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

— George Orwell (1944)


Introduction

What Is Fascism?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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