used by
fascists to denigrate ‘finance’ capitalism, the power of bankers and
financiers in capitalist economies.

Popular Front The political strategy adopted by the Soviet Union and
European communist parties from 1934 to 1939, which aimed to link
communist parties to other left-wing and centrist parties in broadly-
based anti-fascist political alliances. The strategy was also applied to
international relations, with the USSR seeking to deter the expansion-
ism of the fascist powers.

positivism A way of thinking, dominant in the late nineteenth century,
which saw man as capable of knowing only ‘real’ phenomena, the
meaning of which was unlocked by the use of reason.

proportional representation An electoral system with many varia-
tions which distributes seats to political parties in an elected parlia-
ment in direct proportion to the number of votes gained by each
party.
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proto-fascism The term for what is seen as an earlier and primitive,
rather than fully-fledged, form of fascism.

Quadragesimo Anno Literally, ‘fourtieth year’, the title of Pope Pius XI’s
1931 encyclical, which restated and refined the Catholic teaching out-
lined in Pope Leo XIII’s famous 1891 encyclical, De Rerum Novarum.

reparations The heavy payments claimed by the victorious powers in the
First World War from the defeated powers, to compensate them for the
losses suffered during the war on the grounds that the latter were
‘responsible’ for causing the war.

revisionism The desire of various European countries to ‘revise’ the post-
war peace treaties so as to recover territory which they had lost or failed
to gain, in those treaties.

Social Darwinism The application, or misapplication, of Darwin’s theory
of evolution to society, politics and international relations.

successor states The new Central and East European states which
emerged from the post-war peace treaties and the dismemberment of
the defeated multinational Austro-Hungarian empire.

total war The term derived from the experience of the First World War
to indicate the need for the government’s mobilisation of all the
country’s human and material resources, and the interdependence,
rather than the separation, of the ‘home’ and ‘fighting’ fronts.

totalitarian The term first coined by Mussolini to legitimise the Italian
Fascist state’s attempt to dominate and direct all aspects of people’s
existence so as to ‘make’ fascists out of Italians and create a new ‘civilisa-
tion’ and way of life. Totalitarian goals and techniques were adopted
implicitly or explicitly by all inter-war fascist movements and regimes.

Versailles system Taking its name from the Treaty of Versailles signed
with Germany in 1919, the term referred to the whole batch of post-war
treaties and the political and territorial changes in Europe they brought
about.

völkisch Literally, ‘national’, the term describes what German nationalists
saw as the distinctive, superior and mystical nature of ethnic German
culture.
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Notes

Introduction

1 Between 1965 and 1990, De Felice published seven volumes of the Mussolini biogra-
phy. The historiographical controversy generated by the man and his work is only
just beginning to filter into English language histories of Italian Fascism, and is best
followed in Richard Bosworth’s two books mentioned in the bibliography.

1 The roots of fascism

1 Croce used the term in 1943–44, significantly at the time when Fascism was being
defeated, and thoughts were turning to the shape post-war and post-Fascist Italy
would take. See De Felice, R. (1974) Le interpretazioni del fascismo, Bari: Laterza.

6 The phenomenon of fascism

1 The treatment of modernisation and its connection to fascism can be followed in
almost any book by the prolific American political scientist, A.J. Gregor, such as his
(1974) The Fascist Persuasion in Radical Politics, Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Gregor takes fascism to be ‘modernising’. Fascism, or Nazism, as ‘anti-modern’ is
explored by H.A. Turner; fascism as both ‘modernising’ and ‘anti-modern’ is
developed by A. Cassels. Both contributions are reproduced in Turner, H.A. (ed.)
(1975) Reappraisals of Fascism, New York: New Viewpoints.



Guide to further reading

As indicated in the Introduction, the study of fascism is no empty play-
ground, but an overcrowded space where a mob of children jostle each other
for a kick of the ball. So this selected bibliography is very selective indeed.

Pride of place should go to those books which attempt the difficult task
of being general and comparative. Roger Griffin’s The Nature of Fascism,
London, Routledge, 1993, is probably the most significant and original
recent contribution to the general theory and definition of fascism. Whether
or not you agree with his view of the essence of fascism, the vision is plaus-
ible and cogently argued-out, and it is not all theoretical. The book is dense,
but user-friendly. He kindly indicates which bits you can safely skip in your
passage through the book, though you should read it all, if only to see a
mind at work. He has supplemented this with Fascism, Oxford, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995, a very good selection of primary and secondary sources
on fascism and its historiography, where the commentary largely repeats
what you find in The Nature of Fascism.

Stanley Payne’s A History of Fascism, 1914–1945, London, UCL Press,
1995, has less obvious conceptual verve, but he does bring the political
scientist’s concern to impose an order and pattern on apparently disparate
political movements. While being exhaustive and comprehensive in his
treatment, he does also provide a plausible and convincing historical
explanatory framework to fascism, expanding on his earlier more schematic
book, Fascism. Comparison and Definition, Madison, University of Wisconsin
Press, 1987.

Both Griffin and Payne also take the reader into areas where I have not
dared to tread: ‘global’ fascism and post-1945 ‘neo-fascism’. Roger Eatwell’s
Fascism. A History, London, Chatto and Windus, 1995, goes into post-war
‘neo-fascism’, too. His book is not as grand as it claims to be, but it is still
very good. Its coverage of fascist movements is far from comprehensive, with
barely anything on some of the largest movements in Eastern Europe.

Walter Laqueur’s Fascism. A Reader’s Guide: Analyses, Interpretations,
Bibliography, London, Penguin, 1979, still has some useful and interesting
articles, including Linz’s comparative study of the electorates, membership
and personnel of fascist movements. But its historiographical essays



probably need refreshing. S.U. Larsen et al. (eds) Who were the Fascists? Social
Roots of European Fascism, Bergen, Universitets Forlaget, 1980, is still very
useful on the ground covered by Linz. Much space is devoted to the relat-
ively insignificant movements in Scandinavia and Western Europe, and in
some of these articles, the approach is microcosmic to the point of invisibil-
ity. A survey of the psycho-social bases of the BUF draws on all of fifteen
people. But in-depth analyses of the political affiliations of the lumberjack
communities of Western Norway at least throw up explanations for insigni-
ficance, which can be applied or adapted to other contexts.

The other comparative works, naturally enough, concentrate on the two
major fascisms in Italy and Germany. MacGregor Knox has recently brought
together in a single volume, Common Destiny. Dictatorship, Foreign Policy, and
War in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 2000, his articles on Italian Fascism and German Nazism, usually
productively compared, especially in a seminal piece, ‘Conquest, Foreign and
Domestic, in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany’, which originally appeared in
the Journal of Modern History 56, 1, 1984. This is comparative history at its
best, illuminating our understanding of both sides of the comparison and of
what Mussolini and Hitler singly and together were about. It seems odd
that such a fruitful comparison nevertheless leads MacGregor Knox to deny
the phenomenal aspect of European fascism(s). Alexander De Grand’s Fascist
Italy and Nazi Germany. The Fascist ‘Style’ of Rule, London, Routledge, 1995,
is a distilled, compressed and at the same time, clear and comprehensive
treatment, almost the perfect read for students.

The same can be said, even more so, for Ian Kershaw’s The Nazi Dictator-
ship. Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, London, Arnold, 3rd edn, 1993,
a sublime combination of historiography and historical synthesis which
practically removes the need to teach the topic. The length of his massive
two-volume biography of Hitler, Hitler, 1889–1936: Hubris, London, Allen
Lane, 1998, and Hitler, 1936–1945: Nemesis, London, Allen Lane, 2000,
probably puts it beyond the reach of many readers. But, again, it is worth
the effort, with much creative tension coming from an essentially ‘function-
alist’ historian of the Third Reich tackling its dominant individual figure.
As a result, the books are very strong on the conditioning contexts in which
Hitler and his system of rule operated. For those who cannot face the full
biography, Kershaw’s much shorter Hitler, Harlow, Longman, 1991, is an
excellent insight into how charismatic leadership actually worked in Nazi
Germany.

The only half-decent biography of Mussolini in English, and there is a
real gap in the market here, is that by Denis Mack-Smith, Mussolini,
London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1981, which is funny, entertaining, bril-
liantly sustained and, in its remorseless concern to expose the absurdities of
Mussolini and his regime, condescending. Thankfully, no reader who only
knows English has yet been exposed to the recently-deceased Italian histor-
ian Renzo De Felice’s mammoth encyclopaedic multi-volume biography of
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Mussolini. It is often unintelligible in Italian, let alone English, and yet his
contradictory judgements of Mussolini have stirred up considerable contro-
versy among historians of Italy. Echoes of De Felice’s work are, at last,
beginning to appear in some English language histories of Italian Fascism.
John Whittam acknowledges his debt to De Felice in his decent summary
account, Fascist Italy, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1995,
though it is difficult to see precisely how his treatment of Italian Fascism is
affected by having ploughed through De Felice’s work.

The maestro’s biography of Mussolini is nicely contextualised in the
lively, combative historiographical survey by Richard Bosworth, The Italian
Dictatorship. Problems and Perspectives in the Interpretation of Mussolini and
Fascism, London, Arnold, 1998, which is particularly good on picking up
and picking on the currently fashionable ‘cultural’ studies mode of studying
Italian Fascism. The controversial implications of the De Felician school’s
treatment of Mussolini’s foreign policy emerge clearly enough in Richard
Lamb’s speculative ‘what if ’ Mussolini and the British, London, John Murray,
1997, the antidote to which are MacGregor Knox’s article cited above and
my own book, Italian Fascism, 1919–1945, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1995.
De Grand’s Italian Fascism. Its Origins and Development, Lincoln and London,
University of Nebraska Press, 3rd edn, 2000, remains probably the best
short-hand account of Italian Fascism, its sensible and pragmatic commen-
tary on what Fascism actually did, very much against the grain of the ‘totali-
tarian’ and ‘fascistising’ speculations of the ‘cultural’ approach to fascist
studies. Philip Cannistraro (ed.) Historical Dictionary of Fascist Italy, West-
port, CO, Greenwood Press, 1982, is much fuller than a dictionary, with De
Felice contributing one of many near-article-length entries. Edward Tannen-
baum’s Fascism in Italy. Society and Culture, 1922–1945, London, Allen Lane,
1973, came out some time ago, but is still an excellent and digestible
single-volume survey of the Italian Fascist regime.

Nothing really touches J. Noakes and G. Pridham’s four volume collec-
tion of original documents, Nazism, 1919–1945. A Documentary Reader,
Exeter, Exeter University Press, 1983–1998, as a usable teaching and learn-
ing tool for students, combining wide-ranging and well-chosen sources with
an impeccable commentary. It is a model for its kind, and at long last, docu-
mentary studies of Italian Fascism are beginning to appear. Charles Delzell’s
Mediterranean Fascism, 1919–1945. Selected Documents, London, Macmillan,
1971, used to be on its own in this respect, even though it does not focus
exclusively on Italian Fascism, and oddly, without explanation, brings
together Mussolini, Salazar and Franco as exemplars of something called
‘Mediterranean’ fascism. Now there are J. Pollard The Fascist Experience in
Italy, London, Routledge, 1998 and J.T. Schnapp A Primer of Italian Fascism,
Lincoln and London, University of Nebraska Press, 2000.
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