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Introduction to the 1999 Edition

Modern historical scholarship has made great advances in our understand-
ing of fascism as it existed in its epoch, overturning most older interpreta-
tions and reevaluating its consequences.
 Historians in the past were prone to look for a single key to unlock the 
secrets of fascism’s existence and success. The development of the social 
structures or of the economy was most often singled out as the expla- 
nation for fascism’s rise and triumphs. Social and economic factors were 
congenial tools of historical analysis, while at the same time fascism was 
said to lack any coherent political thought or ideology. The structure of 
valid political thought, regardless of content, was supposed to follow 
established classical models like that of the ancients, or in modern times 
that put forward by Karl Marx or Adam Smith. This book hopes to chal-
lenge such traditional attitudes towards politics.
 Here, as in many analyses of fascism, Germany was simply consid-
ered an occupied country, brutally taken over by the Nazis. The optimism 
about the good and rational nature of “the people” was a heritage of the 
Enlightenment which had long ago informed so-called progressive politi-
cal thought, and which was not abandoned but rather reinforced by many 
analyses of fascism. This held for Germany which was not able to create 
a true anti-fascist movement in order to redeem the people, but also for 
Italy which did have an anti-fascist movement tied to the political left 
which was strong enough to attempt a civil war during the last years of 
the fascist regime.
 However, while in the past historians did make crucial contributions 
to our understanding of fascism, they could not grapple successfully with 
a key question which must be answered about the fascist movement: why 
it could attract so much popular support and govern by consensus for 
some time after it took power. Economic and social factors certainly played 
a role, even if fascism can no longer be thought of simply as a movement 
of the bourgeoisie. We now know about its largely cross-class appeal, and 
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that while it came to power only in two highly developed countries, it 
also played an important role in undeveloped nations like Romania or 
Hungary. Class analysis, a favorite of many historians, cannot really cap-
ture the essence of fascism. In addition, the accumulation of historical 
knowledge has meant that different approaches have naturally come into 
play. This book attempts to point in one such direction which is finding 
increasing favor with contemporary historians.1

 Fascism considered as a cultural movement means seeing fascism as it 
saw itself and as its followers saw it, to attempt to understand the move-
ment on its own terms. Only then, when we have grasped fascism from the 
inside out, can we truly judge its appeal and its power. For fascism created 
a political environment which attempted to encompass the entire man or 
woman, to address, above all, the senses and emotions, and at the same 
time to make the abstract concrete as something uplifting and familiar 
which can be seen and touched. That is why, for example, considerations 
of beauty usually not thought of as an element of politics played such an 
important role in defining the political liturgy as well as the human stereo-
types used as symbols of the movement. Moreover, the mise-en-scène was 
crucial to fascist self-representation, while the visual expression of fascism 
in architecture, art, and city planning played a leading role as expressions 
of the movement’s political thought. The cultural interpretation of fascism 
opens up a means to penetrate fascist self-understanding, and such empa-
thy is crucial in order to grasp how people saw the movement, something 
which cannot be ignored or evaluated merely in retrospect.
 Culture in our case must not be narrowly defined as a history of ideas, 
or as confined to popular culture, but instead understood as dealing with 
life seen as a whole—a totality, as indeed the fascist movement sought to 
define itself. Cultural history centers above all upon the perceptions of 
men and women, and how these are shaped and enlisted in politics at a 
particular place and time. Quite consciously fascism addressed people’s 
perceptions of their situation in life and their hopes for the future, and 
therefore it is essential to understand how fascist self-representation was 
so successful in taking up and satisfying these perceptions if we want to 
gauge the depth of the movement’s appeal. To be sure, writing about self-
representation has become popular among some scholars of late, but when 
they address “representation,” they are almost always concerned with 
loose psychological or textual associations, rather than with the specific 
historical context in which visual self-representation takes place.
 This approach to the various fascist movements encompasses other 
surprisingly neglected and yet crucial aspects of fascism, above all that  
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of fascism seen as an integral element of European nationalism, as well as 
fascism viewed as a revolutionary movement.
 Nationalism is a belief-system which provided the foundation for all 
fascist movements, it was the bedrock upon which they were built. Racism, 
of prime importance in Germany, enhanced nationalism and gave it its 
cutting edge. Finally, fascism must be understood as a nationalist revolu-
tion with its own ideology and its own goals. A cultural interpretation 
takes account of fascism as a system of belief based upon heightened 
nationalism, as well as of fascism understood as a right-wing revolution. 
The model of socialist, communist, or anarchist revolutions taken as repre-
senting the only valid use of the term must be abandoned, as Karl Dietrich 
Bracher suggested some years ago.2 A revolution from the political right 
is as possible as one from the political left, once revolution is defined as 
the forceful reordering of society in the light of a projected utopia.3

 Nationalism has been a stepchild of historians, and a renewed interest 
in nationalism as collective self-understanding through a belief system 
has surfaced only recently, nearly half a century since the end of the Sec-
ond World War, in the midst of clear signs that nationalism in Europe 
was alive and well—not merely a patriotism which tolerated ethnic and 
national differences, but the integral nationalism which had found its cli-
max in fascism.
 Modern nationalism found its fulfillment as a belief-system seek- 
ing legitimacy through the construction of a largely mythical past and 
through easily understood symbols which could serve as rallying points. 
The national flag, national monuments, or national anthems, for exam-
ple, reinforced by national ceremonies and parades provided such sym-
bols which date back to the beginnings of modern national consciousness. 
But now, in fascism, the liturgy of nationalism moved to the forefront as 
people were transformed from spectators to participants.
 This liturgy borrowed liberally from that of the Christian churches 
with its martyrs as well as its hymns, responses, and the confession of faith 
in which all could join. Adolf Hitler’s constant use of a Christian vocabu-
lary in which to sheath his movement is well documented.4 Christianity 
was used in order to give fascism a familiar cast, to make it correspond to 
something people knew well. The structure of one belief-system reinforced 
another. These borrowings from Christianity were, of course, stripped of 
their content, and nationalism was substituted instead.
 Traditional Christianity was the most important inspiration for the 
rites and liturgy of fascism, but in German National Socialism the tradi-
tion of bourgeois, artisan, and workers’ festivals must have played its role 
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as well. Bourgeois festivals, for example, during the nineteenth century 
were not so much exceptional occasions as an integral part of daily life.5 
These were regional and civic festivals which by the end of the nineteenth 
century had often been subordinated to national concerns. The connec-
tion between this culture of festivals and the political liturgy which is our 
concern still needs to be investigated.
 Nationalism with its symbols, rites and confession of faith became a 
civic religion in the hands of German National Socialists or Italian Fas-
cists and their imitators—they completed a sacralization of politics which 
had always been latent in modern nationalism. Fascism’s expansionist 
drives were to a large extent fueled by long-standing nationalist ambitions, 
whether it was to transform the Mediterranean into a Mare Nostrum, or 
the search for living space in Eastern Europe.
 The three vital elements necessary for the constitution of a nation are 
said to be collective memory essential to any national consciousness, the 
belief in the nation’s mission and its regenerative power.6 The heightened 
nationalism of the fascists added little to this definition but used it as a 
springboard in order to cement the bonds between the movement and its 
people, and to give meaning to the activism which it both encouraged and 
disciplined through giving it a goal and direction. The traditional nation-
alist myths and slogans, the use of the nationalist liturgy, the constant 
and unremitting appeals to national solidarity and greatness informed all 
of fascism, and should have made nationalism’s importance obvious—
perhaps too obvious to many historians of the movement who have not 
bothered to analyze nationalism itself as a belief system. This is certainly 
a crucial reason why in the past many failed to discuss fascism as a civic 
religion, and that, for example, it was only in the 1990s that Emilio Gen-
tile gave us the first and masterful analysis of Italian Fascism’s sacraliza-
tion of politics. National Socialism had already been analyzed in that 
context somewhat earlier.7 The principal difficulty any historian of fas-
cism has to overcome is indeed daunting: how to analyze the irrational 
rationally is no easy task.
 Like nationalism, racism has been on the whole a stepchild of modern 
historiography. To be sure, not all fascist movements were racist. Jews, 
for example, were well represented in the Italian Fascist Party during the 
first sixteen years of its rule, and even held some important positions. The 
Rexist movement in Belgium, a fascist party in a multi-ethnic state, repu-
diated racism while, to cite another example, the Spanish Falange, the 
Spanish fascist movement, was not racist. Racism was an integral part of 
fascism in Eastern and Central Europe, while in Western Europe it became 
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an ingredient in some but not all of fascism. How strong or weak the 
antisemitic tradition within any one nation proved to be determined the 
alliance of racism and nationalism, and therefore with the fascist party. 
But even in Italy, which outside the Catholic Church (and perhaps just 
because of its claim to power) had no very strong antisemitic tradition, 
recent research has shown that a wing of the party which was attracted 
to racism existed long before fascism in power unleashed its own racism, 
first against blacks during the Ethiopian War, and then against the Jews 
through the 1938 racial laws.8

 Racism became part of that nationalism upon which some of fascism 
based its principle appeal, it brought out in sharp relief the aggressive- 
ness inherent in much of nationalism, it drove the exclusivity of national-
ism to new heights and locked it securely in place. This alliance between 
nationalism and racism must not obscure the fact that racism itself was a 
fully fledged worldview which stood on its own two feet, similar in this 
respect to other worldviews like liberalism, conservatism, and Marxism, 
which the nineteenth bequeathed to the twentieth century. Here also, his-
torians have tended to see it as a by-product of other more tangible forces: 
the ruling class, capitalism, or the bourgeoisie. But such a downgrading of 
racism disguises what it could bring to its alliance with nationalism and 
how it could, in Germany, for example, become the determining factor in 
the fascist state.
 Racism, originating in the eighteenth century, used new sciences like 
anthropology, eugenics, and a freshly fashioned aesthetic consciousness 
in order to construct its ideology. All of these played a part in racism’s 
search for roots in order to fulfill a longing for immutability and certainty 
in a world of rapid change, to help get one’s bearing, and to prove one’s 
superiority. The appeal to science was important especially at a time when 
theories of heredity and evolution were becoming popularized. The racial 
myths concerning the far-away origins, the triumphs and the hardships of 
the race, formed a belief system to which its scientific garb gave added 
authority.
 But racism was more than just a theoretical construction, it sought to 
provide concrete examples of the superior and inferior races, constructing 
stereotypes in order to make the inherent explicit.9 Man must be judged 
by the shape of his body, his appearance and comportment. The transfor-
mation of humans into stereotypes was a prerequisite of racism.
 Enemy and friend were clearly distinguished one from another using 
criteria of judgement which were familiar: a person’s beauty or ugliness, his 
strength or weakness, his control or his lack of control over his passions. 
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The body of a man of the superior race must be harmonious and yet pro- 
ject strength and self-confidence. Surely it is easy to see how racism could 
give additional substance to nationalism, define the national character 
clearly and—unlike the traditional symbols of nationalism such as the flag 
or national anthems—furnish symbols which were concrete and familiar, 
which could be seen and touched, whether it was the beautiful body of 
the superior or the distorted body of the inferior race.
 The expansionist drive of fascism, fueled by nationalism, which we 
have already mentioned, was further sharpened: wars now became race 
wars, whether against external or internal enemies. Racism here joined the 
apocalyptic strand in fascism and especially in National Socialism whose 
occult origins will be discussed in a later chapter. Ideas of regeneration, 
of sacrifice, and a vision of utopia were the staples of all of fascism, as was 
the need to triumph over ever-present enemies. If a heightened national-
ism became a civic religion, then racism for all its scientific pretensions 
was a belief system as well.
 The race war was always a crusade, a total war which seemed to require 
a Final Solution. What other choice was there if the enmity between races 
was hereditary, locked into place, and the differences between races abso-
lute and total? However, as in the case of nationalism, racism was not 
always extreme, mostly it led to exclusion, discrimination, and ghetto- 
ization. National Socialism, however, largely with the collaboration of  
its allies in Eastern Europe and in the Baltic pushed the race war to its 
logical conclusion, the complete eradication of the Jews, supposedly the 
principal enemy of the race. Here, unlike Italy even after its racist laws, 
racism actually defined the fascist worldview and gave a deadly edge to 
German nationalism.
 Fascism was born in the aftermath of the First World War, and every-
where it claimed to continue the war experience into peacetime, with its 
male camaraderie and its emphasis upon struggle and triumph. Mussolini 
talked about that violence which cannot be expelled from history.10 Em- 
phasizing wartime camaraderie meant that fascism everywhere saw itself 
as a coterie of men, while women were stereotyped not as inferior but  
as largely passive in their role as wives and mothers. The virile man was 
considered the driving force of history and one of the principle symbols 
representing the nation’s strength and harmony.11 The official invitation 
to the Nazi Party congress of 1934, for example, shows the Nazi Party 
emblem carried on the hands of half-naked men. The military analogy was 
never far away from the supposedly disciplined fascist party formations 
with their hierarchical command structures. Fascism considered itself in 
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a state of permanent war which, in the service of a higher cause, would 
unleash all the hidden energy of men, foot soldiers of a civic religion.
 Fascism needed a supreme leader in order to provide a sharp enough 
focus, a living symbol of nation and party. As we shall see in the first chap-
ter, fascism nevertheless considered itself a democratic movement even 
while rejecting representative government. The people were supposed to 
govern themselves directly through taking part in the liturgy and rites  
of the new nation as well as in party formations—joining in an activism 
encouraged and directed by the regime and the party. The leader, the char-
ismatic Führer or Duce, was the living symbol of the people, the embodi-
ment of all its ideals. He could do no wrong, and it is well documented 
that whenever any German saw what he considered an injustice com- 
mitted in the name of the Third Reich, the reaction was often “if only the 
Führer had known!” And indeed, for many, especially in times of crisis, 
such a direct democracy seemed more meaningful than the far-away Par-
liaments, the “talking heads” from which they seemed excluded.
 Here, the appearance—the perception of meaningful action—was sub-
stituted for reality and the same substitution held when fascists talked 
about individualism but in reality believed that the individual could only 
be free as an integral part of a disciplined mass. Fascism always appro- 
priated already existing, familiar, and popular ideas while manipulating 
them and integrating them into its own worldview. Fascism was a new 
political movement but not a movement which invented anything new; it 
annexed the long familiar and made it a part of its racism and nationalism. 
That was some of its real strength: it offered regeneration with security 
and revolution based on the already familiar.
 These themes which grow out of the attempt which cultural history 
provides to comprehend fascist self-understanding and self-representation 
will be pursued in the chapters which follow. Fascist movements had their 
differences but they shared a common approach to politics. The first three 
chapters further extend this approach, dealing concretely and specifically 
with fascist movements as they existed in their epoch during the inter-
war years. The next chapters investigate aspects of the origins of the 
movement which had a direct bearing upon its course, while the rest of 
the book probes various facets of fascism. Here is a kaleidoscope which 
addresses often-neglected themes, all of which contribute to a general the-
ory of fascism.
 Though these essays were written on different occasions and at dif- 
ferent times they do present a coherent picture based on the approach  
to fascism which I have attempted to describe. Redundancies have been 
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eliminated and some chapters—especially the seminal chapter on the  
general theory of fascism—have been extensively revised. The chapter on 
homosexuality and fascism has not been available in English up to now, 
but it has also seen extensive change from the original version. Though 
there exists no single key which will unlock the secrets of fascism, as we 
stated at the beginning of this introduction, it is hoped that the essays in 
this volume come close to fascist reality through the various experiences 
they analyze within the general framework set by the first chapters.
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A Critical Introduction

Roger Griffin

The Origins and Importance of This Volume

George Lachmann Mosse’s The Fascist Revolution is a collection of ten 
previously published journal articles and chapters; the oldest—on the 
occult origins of National Socialism—dates back to 1961; the most recent 
was published in 1996. However, the introduction to the volume is a fresh, 
energetic piece of writing that contains new insights into Mosse’s theory 
of and approach to fascism. The introduction is followed by the seminal 
1979 essay “Toward a General Theory of Fascism,” which he had exten-
sively revised for that new edition. For this book, published only a few 
months after he died in January 1999 at the age of eighty, Mosse had care-
fully selected this small sample of his vast output to reassert what were, 
when he first made them, two controversial, almost heretical claims. The 
first was that fascism was to be treated seriously as a new ideological force 
whose dramatic entry into European history in the interwar period had 
been prepared for by the inexorable rise of mass politics, ultranationalism, 
and racism since the late eighteenth century and which had important 
interrelated sociological, cultural, and ethical origins and implications. The 
second, even more hotly contested, had been central to Mosse’s engage-
ment with fascism for over four decades but had remained largely ignored 
by scholars for three of them. It was that fascism was to be treated not 
only as an ideology but as a revolutionary ideology in its own right on  
a par with Bolshevism, albeit based on diametrically opposed premises 
about the ideal society.
 The timing of the decision to publish The Fascist Revolution was not 
arbitrary. Mosse was making an indirect but forceful statement that his 
work on fascism, and on Nazism in particular, had long anticipated the 
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new orthodoxy that rejected the general assumption according to which 
fascism constituted little more than an “anti-ideology” or “counterrevo-
lution” viscerally opposed to modernity, culture, and progress. Indeed, the 
volume’s publication can be seen as Mosse laying out his case for recogni-
tion as the precursor of the contemporary paradigm shift in non-Marxist 
theories of fascist studies that finally acknowledged that fascism embraced 
all three—modernity, culture, and progress—though in ways unrecogniz-
able from socialist or liberal viewpoints. Certainly, two decades on, with 
comparative fascist studies now a developed field of research, these influen-
tial essays stand out as the harbinger of the winds of change just beginning 
to blow through fascist studies in a late spring of collaborative scholarship.

Mosse’s Distinctive Approach to Fascism

The highly diverse pieces collected in The Fascist Revolution may at first 
sight seem too much of a hodgepodge to produce a cohesive volume. Yet 
this impression is dispelled when they are read as examples of how fas-
cism could be taken seriously as an ideological force at a time when some 
leading historians (e.g., Gilbert Allardyce, Stuart Woolf) were calling for 
its abolition as a generic political concept, and when the dictionary of 
political thought by an eminent British intellectual (Roger Scruton) could 
declare nonsensically that it had “the form of an ideology without the 
content.”1 Considered in the context of the disarray of non-Marxist fas-
cist studies that prevailed from the 1920s until the mid-1990s, these arti-
cles cumulatively form a multifaceted prism through which to observe 
what fascism generically and Nazism specifically had come to mean to 
Mosse. As early as the 1960s he was treating fascism as a distinctive, 
complex, and potentially devastating historical phenomenon driven by an 
ideology of not just social but of total anthropological transformation. 
This ideology, though ultramodern, had profound roots in the distinctively 
European current of ideas and politics, termed by Ze’ev Sternhell as “the 
anti-Enlightenment tradition,” which rejected Christian theology as well 
as the premises of Enlightenment humanism out of which both liberalism 
and socialism were born.2

 Unintentionally, the collection constitutes Mosse’s final word on the 
nature of fascism and underlines his seminal importance as the precursor 
and first formulator of the theory that now lies at the heart of the burgeon-
ing field of comparative fascist studies. It was with a certain poignancy that 
a year later Confronting History: A Memoir appeared posthumously, the 
fascinating account that Mosse gave of his own life and career, outlining 
the unusual biographical and intellectual path which eventually led him 
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to dedicate himself so intensely to fascist studies.3 These he pursued safely 
ensconced in the idyllic campus of the University of Wisconsin–Madison 
bordering the bucolic Lake Mendota, far removed from the tortured con-
tinent that he had fled with his family on Adolf Hitler’s accession to the 
chancellorship.
 Taken together, these two volumes can be seen as the ideal concise 
introduction to Mosse’s vast oeuvre, synthesizing in an accessible way his 
unique take on fascism and his vision of historical events as the prod- 
uct of powerful suprapersonal cultural forces on which it drew. From his 
studies of English early modern history, he saw the rise of fascism in 
Europe as fueled by powerful compounds of mythic and utopian thinking 
which in a conjunctural crisis could become the wellsprings of episodes 
of extraordinary fanaticism and sociopathological violence. It was this 
premise that enabled him to make sense of the particularly toxic nexus  
of mobilizing ideas which licensed the systemic inhumanity of the Third 
Reich and which had so radically impacted the lives not just of his own 
family but of the many millions of other victims of Nazism in even more 
devastating ways. While Confronting History traces the emergence of his 
unusual approach to historical methodology and the history of ideas, as 
well as his circuitous path to fascist studies, The Fascist Revolution is par-
ticularly important for bringing together in one volume a broad sample 
of Mosse’s highly idiosyncratic approach to fascism and Nazism. It was 
the fact that in all his many publications he took fascist ideas seriously as 
the testimony of profoundly human psychological need, fears, and hopes, 
and as the invisible drivers of extreme behavior and actions in the exter-
nal world that led to his work being ignored by most mainstream histori-
ans and political scientists for so long.
 In other words, Mosse treated “ideas” not as the components of intel-
lectual history or the units of the history of Western philosophy but as 
what in 1880 the French philosopher Alfred Fouillée (1838–1912) termed 
“idées-forces,”4 endowed, however seemingly irrational, with the power 
to mobilize human beings to act collectively toward changing aspects  
of society or challenging the status quo. There is nothing “abstract” or 
“academic” about such ideas for Mosse; on the contrary, they are the 
very stuff of ideologically motivated action and revolutionary violence in 
the “real world.” At this point ideas approximate closely to what in his 
Reflections of Violence the French philosopher, social thinker, and political 
theorist Georges Sorel called “myths,” regenerative ideational constructs 
or images that epitomize “all the strongest inclinations of a people, party 
or class which present themselves to the mind with the insistence of 
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instincts in all life’s circumstances,” capable in times of crisis of unleash-
ing a collective power to transform history and usher in new eras, to use 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s terms, on a “world-historical” level.5 
Sorel’s famous example was the power of myth of the “general strike” to 
mobilize the militancy of radical socialists, but other important historical 
examples are the mobilizing myths of “freedom” in the French Revolu-
tion and of the rebirth of the nation from decadence in fascism, or what 
I call “palingenetic ultranationalism.”6

 Mosse’s interpretation of the central role played in fascism by such 
myths enabled him to mine out a rich seam of highly original work on the 
ideological nature of fascism and the preconditions for the rise of Nazism 
and its eventual war to the death against entire categories of humanity. 
Yet, it had minimal resonance within fascist studies, which at the time were 
being pursued by historians working on entirely different premises. As  
a result, despite their sound empirical basis and self-evident conceptual 
sophistication, the extended essay on progress toward a theory of generic 
fascism first published in his International Fascism (republished here in  
a revised form) had minimal discernible impact on fascist studies in the 
short and medium term.7 A similar fate befell the equally groundbreak- 
ing and comprehensive monograph Fascism: Comparison and Definition 
published a year later by Mosse’s close colleague at Wisconsin, Stanley 
Payne.8 Thus, its elegant solution to resolving what was still widely seen 
as the irreducible “conundrum” of fascism’s nature as a political phenom-
enon remained largely ignored by most. For at least another decade they 
seemed intent on perpetuating the “dialogues of the deaf” that had been 
stubbornly maintained among critics of fascism since the foundation of 
the first Fascio in March 1919.
 The essays in The Fascist Revolution are also valuable for the cumu- 
lative impression they leave not just of the unusual methodology Mosse 
adopted to unlock the mysteries of fascism’s core vision and its popular 
appeal in an age of deep civilizational crisis but of the eclectic nature of 
his historical curiosity. The former journal articles address the issues of 
fascism’s relationship to the French Revolution, to racism and national-
ism, to mass society and the intelligentsia, to the aesthetics of the human 
body and homosexuality, and also discuss the role played in shaping the 
ethos of Nazism by experimental theater and avant-garde artists as well 
as its roots in late nineteenth-century vitalism, occultism, and the revolt 
against positivism. What emerges is the picture of Mosse as the embodi-
ment of a type of exploratory, genuinely heuristic, and open-ended inquiry 
driven by a spirit of curiosity rooted in his own personality and biography 
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as a refugee from Nazi Germany and fascist Europe, one that seeks to use 
empathetic understanding to come to grips with even the most destruc-
tive aspects of human nature rather than to demonize them. This approach 
to historiography may be growing rarer with the rise of a new breed of 
professional academics who no longer improvise careers based on a pas-
sionate, disinterested dedication to devising new methodologies and per-
spectives with which to explore topics that fascinate them in the spirit of 
“Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto.”9

 This radical humanism can be seen as being innate in Mosse, with  
the proviso that he was never willing, or perhaps psychologically able,  
to engage empirically with—and confront directly with his ultrasensitive 
historical and empathetic imagination—the myriad episodes of inhuman-
ity unleashed by Nazism in the concentration, work, and death camps, the 
ghettos and orphanages, Einsatzgruppen raids, and Gestapo interroga-
tion chambers. He laid bare many of Nazism’s historical preconditions in 
the nationalization of the masses and the rise of deeply racist völkisch 
thinking in the nineteenth century, and in the longing for new forms of 
rootedness, renewal, and hope in the social atomization and communal 
disintegration of Weimar Germany after 1918. He further pioneered work 
on Nazism’s cultural politics and the myths of a “New Woman,” a “New 
Man,” a new art, a new order, a new civilization, which mounting chaos, 
insecurity, and fear made irresistible for so many after the economic tsu-
nami of the 1929 Wall Street Crash hit Germany.
 But he never penetrated conceptually into Nazism’s heart of dark- 
ness or stared deep and steadfastly into what the poet Tony Harrison 
called “the gaze of the Gorgon.”10 Mosse thus could only allude to, rather 
than analyze, the genesis of Nazi fanaticism and the epidemic of racially 
targeted hatred, cruelty, and mass atrocities which it licensed and orga-
nized with such totalitarian efficiency and bureaucratic conscientiousness. 
Instead, he was more comfortable—in spite of (or perhaps because of) 
the fate of his fellow Jews—expending his considerable scholarly powers 
on topics that form part of the background to the Holocaust itself, such 
as the relationship between Germans and Jews and the history of anti-
semitism, or are peripheral to it, such as the phenomenon of masculinity 
and the cult of the fallen soldier after World War I.11

The Biographical Background

From an early point in his development into a major historian, Mosse—
whose early exam results gave no inkling of his notable future as world-
renowned lecturer and researcher on three continents—approached ideas, 
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ideologies, and the inner world of both protagonists and victims as the 
key to hauling up to the surface underlying psychological and phenom- 
enological realities, realities which remain invisible to those concerned 
mainly with the minutiae of the documentary reconstruction of major 
events or the curricula vitae of history’s leading actors. He discovered in 
the forensic work of the historian of ideas the possibility of revealing the 
crucial role played by such hidden, subliminal human realities as drivers 
of external events, and of integrating them into causal explanations of 
major historical transformations by modeling the mindsets, worldviews, 
ideals, and utopias that shaped them. As a result, The Fascist Revolution 
is not only a pivotal text in the maturing of comparative fascist studies but 
an eloquent testament to the vigorous instinct for survival and outstanding 
academic achievement of an accidental historian, one of the many millions 
whose lives had been dramatically hurled by the Third Reich’s totalitar-
ian occupation of Germany from their preordained path into a new orbit 
altogether, which for many could only mean atrocious suffering and death. 
It was a serendipitous exit trajectory that would eventually lead to a life 
dedicated to uncovering the less obvious, more recondite mainsprings of 
Nazism’s destructive power.
 The day after Hitler had been appointed chancellor by President Paul 
von Hindenburg on January 30, 1933, the Mosse family left the country, 
having correctly read the many writings on the Nazi walls of the Weimar 
Republic that left no reasonable doubt, at least to those not in denial (and 
there were many who were), about what would be the likely fate of Jews 
under the new regime. George L. Mosse, then fifteen years old, continued 
his private education in Switzerland, England, and America, supported by 
the family’s overseas assets, but no longer with any prospect of inheriting 
his share of its considerable business, publishing, and advertising empires, 
as well as several country estates all now seized by the Third Reich. Initially 
what sustained him in his enforced and then, after 1945, voluntary exile 
from Germany was the discovery of a passion neither for political engage-
ment nor commercial success, and not even for the analysis of the unspeak-
able tragedy of European and Jewish history unfolding before his eyes, 
but for a subject that perhaps for a time provided a mental refuge from a 
world of totalitarianism, war, and exterminatory persecutions: early mod-
ern European history. Yet, paradoxically, it was precisely from the security 
of the retreat he finally found that Mosse was able to forge the robust meth-
odology and conceptual apparatus needed to penetrate to the nerve center 
of Nazism as a state system fanatically committed to creating a new order, 
not just in Germany but in the whole of Europe, at whatever human cost.
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 By the time he received his BA from Haverford College in Pennsylva-
nia, the outstanding academic abilities and intellectual curiosity that had 
been awakened through the experience of his newly acquired anglophone 
culture had found a focus in English Protestant history, which he stud- 
ied as a postgraduate at Harvard. The fruit of this seemingly leftfield— 
at least for a German Jew in exile during World War II—choice of topic 
was a doctorate on the struggle over sovereignty between the monarchy 
and parliament during the events that led to the English Civil War and the 
Commonwealth of England instituted by Oliver Cromwell. This conflict, 
which was to lead to the atrocities on both sides so typical of sectarian 
and internecine warfare, he could see with precocious perceptiveness, was 
not primarily an economic, military, political, or even a constitutional one. 
Instead, it played itself out with eventually murderous ferocity between 
two irreconcilable visions of the world, or rather the deeply conflicting 
interpretations derived from them concerning the Christian basis of a legit-
imate secular, but divinely ordained, sociopolitical order.
 By the early sixteenth century the traditional theological axioms con-
cerning power, legitimacy, and moral authority rooted in medieval Cathol-
icism were being increasingly challenged by a radically new concept of 
sovereignty derived from Protestantism and pervaded with millenarian 
visions of a new divinely instituted society purged of decadence, sin, and 
the “popery” of the Antichrist and his church. This “new order,” which 
led to the failed experiment of Cromwell’s Commonwealth, was to be 
installed through the purging, apocalyptic violence needed to replace a 
sinful, corrupt society by one based on the newly revealed will of a god-
fearing people empowered by a direct reading of Scripture in English, no 
longer mediated by priests in Latin, which provided a heavenly sanction 
for an earthy “regime change.”
 These insights were to be transferred later to Mosse’s unique under-
standing of the ideological and anthropological mainsprings of Nazism. 
But this was in the future. For the moment he was focused on pursuing his 
interest in English Protestant history at Harvard, where he studied with 
the renowned medievalist Charles Howard McIlwain (1871–1968). He 
received his PhD in 1946, when blood-chilling revelations of Nazi atroc-
ities were still daily reaching the United States from the Germany that had 
forced his family into exile thirteen years earlier. His dissertation, pub-
lished in 1950 under the title The Struggle for Sovereignty in England, 
from the Reign of Queen Elizabeth to the Petition of Right, offers an 
absorbing case study in the way national politics can be shaped and dis-
torted by the seemingly abstract forces of intellectual history (in this case 
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theological theories of authority) and utopian (in this case millenarian) 
hopes.12

 Here too Mosse was, perhaps unwittingly, honing his ability to analyze 
the power of apparently rarefied, abstruse ideas in critical historical con-
junctions to cause interstate conflict, sectarian and intercommunal hatreds, 
civil war, anti-state terrorism, and state-sponsored repression, torture and 
executions of unimaginable cruelty in the name of unimpeachable “higher” 
truths. These were all forces that, profoundly secularized but outwardly 
resacralized, had been experienced by millions of his fellow Germans and 
Europeans only a few years before, as is said in a number of languages, 
“on their skin,” both figuratively and literally.
 Unbeknown to himself, through engagement with the most lethal epi-
sodes of English politico-religious history Mosse was constructing a por-
tal through which the hidden drivers of Nazism could be conceptualized 
and his understanding of the historical forces that had dispersed his fam-
ily and devastated European Jewry could be refined. The Fascist Revo- 
lution provides a sample of some of the abundant fruit that grew out  
of this holistic approach. It takes as its premise an understanding of fas- 
cism as a revolutionary ideology based on an irrational belief system, one 
which sacralized totalitarian politics and was enacted in an all-pervasive 
civic religion stage-managed by a regime and which celebrated the self-
regenerative power of the nation as embodied in and channeled through 
its providential leader. This interpretation of fascism is the “red thread” 
that weaves itself through the disparate parts of this landmark book.

Defining Fascism

From the outset Mosse refers to the “velvet revolution” currently taking 
place in fascist studies (in the late 1990s) and establishes that the aim of 
the book is to “challenge such traditional attitudes” in historiography 
which insisted on treating social and economic factors as the primary 
forces of historical change in the context of fascism while simultaneously 
denying it “any coherent political thought or ideology.”13 He then iden- 
tifies the key question that early studies in this area persistently failed to 
address, let alone solve: why the “fascist movement” (presumably he has 
in mind the Fascist and Nazi movements, the only two to form a regime 
in peacetime) attracted so much popular support and were able to govern 
for so long with considerable public backing. This, he claims, cannot be 
resolved using class analysis, especially since fascism was not primarily a 
bourgeois phenomenon (another widespread myth refuted by empirical 
analysis) but a transclass one. The approach he advocates instead, the key 
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to his life-long engagement with the history of ideas, will be “to attempt 
to understand the movement on its own terms,” “from the inside out,” 
by using “empathy” to “penetrate fascist self-understanding” (x).
 This means reconstructing and accepting as a lived reality how fas-
cism saw itself, or rather how fascists saw themselves; namely, as active 
participants in a communal movement of total transformation that gave 
primacy to “culture” (in the totalizing anthropological sense) rather than 
economics or politics in the formulation of its worldview and ideals, and 
their realization through state policies. Mosse sees the core fascist goal  
as the creation of a political environment encompassing the “entire man 
or woman” (x) by addressing senses and emotions through the medium 
of architecture, art, and city planning all designed to create a particular 
daily experience for the “national community.” This was the feeling that 
they were living members of an organic culture, an all-embracing, dynamic 
totality which endowed each individual life with hope for the future, and 
that they were personally participating in a “nationalist revolution with 
its own ideology and its own goals” (xi). This meant abandoning the 
“materialist” preconceptions of revolution characteristic of Marxism, see-
ing it instead in Karl Dietrich Bracher’s words as “the forceful reordering 
of society in the light of a projected utopia” (xi).
 Alluding to the contemporary revival of ultranationalist and inter- 
ethnic conflicts and wars, especially in the Balkans and the former USSR, 
after the collapse of the Soviet empire, Mosse distinguishes between liberal 
nationalism and its “integral” variant (xi). While the former involves a 
patriotism that “tolerates ethnic and national differences,” the latter serves 
as a source of “collective self-understanding” legitimized through a “largely 
mythical past” and a shared symbology. The two fascist regimes that had 
conquered the state in Italy and Germany energetically orchestrated and 
inculcated these mythic elements through propaganda and political ritual 
to the point where they developed an elaborate civic religion, complete 
with a choreographed liturgy and confessions of faith, through which  
the deeply secular, this-worldly politics of fascism were effectively sacral-
ized and two national communities were forged on either side of the 
Alps, both bonded by a collective (though largely “artificial”) memory of 
a heroic past and the shared belief in the nation’s “mission and its regen-
erative power” in the future (xii). Mosse stresses the importance of Emilio 
Gentile’s work on the sacralization of the fascist state as a model for the 
rational analysis of the irrational (xii). Mosse suggests that the affective 
power of integral nationalism in fascism—and hence its importance for 
defining it—was largely underestimated by the many historians “who have 
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not bothered to analyze nationalism itself as a belief-system” (xi), some-
thing he had uniquely equipped himself to do through his studies of the 
English Civil War.
 He then turns to the role played in fascism by another powerful mod-
ern irrational myth—(scientistic) racism—stressing that this too was a 
“fully fledged worldview” on a par with liberalism, conservatism, and 
Marxism, though it was not always an ingredient of fascism, especially  
in Western Europe (xiii–xv). In a revealing passage, Mosse provides a 
glimpse into the psychological motivation for the emergence of highly 
“rationalized irrational” ideology which was cobbled together in the ser-
vice of ultranationalist social engineering and racial imperialism from 
mythic perversions of the fruits of Enlightenment rationality and the rise 
of empirical science, such as anthropology, eugenics, and (neoclassical) 
aesthetics. However spurious scientifically, the idées-forces of scientistic 
racism accumulated extraordinary affective potency and mythic power  
as the West entered its sustained period of seismic crises between 1910 
and 1945. Mosse suggests that the driving force of racism was thus its 
“search for roots in order to fulfill a longing for immutability and cer-
tainty in a world of rapid change, to help get one’s bearings and to prove 
one’s superiority” (xiii), a longing that he could empathize with person-
ally.14 The postulation of a hierarchy of races based on (pseudo-)objective 
criteria that identified different degrees of humanness and subhuman- 
ness turbocharged the revolutionary, imperialist, and exterminatory zeal 
of some but not all fascisms. Where it did, it formed a dangerous liaison 
with the aesthetic idealization or demonization of the human form in curi-
ously lifeless and dehumanized neoclassical portraits of Aryan men and 
women and the construction of civic buildings in a modernized, “stripped” 
version of classical style, turning Greco-Roman heritage into a signifier of 
national and racial superiority. This passage leads to a sentence that comes 
closer than any other in this volume to an identification of the definitional 
minimum of fascism: “Ideas of regeneration, of sacrifice, and a vision of 
utopia were the staples of all of fascism, as was the need to triumph over 
ever-present enemies” (xiv).
 However, Mosse immediately stresses the highly variegated permu- 
tations of revolutionary politics that such a vision can give rise to by 
highlighting that it was adopted by each movement along a spectrum of 
intensity ranging from exclusion and discrimination to extermination, as 
in the Third Reich that “pushed the race war to its logical conclusion, the 
complete eradication of the Jews” (xiv). He then moves on to discuss 
another neglected aspect of fascism: its emphasis on the continuity with 
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the experience of World War I and in particular the cult of masculinity and 
the virile qualities of the warrior that emerged from the trenches and was 
perpetuated by the veterans associations. The state of permanent war, figu-
rative if not literal, that fascism sought to maintain was supposed to “un- 
leash all the hidden energy of men, foot soldiers of a civic religion” (xv).
 The next component—the need for a charismatic leader—is more con-
ventional but linked to an unusual point: that where the leader was experi-
enced as “the living symbol of the people, the embodiment of all its ideals” 
(xv), “true” believers in fascism accepted its claims to be a direct democ-
racy, and more representative than a parliamentary system. His final obser-
vation is that fascism’s originality lay in its ability to appropriate existing 
ideas and synthesize them into its own nationalist-racist worldview.
 This leads to a vital insight overlooked in the many thousands of pages 
dedicated by other historians to explaining the appeal of fascism: the real 
strength of fascism was that “it offered regeneration with security and 
revolution based on the already familiar” (xv). All these components of  
a generic definition of (interwar) fascism, Mosse claims, derive from the 
power of cultural history “to comprehend fascist self-understanding and 
self-representation” (xv), and will be taken up in the chapters that fol- 
low. He finishes by indirectly stressing the cohesiveness of the volume with 
the reminder that there is “no single key which will unlock the secrets of 
fascism” (xvi) but each essay brings the reader closer to one of its many 
aspects.

Toward a General Theory of Fascism

In the same way that he was reluctant to confront the lived realities of 
mass exterminations of Nazism and the Holocaust directly, Mosse never 
offered a coherent theory of generic fascism, let alone a concise definition 
of it. Unlike his colleague Stanley Payne, he seems to have been more con-
cerned, or perhaps just more comfortable, with establishing the precur-
sors of Nazi ideology, its mythic ingredients, and its entanglements with 
related, but sometimes peripheral, cultural phenomena. He was not drawn, 
in the spirit of rigorous comparative studies, to investigating the complex 
patterns of similarities and contrasts between Nazi and fascist politics or 
researching how they manifest themselves in related fascist movements in 
the interwar West to identify common denominators in their permutations. 
He also showed hardly any interest in postwar developments in fascism. In 
fact, there was little discernible conceptual progression between the anal-
ysis of generic fascism offered in his article “The Genesis of Fascism” in 
the very first issue of the Journal of Contemporary History in 1966 and 
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the revised version of “Toward a General Theory of Fascism” (1979) that 
he republished in this volume.
 Perhaps sensing the interim nature of his conclusions, Mosse claims 
only that he is attempting to identify some “common assumptions” and 
create a “provisional dwelling” (3) for comparative fascist studies, which 
in 1979 were still very much out in the streets, despite vain attempts by 
Walter Laqueur and Stuart Woolf to provide makeshift accommodation.
 Nevertheless, in contrast to the stifling common sense that denied fas-
cism any sort of ideology and assumed it was “reactionary,” “antimod-
ern,” dependent on middle-class support, and best examined through the 
lens of totalitarianism, this essay is a breath of fresh air. Despite its highly 
discursive style (some section subheadings would not have been amiss),  
it is, like the introduction, at least definite, almost dogmatic, in its rejec-
tion of certain conventional interpretations and its insistence on a new set 
of heuristic axioms. More than this, its meandering length means that  
it provides the somewhat fuzzy outlines of a comprehensive approach  
to fascism as a generic political force based on its manifestations in the 
regimes of the Berlin-Rome Axis. With a little effort invested in method-
ological and conceptual rigor, other scholars could apply this approach 
fruitfully to a wide range of concrete historical examples and so turn them 
into the empirically founded, cogent ideal type and working definition  
of generic fascism which prevails today and was so sorely absent before 
the 1990s.
 The “building blocks” for a general theory of fascism are summarized 
by Mosse himself at the end of the chapter: fascism was not a politico-
economic theory or doctrine but a particular attitude to life, a vision of 
the world (or what Hitler described in Mein Kampf as a Weltanschauung 
and Peter Berger as a “sacred canopy”), a sense-making, activist world-
view that gave its zealots an urgent sense of hope, agency, and purpose.15 
An essential attribute of this ideology was its combination of a view of 
the need to transform the status quo with a form of ultranationalism 
based on the empowering experience of belonging to an organic national 
community. This community was rooted in a mythicized past, yet simul-
taneously imparted to its members a powerful existential experience of 
contributing to a glorious future beyond their personal lifespan, a new 
national and world order on the other side of the contemporary chaos, 
decadence, and suffering of a society in crisis. As a result, fascism saw itself 
not as a class-based party-political force but as a transclass movement, 
realizing through radical, relentless action a “Third Way,” or as Mosse 
puts it, a “Third Force” alongside capitalist and Marxist materialisms. The 
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mainspring of the regeneration of the nation and the West was an anthro-
pological metamorphosis from degeneracy to a new type of human being, 
a transformation of culture expressed in the arts, architecture, and town 
planning, which would be the bedrock of a new type of politics and state 
based on a healthy “people” purged of alien, unhealthy elements.
 The examples of Fascism and Nazism showed clearly that the popu- 
list momentum needed to bring a fascist movement to power was a struc-
tural crisis of near civil-war intensity combined with the collusion of the 
middle classes and conservative elements with their own stake in radi- 
cal change. This popularity or partial consensus was sustained as long as 
the new regime seemed to deliver on its promises to reverse the crisis and 
bring about the rebirth of the nation, which both Fascist Italy and Nazi 
Germany did initially to different degrees. The charismatic leader, though 
easily seen as the originator of fascism, is therefore more appropriately 
understood as the embodiment of the mass revolutionary longings for  
a new order (which in my own work I call “palingenetic expectations”) 
to be based on the dormant powers of the organic nation rather than  
on international socialism.16 The ultranationalism at the heart of fascist 
revolutionary myth is in some movements hybridized with, and in others 
(as in the Third Reich) subordinated to, scientistic racism, which is to be 
seen as a modern ideology in its own right rather than as a variant of 
nationalism.
 Being a scavenger of nineteenth-century currents in the history of ideas, 
fascism is eclectic and can draw not just on various strands of ultranation-
alism and racism (older antisemitic, imperial forms and modern pseudo-
scientific ones) but also upon a kaleidoscope of different elements of the 
West’s recent history: Romanticism (e.g., the cult of nature, the soil, the 
organic, and “genius”); liberalism (the belief in historical progress and 
the sovereignty of a juridical state); socialism (the bid to transcend class 
conflict in a national community that respects agricultural and industrial 
work); and capitalism (enhancing the role of industry and big business). 
One could add to this list the technocracy (a vigorous cult of technologi-
cal progress, modern communications, and productive power); imperial-
ism (empire as national destiny, the symbol of national regeneration, and 
renewed greatness); militarism (the glorification of war and the military 
industrial complex); revolutionary politics (the sacralization and ritual-
ization of mass politics familiar from the French Revolution and its Jaco-
binism); political messianism (a characteristic of all popular revolutions); 
the cult of the fallen soldier as national martyr inherited from the First 
World War; fin de siècle vitalism; Nietzschean myths of a “higher human 
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being”; and, as we shall see in the case of Nazism, even occultism (in which 
“subhumans” were literally demonized).
 In fact, Mosse argues that one of the reasons why Fascism and Nazism 
found it comparatively easy to maintain spontaneous support for over a 
decade was that they created nothing shockingly new but drew on hopes, 
fears, longings, hatreds, prejudices, and utopias inherited from the nine-
teenth century, especially the fear of degeneration and civilizational col-
lapse and deep-seated longings to reverse it. The hatreds engendered by 
these fears were driven by fascism to their logical, and in some cases exter-
minatory, conclusion. Like all revolutionary projects, fascism needed ene-
mies, not just in the form of hostile foreign powers but internal enemies, 
a necessity which in the case of Nazism was met by a long list of anthro-
pological, ideological, religious, racial, genetic, or social categories to be 
removed or eliminated through cleansing violence and the ruthless appli-
cation of state terror.
 In the context of the evolution of comparative fascist studies, what 
still stands out today is that Mosse suggests a number of axioms, described 
rather than defined, which were contestable or even provocative at the time 
and which now seem to most scholars as self-evident or at least unexcep-
tional. He sees the basic faculty required to understand fascism as what 
might be termed “methodological empathy”17 which, by taking fascist dis-
course and cultural expressions as testimonies of its worldview and uto-
pian myth, enables fascism to be understood by moving from “inside to 
outside,” in complete contrast to Alexander De Grand, who advocated 
working “outside in” to identify the “style” of fascism.18

 Mosse ascribes to fascism a unique revolutionary dynamic based on 
the notion of total cultural and anthropological transformation carried out 
in the spirit of a collective heroic vitalism and facilitated by state power, 
social engineering, and political religion. He sees its ideology residing not 
in a rational doctrine but in a powerful nexus of idées-forces evoking the 
existential threats currently posed to the organic, eternal nation and the 
need for sacrifice and purging violence to bring about its resurrection under 
the guidance of a providential leader. He argues that fascism had genu-
inely cross-class appeal rooted in its success in a situation of acute soci-
etal crisis to awaken what Ernst Bloch called “the principle of hope” and 
engage what he termed “not-yet-conscious” of the masses,19 a subliminal 
faculty which he argued was as important as what Sigmund Freud called 
the unconscious.
 Fascism’s attraction for millions of Europeans lay in the power of its 
myths and rituals to offer a radical remedy to alienation and anomie and 
to satisfy the longing for community, roots, and a shelter from chaos and 
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“the rush of modern time.” It answered existential over and above mate-
rial needs and erected a new sacred canopy over those gripped by what 
Erich Fromm (1900–1980) called “the fear of freedom.” A Scottish joke 
tells of a visitor to a village who stops a local and asks, “How do I get  
to Aberdeen from here?” only to be met with the reply, “Och, if I were 
going to Aberdeen, I wouldn’t start from here!” Pre-Mossean studies of 
interwar fascism, Marxist and non-Marxist, constantly set out from the 
wrong place and never arrived. The more articles and books by Mosse on 
fascism appeared over the years, the less excuse researchers had for not 
at least assembling at the right point of departure, which was that fascism 
was a revolutionary form of organic nationalism, as he explained so pas-
sionately in this seminal article.

The Subtopics

If the introduction and first chapter, together comprising over a quarter 
of the text of the book, deliver its main message, the next three chap- 
ters contribute to fleshing out in more discursive detail some of the points 
made earlier and help to make several of the “building blocks” of a theory 
easier to handle. Perhaps the greatest importance of “Fascist Aesthetics 
and Society: Some Considerations” is that it should remind many modern 
scholars of fascism engaged now in exploring the aesthetic and cultural 
dimension of fascism of just how recent it is that their activity was con-
sidered legitimate. Symptomatic of how out of kilter Mosse’s stress on 
this dimension was with prevailing assumption is the fact that at the time 
he was assembling this book, the “culturalist” approach to fascism of 
Emilio Gentile in his study of the sacralization of politics was being dis-
paraged by Richard Bosworth, who blatantly misrepresented its prem-
ises, naively confusing it with “the cultural turn” of the 1990s, which it 
predated by two decades in the original Italian edition.20 Bosworth was 
clearly oblivious of Mosse’s work, as of so much else besides in compara-
tive fascist studies. Indeed, Mosse’s statement that “the aesthetic must 
find its place within the totality of the movement” alongside social and 
economic aspects of fascism was for many in an earlier generation of 
scholars still radical, even shocking at the time.21

 What provoked Mosse to write this short article was, therefore, the 
way the art of fascism was still being widely dismissed as little more than 
crude propaganda or kitsch, devoid of genuine aesthetic value, and thereby 
expressing the ideological nullity of fascism itself, so often assumed at  
the time. For example, Norberto Bobbio famously declared in an inter-
view with L’Espresso in 1982: “Where there was culture, there was no 
Fascism, where there was Fascism, there was no culture. There never was 
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a Fascist culture.”22 By contrast, the corollary of Mosse’s recognition of 
the centrality of idées-forces to fascism and of seeing culture in the total-
izing anthropological sense as an important key to unlocking the enig- 
mas of fascism as a political phenomenon was the need to approach its 
aesthetics as an authentic form of creativity and as a revealing expression 
of its revolutionary worldview and ambitions for the nation. Hence one 
of his earliest books to enrich fascist studies was Nazi Culture: Intellectual, 
Cultural, and Social Life in the Third Reich, a title that to many would 
have seemed an oxymoron.23 Thus in “Fascist Aesthetics and Society” 
Mosse seems, as before, to have felt impelled to produce a publication 
that placed his stamp of authority on an innovative current of scholar-
ship in fascist studies, which he had anticipated in earlier work but which 
had remained largely without resonance and appreciation because of the 
aberrations of the prevailing orthodoxy.
 Hence, in the article Mosse refers to the new trend of taking fascist 
aesthetics seriously but laments the continuing dearth of work on Italian 
Fascism because it was Benito Mussolini’s regime that “successfully pio-
neered the use of aesthetic sensibilities for political purposes” (39). As 
with all fascisms, Italian Fascism’s aesthetic has to be placed in the con-
text of its unique civic religion and its unique revolutionary goal of national 
rebirth. These were expressed not just in written texts and speeches but 
through elaborate rituals aimed at sacralizing politics through the remodel-
ing of civic spaces in the built environment. New public spaces were con-
ceived as physical testimonies to and transmitters of the new secular faith. 
A parallel would be how religious liturgy and the monumental physicality 
of a cathedral or mosque still serve as the cultural reinforcement of a reli-
gious faith and how in pre-secular societies they helped legitimize the entire 
sociopolitical superstructure of the time. The considerable popular traction 
such elements achieved under fascism was due to their ability to reflect “the 
needs and hopes” (40) of a contemporary society in crisis, the widespread 
popular longings for a new era of health, greatness, and heroism.
 Mosse emphasizes the prevalence in both regimes of the idealized 
human body depicted in a curiously lifeless neoclassical style, an allusion 
to the “New Man” (his claim that there was no equivalent project to 
socially engineer a “New Woman” would be contested nowadays24). In 
the Third Reich desensualized images of virile men had Aryan and eugenic 
connotations and went hand in hand with visceral rejections of modern-
ist experimentation after 1937.
 Meanwhile in Italy, a far greater variety of styles was accommodated 
in a spirit of what has been called “hegemonic pluralism”25 as signs of the 
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reawakening of the nation’s artistic genius, ranging from Futurism and 
abstraction to the depiction of lorries in neo-Roman mosaics and the 
extreme, gaudy eclecticism of the Milan railway station. Another point  
of contrast was that, while in Nazi Germany neo-stripped classicism in 
architecture was the correlative to the Aryanization of the Germans, in 
Fascist Italy the cult of romanitá resulted in a similar saturation of pub- 
lic spaces with neoclassical aesthetics, often hybridized with modernist 
elements but initially without the connotations of biological racism, both 
positive and negative eugenics, and antisemitism.
 The main argument of “Racism and Nationalism” (originally pub-
lished in 1995) was rehearsed earlier, namely that, while racism has often 
been treated as an optional ingredient of nationalism, it makes more sense 
to consider them as two modern ideologies that can exist independently, 
but, as could be illustrated by a Venn diagram, they can also overlap and 
reinforce each other, their compatibility stemming from the fact that, like 
religion, both appeal “to the same longing for immutability and redemp-
tion” (46). Ultranationalism was the indispensable component of fas-
cism, hybridized with the myth of revolution, but in a number of fascisms 
it was racism that played a crucial role in dictating the aspirations and 
policies of the movement and eventual regime. The article is valuable 
because of its stimulating reflections on the types of symbolism that the 
two ideologies fostered. Mosse further highlights the role in racism of the 
aesthetic idealization of the body. But especially relevant to today is fas-
cism’s appeal at the end for the “humanization” of nationalism (some-
thing impossible for racism) and for the rivers of nationalism, which, like 
now, were then rising dangerously in some countries, to be kept within the 
banks of liberal democratic patriotism before they overflowed into fields 
of integral nationalism, racial hatred, and interethnic violence. The con-
flicts in the former Yugoslavia may have been the backdrop to this article, 
but read now it retains its resonance with the rise of xenophobia and racist 
terrorism in the heart of Europe and sectarian nationalism and proxy wars 
in the Middle East.
 An example of the creativity of Mosse’s “peripheral vision” of fascist 
studies, “Fascism and the French Revolution” accepts from the outset that 
fascism generally rejected the principles of 1789 as integral to the decadent 
“system” to be overcome, though French fascists sometimes reworked the 
revolutionary tradition to turn it into a precursor of their own assault 
against liberal democracy. The article’s main interest here is that it throws 
into relief the structural affinities between the two historical phenomena 
as explosions of revolutionary populist energies in the new “modern” age 
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of mass politics. In doing so, it enables readers of the volume to revise and 
deepen their perhaps newly acquired understanding of Mosse’s unique 
theory of fascism from a fresh angle. In particular, he highlights a series 
of features the two had in common, despite the deep divisions between 
them over the sanctity of individual human rights and the vision of prog-
ress as the child of Enlightenment knowledge and utopianism.
 The intriguing areas of affinity Mosse identifies or alludes to are re- 
markably numerous: the secularization of the concept of the sacred, now 
invested in the revolutionary new order within historical time (what Rein-
hart Koselleck calls “the temporalization of utopia”26), which gave rise to 
a new myth of the “eternity” or “immortality” of the nation; the cult of 
youth and of the martyrdom of youth for the sake of the nation; closely 
related to this, the improvisation of a civic religion and a new aesthetic 
through elaborate forms of liturgical politics, spectacular mise-en-scènes 
(including the veneration of Marianne as the saint of revolutionary France 
and even the macabre ritual guillotining of “enemies of the state”); new 
semiotics of dress and grammar to signal citizen solidarity and new sym-
bolic spaces (the democratization of sites important to the ancien régime 
of the events which sacralized the nation and the state); the transfer of 
“divine” sovereignty from the absolute monarch to the “people” consti-
tuted as an organic “national community”; the activist concept of mem-
bership of the national community, which means that “ordinary” men 
and women are mobilized in the struggle for and enlisted in the defense 
of the new order; and the concept of a “general will” emanating from  
the “sovereign people” as the mythic basis of political and legislative 
legitimacy (a concept which in the case of the French Revolution was in 
permanent tension with the notion of individual freedom as a universal 
human right).
 Other points of correspondence are the emphasis on a cultural revolu-
tion as the concomitant and driver of sociopolitical transformation that 
would produce a “new man” (l’homme régéneré, der neue Mensch, omul 
nou, the New Man, etc.), a project associated with a new artistic aes-
thetic evoking Roman republicanism in revolutionary France and the fre-
quent use of a neoclassical style under fascism; the destruction or recoding 
of symbols of the decadent “old era” (the ancien régime, the prefascist 
order) and proliferation of signs of a “new beginning”; associated with 
this (though Mosse omits it) a temporal revolution symbolized in a new 
calendar, which has its direct equivalent in Fascism and Nazism express-
ing the collective sense of the inauguration of palingenesis, rebirth, a “new 
era”; the diffusion of conspiracy theories, episodes of collective paranoia, 
and Manichaean distinctions between “the people” and its external and 



Critical Introduction by Roger Griffin

xxxv

inner enemies; and, most chilling of all, ritual violence to precipitate soci-
etal rebirth.
 If there is a “bottom line” to this article, it is that the French Revolu-
tion is the harbinger of the new age of mass politics and the concomitant 
civic religion, and of the emergence of a new form of “messianic democ-
racy,” which under the Jacobins became a totalitarian democracy where 
“terror” enforced “virtue” or compliance with the new moral order.27 Both 
of these came to devastating fruition in Europe after 1918 with a disturb-
ing measure of populist support driven by the need for a refuge, the sense 
of crisis, mass alienation, and deeply mythic ideas about the need for “sac-
rifice,” whether of the nation’s “heroes” or its “enemies.” Read in the 
light of comparative fascist studies today, this article makes it clear that, 
despite his reluctance to formulate his powerful insights into fascism’s 
nature in a single paragraph or sentence, Mosse was instinctively operat-
ing with a coherent definition which might be summarized as a “revolu-
tionary form of ultranationalism that sought (and seeks) to overcome the 
perceived decadence of liberal democratic and liberal capitalist society in 
a new order based on a regenerated, totalitarian culture.”28 At the height 
of its intensity and turbulence the French Revolution adumbrated much 
of interwar fascism to an extraordinary degree, but was separated by the 
gulf between totalitarian and organic concepts of the national commu-
nity and those based on constitutional democracy and universal human 
rights, though even this distinction was blurred at times by the power of 
Jacobinism and the messianic nationalism of Napoleon, which licensed 
war and conquest in the name of a sacralized “people.”

Supplementary Chapters

The remaining chapters, though useful as samples of Mosse’s insatiable 
historical curiosity and eclectic interests, add little to our understand- 
ing of “the fascist revolution” as such. “Fascism and the Intellectuals” 
highlights the fact that a remarkable number of artists and cultural com-
mentators in Europe, some of them high profile and highly creative, shared 
the fascist obsession with cultural decadence and decline. They, thus, con-
vinced themselves of the power of fascism—whether in its local national 
form or in its specific fascist or Nazi permutation—to act as the vehicle 
for the imminent renaissance of social and moral values and civilization 
as a whole, though which components of the fascist program for regen-
eration they promoted in their essays, writings, or works of art varied con-
siderably from individual to individual.
 “The Occult Origins of National Socialism” probes into the remark-
able prehistory of the pre-Nazi Ariosophical movement in Austria and 
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Germany, an aryanized and increasingly politicized offspring of theosophy, 
which had achieved international success in the European fin de siècle. 
The esoteric subculture it formed in Munich played a discernible role, 
vastly exaggerated by various “alternative” theories of Nazism based on 
conspiracy theories, in the formative period of Nazism’s emergence as a 
party and in Hitler’s choice of the swastika as its symbol. A highly idio-
syncratic occultist and mystic variant of Nazi racial myth also became 
central to Heinrich Himmler’s vision of the Third Reich and influenced 
the training the SS as an initiatic elite of modern Aryan warriors and his 
pathological obsession with the extermination of racial enemies, particu-
larly Jews. Characteristically, Mosse does not continue his story into the 
Nazi era in his article but is content to provide an overview of the main 
contributors to the creation of an occultist milieu in which the demoniza-
tion of Jews was taken to metaphysical heights and the romanticization 
of the Volk assumed for some a demonic dimension, which helped ratio-
nalize the extermination of allegedly subhuman embodiments of evil.
 “Fascism and the Avant-Garde” recounts how significant swathes of 
advanced technocratic, intellectual, and artistic circles adopted or were 
coopted by fascism, having internalized myths of the decadence of an 
egalitarian and atomized parliamentary democracy and the need for new 
elites to pioneer a youthful, dynamic postliberal era based on renewed 
cultural and technological strength. Refreshingly the essay makes links 
between areas of elite activity which generally remain compartmental-
ized: aviation,29 the artistic avant-garde,30 and radical politics,31 though 
these coexisted with other antimodern, antimodernist, antiurban, völkisch, 
rural, or ultraconservative revolutionary factions or currents within fas-
cisms in Italy, Germany, and France (and several other countries). No 
avant-garde succeeded in gaining ascendance in any fascism, largely be- 
cause its protagonists misread the strict political hierarchy of fascism cul-
minating in the leader, its readiness to marginalize or suppress elites if 
their radical innovation and élan threatened the hegemony of the leader-
ship, and the subordination in practice of cultural and political utopianism 
to the demands of an increasingly totalitarian regime. The tension between 
the egalitarianism of a populist mass movement and national community 
and the elitism of the project to create a race of “new men” overseen by a 
technocratic and bureaucratic elite and an absolute charismatic leader was 
never resolved. All fascisms were born as avant-garde or vanguard move-
ments, their paramilitary elites spearheading with greater or lesser success 
a populist revolution whose goal was eventually to fascistize within the 
local national variant of ultranational revolution all citizens who proved 
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fit to be integrated into the national community (what Nazis called gemein-
schaftsfähig), a utopian project that was never achieved. Indirectly, Mosse’s 
eclectic article throws valuable light on irresolvable tensions at the heart 
of the fascist revolution and its ambivalent relation to both modernity 
and modernism.32

 The last three essays add even less to the theme of the fascist revolution 
as such. “Nazi Polemical Theater” shows Mosse’s capacity to haul into the 
light of academic attention a neglected aspect of the Nazi regime, namely 
the Kampfbühne or “fighting stage,” which came into existence in 1926 at 
the heart of the Nazi paramilitary movement and was conceived to perform 
“polemical conversations” with the audience. Though little of the plays 
themselves remains, they seem to have been intentionally simplistic moral-
ity plays dramatizing Nazi ethical issues and ideological axioms enacted 
on a minimalist stage with largely amateur cast of party members and 
might have entranced a Nazi Brecht (if the very thought is not heretical).
 “On Homosexuality and French Fascism” explores a profound para-
dox. The official ethos of interwar fascism was notoriously one of extreme 
machismo, and of patriarchy, misogyny, and homophobia in the widest 
sense, imposed by a movement or state operating with deeply rooted pre-
conceptions about “natural” gender roles, and viscerally hostile to modern 
movements of sexual emancipation as well as Freudianism and feminism 
that helped inspire them. As ever, such prejudices were taken to mur- 
derous extremes by the Third Reich. Yet, as Mosse points out, the con-
stantly celebrated cult of male camaraderie, particularly prominent in Nazi 
Männerbünde or male leagues, has an unmistakable homoerotic subtext 
(and, one might add, Nazi gender politics can be construed as being, at 
bottom, deeply patriarchal and misogynist in its idealization of nubile 
women of childbearing age).
 Mosse draws attention to the support of some prominent French 
homosexuals for the Nazi occupation and implies the ambivalence of fas-
cist masculinity. He might well have gone further, for example, by dwelling 
on the common experience of Nazi men who, after living out supposedly 
heroic, but in reality horrendous and brutalizing, experiences of killing 
and death in solidarity with their male comrades at the front or in the 
death camps, came home on leave to a conventional marriage complete 
with children, a domesticated heterosexuality, and female subordination—
both aspects of the Third Reich men’s lives celebrated by the regime’s 
propaganda. This almost fragmentary article perhaps says more about 
some personal issues Mosse was working through than about fascism’s 
gender politics as such.



Critical Introduction by Roger Griffin

xxxviii

 The final article, “Nazi Aesthetics: Beauty without Sensuality and the 
Exhibition of Degenerate Art,” completes, complements, and extends the 
previous one. The (highly selected and redacted) examples of aesthetic 
modernism that were ridiculed in the notorious exhibition are juxtaposed 
with the paintings of the (far less visited) Exhibition of German Art, a 
feature of which was a predilection for curiously de-eroticized portraits 
or sculptures of naked young men and women. Mosse notes the common 
rejection of “degeneration” in the arts, which, far from being merely a 
trope of state propaganda, expressed a deep cultural malaise that Nazism 
set out to remedy. He then explores how nineteenth-century neoclassical 
ideals were channeled into idealized depictions of the naked human form 
who embodied ideas not of sexual health but of societal and moral (and 
I would emphasize eugenic) health and of the emergence of the New Man 
and Woman who would be the incarnation and role models of the reborn 
nation. The result was a specifically Nazi aesthetic standard and recurrent 
ideal of beauty, a neoclassical ideal stripped of the mimetic detail, inven-
tiveness, and artistry born of passionate, living humanism.
 Mosse underscores the problematic nature of this ideal, with its homo-
erotic subtext for the male gaze, in the context of the taboo placed on 
overt homosexuality, famously implicated in the murder of the famous 
homosexual Ernst Röhm, leader of the Nazi Party’s Brown Shirts in the 
Night of the Long Knives, who paid the price not just for the alleged 
revolutionary threat his movement posed to the Third Reich but for his 
“moral degeneracy.” Mosse argues that the template for the Nazi aes-
thetic of idealized nudity shorn of sensuality had its roots in the ideals of 
bourgeois circles under the Weimar Republic and the need for images of 
morality and stability, but they were typically appropriated and “instru-
mentalized” by the regime. The last paragraph comments on the limits to 
tolerance cyclically imposed by contemporary society on sexual freedom 
and the free expression of sensuality after a period of emancipation, sug-
gesting that here too Mosse’s personal interest in the issue transcended 
the purely academic.

Conclusion

The original cover of the paperback edition of The Fascist Revolution 
shows the stylized, distinctly modernist painting of a lithe, naked male 
youth, his right hand raised in a fascist salute while his left hand carries 
an oversized swastika flag. He is standing erect in front of a huge white 
horse surreally rearing up, its front hooves raised above the ground. Behind 
him, almost invisible in the reproduction, a squadron of uniformed soldiers 
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marches past in formation, the leaders dwarfed, the followers enveloped 
by the enormous swastika banners they hold billowing out around them. 
Once central insights about the nature of fascism expounded in the first 
four chapters are understood, the significance of the image leaps out at the 
reader like the 3D dolphins from the apparently random, abstract patterns 
of a Magic Eye image.33

 To many of its millions of victims, interwar fascism was essentially 
about war, conquest, and the hypermasculine celebration of violence, de- 
struction, and heartless cruelty. But the painting encapsulates the deeper 
ideological core of fascism that Mosse was able to grasp through his real-
ization of the importance of utopias, myths, and idées-forces to seismic 
upheavals in history. Fascism was an attempted revolution of youth and 
vitality, of health and strength needed to purge the nation of the forces  
of decadence and inaugurate a new beginning, a new order, and a “New 
Man.” It was the bid to bring about a total cultural rebirth and anthropo-
logical palingenesis from which the totalitarian transformation of politics, 
society, and foreign policy would follow. This interpretation is endorsed 
by the title of the picture given to it by the Nazi painter Walter Hoeck 

Walter Hoeck, Young Germany (Das junge Deutschland, 1935). Hoeck created 
the mural for the Braunschweig train station. This image appeared on the cover 
of the 1999 edition of The Fascist Revolution. Taken from the George L. Mosse 
Visual Research Archive.
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(1885–1956), Young Germany (Das junge Deutschland, 1935). Signifi-
cantly, Mosse chose not a historical photograph or a bitingly satirical pho-
tomontage by the German-born communist John Heartfield (born Helmut 
Herzfeld, famous for his anti-Nazi photomontages) but a cultural artifact 
from “inside” Nazism.
 Simultaneously the image can be taken together with the title as rec-
ognition (not explicit but implied in the footnote references to the cor-
roboration of his approach in recent scholarship) that the paradigm shift 
in fascist studies that Mosse had prepared so zealously for decades as  
an outsider, largely ignored by historians of fascism, was now occurring. 
The boy’s triumphalist pose may even convey subconsciously a mixture 
of relief and pride at the fact that, now over eighty, he had lived to see the 
first real fruits of his solitary, underappreciated labors in the service of 
what was to become the new multidisciplinary specialism now known as 
“comparative fascist studies,” even if he was ignored by most scholars in 
his original native land (which, remarkably, largely remains the case until 
this day). Today comparative fascist studies continue productively, reveal-
ing ever more permutations and entanglements, and long since resolved to 
take into account the demonstrable continuity with the postwar mutations 
of revolutionary nationalism that continue to proliferate on the margins 
of democracy and now pose their own threats to liberal society. They can 
boast the dedicated online journal Fascism and a thriving international 
association, COMFAS (the Association for the Comparative Study of 
Fascism), of which Mosse is one of the spiritual godfathers. Only a hand-
ful of other (non-Marxist) scholars in fascist studies now stray far from 
the footpaths of interpretation that Mosse pioneered. Defiant in their state 
of denial about the empirical and heuristic value of the Mossean para-
digm, their judgments about the dominant approach as “essentialist,” 
“static,” or even “legitimizing fascism” because it takes fascist ideology 
seriously smack of ignorance or bad faith.
 Recent developments in comparative fascist studies also throw into 
relief some major lacunae in the interpretational framework that informs 
this book when judged from a contemporary point of view. It is almost 
exclusively Axis focused, with only the most sketchy and sporadic allu-
sions to a scattering of other contemporary fascisms. Since Mosse, fascist 
studies has become radically decentered, revealing how sustained work 
on “minor fascism,” such as the Hungarian Arrow Cross, the Romanian 
Legion of Saint Michael, the Croatian Ustasha, and the Brazilian Integral-
ists, profoundly enriches our understanding of the Axis regime and the 
genus as a whole.34 Even more glaring is Mosse’s total omission of any 
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reference to postwar developments, which seriously distorts his perception 
of the “fascist minimum” since so many features which seemed definitional 
in the interwar period (e.g., a leader cult, an armed party, uniformed para-
militaries) have proved to be period specific. Mosse was also vague about 
the dialectic relationship between a sense of decadence, on the one hand, 
and the palingenetic longing for rebirth and a new beginning that forms 
the precondition of actual sociopolitical revolution, on the other, which 
led him to drastically under-research the relationship between Nazism 
and modernism.35 He also seems unaware of the extreme ideological het-
erogeneity that existed within the same movement, which, for example, 
enabled activists and ideologues as poles apart as the philosopher Gio- 
vanni Gentile (1875–1944), the Futurist artist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti 
(1876–1944), the theorist of corporatism Sergio Panunzio (1886–1944), 
the pro-Nazi militarist Roberto Farinacci (1892–1945), the occultist Julius 
Evola (1898–1974), and the technocrat Giuseppe Bottai (1895–1959) to 
coexist within the “same” Fascist movement and regime.
 In the two decades that have passed since The Fascist Revolution, 
comparative fascist studies have come to maturity. They now fully en- 
gage with postwar permutations, including the New Right—terrorist and 
identitarian forms—increasingly examine fascism’s international entangle-
ments and histoires croisées, and range far beyond the Axis powers to 
understand what fascism was before 1945. However, methodologically the 
Mossean legacy can still be felt in the axiomatic acceptance of the need to 
take fascism’s ideology seriously (though not at face value), as well as, 
using “methodological empathy,” the claims of convinced fascists to be 
carrying out a revolution bent on creating an alternative modernity and 
a new type of postliberal and postcommunist order. The identification of 
fascism’s idées-forces is still the basic prerequisite for the comparative 
historian of fascism. Moreover, Mosse’s emphasis on how the human need 
for roots, identity, and hope in times of societal crisis generates Man-
ichaean worldviews based on utopias of rebirth and a new order may  
yet prove to offer considerable explanatory power in analyzing the rise of 
radical-right populism, the spread of illiberal democracies, and the dynam-
ics of terrorist radicalization.
 Written in the immediate aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet empire, 
“Toward a General Theory of Fascism” ends with the warning that im- 
portant components of the West’s cultural and ideological past which 
crystalized as fascism after 1918 were aggregating in the post-Soviet era 
in the form of growing ultranationalism, increasingly irrational mass pol-
itics, and dangerous new forms of authoritarianism. In the early 2020s, 
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when The Fascist Revolution is being republished, the world is witnessing 
the rise of populist nationalisms, the surge in resentment and hatred toward 
demonized others, and the politicization of the most fanatical forms of 
religion and ethnic identities. It is a time when authoritarian pseudo-
democracies legitimize themselves by faking expressions of the “general 
will” and commit atrocities against civilians on the pretext of fighting 
terrorism. As I write, the COVID-19 pandemic is stretching and tearing 
the global fabric of humanism itself. In such a situation, Mosse’s analysis 
of the preconditions and psychological drivers of fascism and fanatical 
nationalism as a response to systemic crises retains a powerful resonance.



The Fascist Revolution
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1

Toward a General Theory  
of Fascism

In our century two revolutionary movements have made their mark upon 
Europe: that originally springing from Marxism, and the fascist revolution. 
The various forms of Marxism have occupied historians and political sci-
entists for many decades, while the study of fascism was late catching up. 
Even so, because of the war and the fascist record in power, fascism has 
remained synonymous with oppression and domination; it is alleged that 
it was without ideas of its own, but merely a reaction against other more 
progressive movements such as liberalism or socialism. Earlier scholarship 
concerning fascism has more often than not been used as an occasion to 
fight contemporary polemical battles.
 In a justified reaction against stereotyping, recent scholarship has 
been suspicious of general theories of fascism. As many local and regional 
studies show, while on one level fascism may have presented a kaleido-
scope of contradictory attitudes, nevertheless these attitudes were based 
upon some common assumptions. We shall attempt to bring together 
some of the principal building blocks for such common assumptions—
there seem to be enough of them to construct at least a provisional dwell-
ing. Germany and Italy will dominate the discussion, as the experience of 
European fascism was largely dominated by Italian Fascism and German 
National Socialism. The word “fascism” will be used without qualification 
when both these movements are meant. From time to time I shall also refer 
to various other fascisms in Europe, but only specifically or as subsidiary 
examples.
 We can best develop a general theory of fascism through a critique of 
past attempts to accomplish this task. Some historians have seen an inte-
gral connection between bolshevism and fascism. Both were totalitarian 
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regimes and, as such, dictatorships based upon the exclusive claim to 
leadership by one political party.1 Although such an equation was often 
politically motivated, it was not, as its opponents claimed, merely a child 
of the Cold War.
 Both movements were based on the ideal, however distorted, of popu-
lar sovereignty. This meant the rejection of parliamentary government 
and representative institutions on behalf of a democracy of the masses in 
which the people would in theory directly govern themselves. The leader 
symbolized the people; he expressed the “general will”—but such a democ-
racy meant that, instead of representative assemblies, a new secular reli-
gion mediated between people and leaders, providing, at the same time, 
an instrument of social control over the masses. It was expressed on the 
public level through official ceremonies, festivals, and not least, the use of 
political imagery, and on a private level through control over all aspects 
of life by the dictates of the single political party. This system was com-
mon in various degrees to fascist and bolshevist movements.
 The danger inherent in subsuming both systems under the concept of 
totalitarianism is that it may serve to disguise real differences, not only 
between bolshevism and fascism but also between the different forms of 
fascism themselves. Moreover, the contention that these theories really 
compare fascism not with the early, more experimental years of bolshe-
vism, but with Stalinism instead seems justified. Indeed, totalitarianism 
as a static concept often veils the development of both fascism and bol-
shevism. In Soviet Russia, for example, the kind of public ceremonies and 
festivals that mark the fascist political style were tried early in the regime 
but then dropped, and not resumed until after the Second World War, 
when they came to fulfill the same functions as they had for fascism ear-
lier. In 1966, Pravda wrote that rallies, ceremonial processions, speeches, 
and music gave emotional strength to the political commitment of the 
people.2 Fascism, too, did not remain static, although even some critics of 
totalitarian theory apparently see it as unchanging. There is, for example, 
a difference between fascism as a political movement and as a government 
in power.
 Theories of totalitarianism have also placed undue emphasis upon the 
supposedly monolithic leadership cult. Here again, this was introduced 
into the Soviet Union by Stalin rather than at first by Lenin. Even within 
fascism, the cult of the leader varied: Piero Melograni has written on how 
the cult of “Il Duce” and Fascism were not identical, and that it was 
“Mussolinianism” which won the people’s allegiance.3 In Germany there 
is no discernible difference between Hitlerism and National Socialism.
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 More serious is the contention, common to most theories of totali-
tarianism, that the leader manipulates the masses through propaganda 
and terror: that free volition is incompatible with totalitarian practice.4 
The term “propaganda,” always used in this context, leads to a serious 
misunderstanding of the fascist conception of politics and its essentially 
organic and religious nature. In times of crisis such politics provided many 
millions of people with a more meaningful involvement than representa-
tive parliamentary government—largely because it was not itself a new 
phenomenon, but instead based upon an older and still lively tradition of 
direct democracy, which had always opposed European parliaments.
 Even the widespread notion that fascism ruled through terror must be 
modified; rather, it was built at first upon a popular consensus. Tangible 
successes, the ability to compromise and to go slow, combined with the 
responsive chord struck by fascist culture, integrated Italians and Germans 
into this consensus which undoubtedly was more solid in Germany than 
Italy. Hitler, after all, shared a völkisch faith with many of his fellow Ger-
mans, especially in times of crisis, and his tangible successes in domestic 
and foreign policy up to the Second World War were much more spec-
tacular than Mussolini’s achievements.
 Terror increased with the continued survival of the regimes, for dis- 
illusionment with fascism in power could easily lead to unrest. By the 
time many earlier fellow travelers woke up to fascist reality, it was too 
late to resist, except by martyrdom. Mass popular consensus during the 
first years of fascism in power allowed it to develop a secret police— 
outside and above regular channels and procedures5—as well as the spe-
cial courts needed to reinforce its actions. This was easier in the Soviet 
Union since the revolution had destroyed the old legal framework; while 
in Germany and Italy traditional safeguards paradoxically continued to 
exist and even to be used side by side with arbitrary action. In Germany, 
judges freed some concentration camp inmates as late as 1936.
 Terror must not then be treated as a static concept, but as something 
that develops in intensity. Moreover, there was a great deal of disharmony 
and disunity on the local level in its application. Manpower in Germany, 
for example, was scarce and the secret police depended in large part on 
plentiful private denunciations.6 Not only must historical development be 
taken into account, but also the existence and extent of a popular consen-
sus, which, although differing in scope in the so-called totalitarian nations, 
did exist at some time in each of them.
 Despite all these caveats, both bolshevists and fascists reached back 
into the anti-parliamentary and anti-pluralistic traditions of the nineteenth 



Toward a General Theory of Fascism

6

century in order to face the collapse of social, economic, and political 
structures in their nations during and after the First World War. So-called 
totalitarianism was new only as a form of legitimate government: it derived 
from a long tradition; otherwise it would not have received such immediate 
mass support. Beginning its modern history with the French Revolution, 
that tradition continued to inform both the nationalism and the quest for 
social justice of the nineteenth century. Even if Jacob Talmon’s concept  
of “totalitarian democracy” rests, as some have claimed, upon a misread-
ing of the Enlightenment,7 men like Robespierre and Saint-Just shared in 
such misconceptions. Rousseau’s “general will,” his exaltation of “the 
people,” was bent by the Jacobins into a dictatorship in which the people 
worshipped themselves through public festivals and symbols (such as the 
Goddess of Reason), where traditional religious enthusiasm was first trans-
ferred to civic rites.8

 The distinction between private and public life was eradicated, just as 
totalitarian regimes would later attempt to abolish such differences. Pub-
lic allegiance through active participation in the national cults or party 
organizations was the road to survival, and as, for example, the Jacobins 
used dress as an outward sign of true inner allegiance (the revolutionary 
cap and trousers instead of breeches), so fascists and bolshevists inte-
grated various dress codes into their systems. Nationalist movements dur-
ing the nineteenth century carried on these traditions, even if at times they 
attempted to compromise with liberal values. The workers’ movement, 
though most of it was in fact wedded to parliamentary democracy, also 
stressed outward symbols of unity as in the serried ranks and Sunday 
dress of May Day parades, massed flags, and the clenched fist salute. Italy 
was less influenced by this legacy, but it also played a part in the fight for 
national unity. At the turn of the century, the radical left and the radical 
right were apt to demand control of the whole man, not just a political 
piece of him.
 Bolshevism and fascism attempted to mobilize the masses, to substi-
tute modern mass politics for pluralistic and parliamentary government. 
Indeed, parliamentary government found it difficult to cope with the cri-
ses of the postwar world, and abdicated without a struggle, not only in 
Germany and Italy but also in Portugal and, where it had existed imme-
diately after the war, in the nations of Eastern Europe. The fascists helped 
the demise of parliamentary government, but that it succumbed so readily 
points to deep inherent structural and ideological problems—and, indeed, 
few representative governments have withstood the pressures of modern 
economic, political, and social crises, especially when these coincided with 
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unsatisfied national aspirations and defeat in war.9 Wherever during the 
interwar years one-party governments came to power, they merely top-
pled regimes ripe for the picking; this holds good for Russia as well as for 
Germany and Italy. But unlike bolshevism, fascism never had to fight a 
proper civil war on its road to power: Mussolini marched on Rome in the 
comfort of a railway carriage, and Hitler simply presented himself to the 
German president. Certainly, representative government and liberal poli-
tics allowed individual freedom to breathe and prosper, but the new post 
First World War political movements cannot be condemned without taking 
the collapse of existing parliaments and social structures into account. We 
must not look at a historical movement mainly from the viewpoint of our 
political predilections, lest we falsify historical necessity.
 If some historians have used the model of totalitarianism in order to 
analyze fascism, others, and they are in the majority, have used the model 
of the “good revolution.”10 The French, American, and especially the 
Russian revolutions, so it is said, led to the progress of mankind, while 
fascism was an attempt to stop the clock, to maintain old privilege against 
the demands of the new classes as represented by the proletariat. In reality, 
fascism was itself a revolution, seizing power by using twentieth-century 
methods of mass mobilization and control, and replacing an old with a 
new elite. (In this sense, National Socialism brought about a more fun- 
damental change than Italian Fascism, where new and traditional elites 
co-existed to a greater extent.) Economic policy was subordinated to the 
political goals of fascism, but in Germany, at least, this did not preclude 
nationalization (as for example, the huge Hermann Göring Steel Works). 
By and large, however, fascism worked hand in hand with the larger 
industrial enterprises. Fascism, as Stanley Payne, writing the most author-
itative history of fascism sees it, was a radical force seeking to create a 
new social order.11

 Yet a one-sided emphasis either upon economic factors or upon the 
proletariat obscures our view of the revolutionary side of fascism. Fas-
cism condemned the French Revolution but was also, at least in its begin-
nings, a direct descendant of the Jacobin political style.12 Above all, the 
fascist revolution saw itself as a “Third Force,” rejecting both “material-
istic Marxism” and “finance capitalism” in the capitalist and materialist 
present. This was the revolutionary tradition within which fascism worked. 
But it was not alone in such an aim; in the postwar world, many left-wing 
intellectuals rejected both Marxist orthodoxy and capitalism. Unlike the 
fascists, however, they sought to transcend both by emphasis on the tri-
umphant goodness of man once capitalism was abolished.
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 Fascism retreated instead into the nationalist mystique. But here, once 
more, it followed a precedent. French socialists of the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, and men like Édouard Drumont (1844–1917) toward the end of the 
century, had combined opposition to finance capitalism and the advocacy 
of greater social equality with an impassioned nationalism. They were 
National Socialists long before the small German Workers’ Party took 
this name. Such National Socialism was in the air as a “Third Force” in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century, when Marxism was to be reck-
oned with and capitalist development seemed accompanied by a soulless 
positivism in a world where only material values counted. There were 
early national socialist movements in France (in which former leaders of 
the Paris Commune, with their Jacobin traditions, joined, but also some 
anarchists and bourgeois bien-pensants), in Bohemia, and even in Ger-
many, advocated at the turn of the century by the Hessian Peasants’ League 
led by Otto Böckel (1859–1923).13

 In Italy, argument for the “Third Force” resulted from the First World 
War—the struggle to get Italy to intervene in this war, and the subsequent 
war experience seemed to transcend vested interests and political par-
ties.14 There was indeed a similar reaction among a good many veterans 
in Germany (but not in France, which had won the war and successfully 
weathered postwar upheaval). Yet in Italy, unlike Germany, the “war expe-
rience” carried revolutionary implications. Mussolini was joined in this 
hope by students and by revolutionary syndicalists who wanted to abolish 
the existing social and economic order so that the nation could be regen-
erated through the searing experience of war. After the war as “revolu-
tionary veterans” they appealed both to the revolutionary spirit and to a 
sense of Italy’s historic national mission. It is typical that when the local 
Fascist Party was founded in 1920 in Ferrara, it was a youth group called 
the “Third Italy” which took the initiative.15 In Germany and Italy—
nations plunged into crisis by the war—and also among many political 
groups of other nations, the “Third Force” became an alternative revolu-
tion to Marxism, a retreat into the organic community of the nation when 
the world seemed to be dominated on the one hand by the mysterious 
power of money and on the other by the Marxist conspiracy.16

 Yet this “Third Force” became ever less revolutionary and more nation-
alistic as fascists and Nazis strove for power. Mussolini broke with the 
revolutionary syndicalists early on and tamed his youth organization but 
stayed with the Futurists, whose revolutionary ardor took the fast sports 
car as its model rather than the nationalization of production. Hitler got 
rid of social revolutionaries like Otto Strasser (1897–1974) who wanted 
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to challenge property relationships, however slightly. Yet we must not 
limit our gaze to property relationships or the naked play of power and 
interest; such issues alone do not motivate men. It was the strength of 
fascism everywhere that it appeared to transcend these concerns, gave 
people a meaningful sense of political participation (though, of course,  
in reality they did not participate at all), and sheltered them within the 
national community against the menace of rapid change and the all too 
swift passage of time. At the same time, it gave them hope through pro-
jecting a utopia, taking advantage of apocalyptic longings.
 National Socialism was able to contain the revolutionary impetus  
better than Italian Fascism because in Germany the very term “Third 
Force” was fraught with mystical and millenarian meaning. The mythos 
of the “Third Force” became a part of the mythos of the “Third Reich,” 
carrying on a Germanic messianic tradition that had no real equivalent in 
Catholic Italy. The prophecy by Joachim of Fiore (1132–1202) about the 
future “Third Age,” which would be a kingdom of the spirit—the biblical 
millennium—had become an essential ingredient of German Protestant-
ism, as had the three mystical kingdoms of Paracelsus: that of God, the 
planets, and the Earth. The German mystics such as Jakob Böhme (1575–
1624) believed that man, by overcoming his baser self and seeking har-
mony within nature, could rise from Earth to the kingdom of God—an 
important emphasis on “becoming” or joining the eternal spirit of the race 
rather than “being,” on the quest for the “genuine” as exemplified first 
by nature and, later, by the Volk itself.17

 Arthur Moeller van den Bruck (1876–1925), whose book The Third 
Reich (1923) was originally entitled The Third Way, brought this tradi-
tion up to date for a defeated nation: the Germanic mission would tran-
scend all the contradictions inherent in modern life, including Germany’s 
defeat in war; Germans must struggle continually toward utopia, which 
he equated with the German Reich of the future. To be sure, Moeller van 
den Bruck was pragmatic in his demand for political action, his advocacy 
of the corporate state, and his desire to institute a planned economy (hence 
his praise of Lenin’s new economic policy).18 Yet he also retained the tradi-
tional elements that were so much a part of this kind of revolution, call-
ing for the maintenance of state authority, preferably that of a monarchy, 
as well as of the family structure.
 However, for Moeller van den Bruck the pragmatic was always sub-
sumed under the messianic. The arrival of the “Third Reich” would auto-
matically solve all outstanding problems. Such a belief was part of the 
“Third Force” in Germany: the purified national community of the future 
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would end all present difficulties and anxieties, social inequalities, and eco-
nomic crises. Man would then “overcome” the dialectic of earthly life. 
Small wonder that the Nazis enthusiastically annexed the fairy tale and 
folk legend to their cause. However, this vision of the future was rooted 
in the past—it was the traditional fairy tale which the Nazis used in creat-
ing their emphasis upon the modern Volk. Precedent was always an inte-
gral part of the Nazi ideology, and of Italian Fascism too—as when in the 
fourth year of Mussolini’s government the ancient monuments of Rome 
were restored. For Mussolini, however, history was never more than a 
platform from which to jump into an ill-defined future.
 Hitler and Goebbels’s obsession with history reached a climax at  
the moment of defeat: in 1945, they clung to memories of Frederick the 
Great, who had been saved from certain defeat by the opportune death of 
the Czarina Elizabeth, as well as remembering the victory of Rome over 
Carthage.19 Utopia and traditionalism were linked, a point to which we 
shall return when discussing the new fascist man.
 Ernst Bloch (1885–1977) called this urge to “overcome”—the mys- 
tical and millenarian dynamic—the “hidden revolution” essential to the 
realization of the true socialist revolution.20 Men must hope before they 
can act. National Socialism claimed to represent this “inner dynamic,” 
though it was always careful to state that the “Third Reich” stood at the 
threshold of fulfillment and that a period of struggle and suffering must 
precede eventual salvation. And indeed, in the end, this revolutionary tra-
dition did transfer a religious enthusiasm to secular government.
 While few would deny that in order to understand communism or 
bolshevism we have to comprehend their revolutionary tradition, fascism 
has often been discussed as if it had no such tradition. The revolution- 
ary appeal of fascism is easy to underestimate in our own time; the object 
has been to de-mystify, and a new positivism has captured the historical 
imagination.
 The fascist revolution built upon a deep bedrock of popular piety and, 
especially in Germany, upon a millenarianism that was apt to come to the 
fore in times of crisis. More about this tradition will be said in the chap-
ter below on the occult origins of National Socialism. The myths and 
symbols of nationalism were superimposed upon those of Christianity—
not only in the rhythms of public rites and ceremonies (even the Duce’s 
famed dialogues with the masses from his balcony are related to Chris-
tian “responses”)—but also in the appeal to apocalyptic and millenar- 
ian thought. Such appeals can be found in the very vocabulary of Nazi 
leaders. Their language grew out of Christianity as we mentioned in the 
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introduction; it was, after all, a language of faith. In 1935, for exam- 
ple, at Munich’s Feldherrnhalle, where his putsch of 1923 had resulted in 
a bloody fiasco, Hitler called those who had fallen earlier “my apostles,” 
and proclaimed that “with the Third Reich you have risen from the dead.” 
Many other examples spring to mind, as when the leader of the Labor 
Front, Robert Ley (1890–1945), asserted that “we have found the road to 
eternity.” The whole vocabulary of blood and soil was filled with Christian 
liturgical and religious meaning—the “blood” itself, the “martyrdom,” the 
“incarnation.”21

 Moreover, historians have recently found that in the past, millenari-
anism was not simply a protest by the poor against the rich, but a belief 
shared by most classes;22 not inherently psychotic, but a normal strain of 
popular piety running through the nineteenth century and into twentieth-
century Europe, and common to all nations. This background was vital 
for the cross-class appeal of National Socialism, and perhaps, despite a 
different emphasis, for Italian Fascism as well: the “New Man,” for whom 
all fascism yearned, was certainly easily integrated into such popular piety 
as it became transformed into political thought.
 The “Third Force” in Italy did not directly build upon a mystical tra-
dition, though it existed there as well as in Germany. Rather than referring 
to Savonarola, for example, Giovanni Gentile (1875–1944), the important 
fascist philosopher, saw in the fascist state a Hegelian synthesis, which 
resolved all contradictions. In consequence, German idealism was more 
important in Italian Fascism, derived from Gentile, than in National Social-
ism, though some Nazi philosophers used Hegel to prove that Hitler had 
ended the dialectic of history. After the Concordat of 1929, Italian Fas-
cism, seeking to rival the Church, became increasingly the religion of the 
state. The will to believe was emphasized, and the Italian anti-rational tra-
dition was searched for precedents.23 Yet when all was said and done, such 
efforts were sporadic, and some leading fascists retained their skepticism 
about “romanità” or civil religions.
 While the “Third Force” is vital for understanding fascism, its impor-
tance should not be exaggerated. For fascism, it was always “the experi-
ence” that counted, and not appeals to the intellect. In a play by Hanns 
Johst (1890–1978), written in 1934, the young Leo Schlageter, about to 
fight against the French occupation of the Ruhr Valley after the First World 
War, facing his socialist father speaks these lines:

Son (August): The young people don’t pay much attention to these old 
slogans anymore . . . the class struggle is dying out.
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Father (Schneider): So . . . and what do you live on then?
Son: The Volk Community . . .
Father: And that’s a slogan . . . ?
Son: No, it’s an experience!24

 It was an organic view of the world, which was supposed to take in 
the whole man and thus end his alienation. A fundamental redefinition  
is involved in such a view of man and his place in the world. “Politics,” 
wrote the Italian Fascist Giuseppe Bottai (1895–1959), “is an attitude 
toward life itself,”25 and this phrase is repeated word for word in National 
Socialist literature. Horia Sima (1906–1993), one of Corneliu Codreanu’s 
(1899–1938) successors in the leadership of the Romanian Iron Guard, 
summed it up: “We must cease to separate the spiritual from the politi- 
cal man. All history is a commentary upon the life of the spirit.”26 When 
fascists spoke of culture, they meant a proper attitude toward life: encom-
passing the ability to accept a faith, the work ethic, and discipline, but 
also receptivity to art and the appreciation of the native landscape.27 The 
true community was symbolized by factors opposed to materialism, by 
art and literature, the symbols of the past and the stereotypes of the pres-
ent. The National Socialist emphasis upon myth, symbol, literature, and 
art is indeed common to all fascism.
 If, then, fascism saw itself as a cultural movement, any comparative 
study must be based upon an analysis of cultural similarities and dif- 
ferences. Social and economic programs varied widely, not only between 
different fascisms but within each fascist movement. Some historians and 
political scientists have stumbled over this fact; for them, culture defined 
as “attitudes toward life” is no substitute for neatly coherent systems of 
political thought. They believe, as mentioned in our introduction, that 
fascism was devoid of intellectual substance, a mere reflection of move-
ments which depend upon well-constructed ideologies. This has led many 
of them to underestimate fascism, to see it as a temporary response to 
crises, vanishing when normality is restored (though Italian Fascism, with 
its twenty years in power, is surely more than a “temporary response”). 
In reality, fascism was based upon a strong and unique revolutionary tra-
dition, fired by the emphasis on youth and the war experience; it was able 
to create a mass consensus that was finally broken only by a lost war.
 Fascism was a movement of youth, not only in the sense that it cov-
ered a definite span of time but also in its membership. The fin de siècle had 
seen a rebellion of the young against society, parents, and school; they 
longed for a new sense of community. These youths were of bourgeois 
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background, and their dominant concern for several generations had been 
with national unity rather than with social and economic change—for 
which they felt little need. Thus they were quite prepared to have their 
urge to revolt directed into national channels, on behalf of a community 
which seemed to them one of the “soul” and not an artificial creation. 
Such were the young who streamed not only into the earlier German 
Youth Movement but also into the fasci and the SA, and who made up the 
cadres of other fascist movements. Returned from the war, they wanted 
to prolong the camaraderie of the trenches or if they were too young to 
have fought, repeat an experience which had been idealized in retrospect. 
Fascism offered them this chance. It is well to note in this connection that 
the early fascists were a new grouping, not yet bureaucratized, and that 
their supposed open-endedness made them appear more dynamic than 
rival political parties. The leaders, too, were young by the standards of 
that age—Mussolini became prime minister at thirty-nine; Hitler attained 
the chancellorship at forty-four.
 Youth symbolized vigor and action; ideology was joined to fact. Fascist 
heroes and martyrs died at an early age in order to enter the pantheon, 
and symbolic representations of youth expressed the ideal type in artistic 
form. This was the classical ideal of beauty, which had become the manly 
stereotype. There must have been many who, like Albert Speer’s mother, 
voted for the Nazis because they were young and clean-cut. The hero of the 
Italian novel Generazione (Generations, 1930), by Adolfo Baiocchi, finds 
his way from communism to fascism. His final conversion comes when he 
sees his former comrades, now unattractive, dirty, and disheveled, taken 
away by the police after an unsuccessful attempt at revolution: “These 
are the men of the future?” Similarly in the Nazi film Hitler-Junge Quex 
(1933), the communists were slovenly and disheveled while the Hitler 
Youth were clean-cut, true and respectable men. Monuments to the sol-
diers who fell in the First World War often represented young Siegfrieds 
or Greek youths. Indeed, this stereotype was reinforced by the war when 
the cult of youth joined the cult of the nation.
 The war became a symbol of youth in its activism, its optimism, and 
its heroic sacrifice. For Germans, the Battle of Langemarck (November 
1914), where members of the German Youth Movement were mowed 
down in thousands, came to stand for the sacrifice of heroic youth. The 
flower of the nation, so the myth tells us, went singing to their death. One 
writer, Rudolf Binding (1867–1938), asserted that through this sacrifice 
only German youth had the right to symbolize national renewal among 
the youth of the world.28
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 Benito Mussolini also declared himself the spokesman of a youth that 
had shown its mettle in war. While Hitler promised to erase the “shame 
of Versailles,” Mussolini wanted to complete Italy’s “mutilated” victory 
in the Great War. Both took up the slogan of the young and old nations 
which gained currency after the war as a reassertion of the defeated against 
the victors.
 Fascism thus built upon the war experience, which, in different ways, 
had shaped the outlook of Mussolini and Hitler themselves toward the 
world: the former moving from a Nietzschean rather than a Marxist social-
ism to ideals of nationalism and struggle; the latter deepening his ever-
present racist worldview. Above all, for millions of their contemporaries 
the war was the most profound experience of their lives. While a very few 
became pacifists, many more attempted to confront the mass death they 
had witnessed by elevating it into myth. Both in Germany and Italy the 
Myth of the War Experience—the glory of the struggle, the legacy of the 
martyrs, the camaraderie of the trenches—defeated any resolve never to 
have war again. France, the victorious and satisfied nation, saw the rise 
of powerful veterans’ movements which proclaimed an end to all war;29 
but in Germany and Italy such movements proclaimed the coming resur-
rection of the fatherland.
 The left in Germany and Italy, as in all other nations, had difficulty in 
coming to grips with this war experience, shared though it was by their 
own members. Social Democrats and communists sometimes paraded in 
their old uniforms (but without decorations), and founded self-defense 
and paramilitary organizations, like the Reichsbanner in Germany (which 
was supposed to defend the Republic). But in the last resort the left was 
halfhearted about all this, and its didactic and cosmopolitan heritage, as 
well as its pacifist traditions, proved stronger. The communists while they 
were ready to discard this past, found it impossible to redirect loyalty away 
from the fatherland and toward the Red Army.30 To this day, few historians 
have investigated the left’s confrontation with the war experience, perhaps 
in itself a comment on the continued underestimation of this myth as a 
political force. Here was a political void readily occupied by the fascists.
 The war experience aided fascism in another, more indirect manner. 
The front-line soldiers had become immune to the horrors of war, mass 
death, wounded and mutilated comrades. They had faced such unparal-
leled experiences either with stoicism or with a sense of sacrifice—war 
had given meaning to their dull and routine lives. Indeed, the war experi-
ence, despite all its horrors, catered to the longing for the exceptional,  
the escape from the treadmill of everyday life and its responsibilities. The 
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political liturgy of fascism with its countless festivals catered to the same 
dream of excitement, of taking part in meaningful action. Typical was the 
expression, often repeated during the war, that death in battle had made 
life worthwhile.
 Whatever the actual attitudes of the front-line soldiers during the war, 
their war experience later took on the appearance of myth, concretized 
through countless war cemeteries and memorials. The cult of the fallen 
soldier was central to the Myth of the War Experience in defeated Ger-
many and Italy, and the dead were used to spur on the living to ever 
greater efforts of revenge. Mussolini put it succinctly: “A people which 
deifies its fallen can never be beaten.” It was said that Hitler offered up 
his conquests on the altar of the war dead.31 The horrors of war became 
part of an as yet incomplete struggle for national and personal fulfillment.
 The acceptance of war was aided by new techniques of communica-
tion, which tended to trivialize mass death by making it a familiar part of 
an organized and channeled experience shared by thousands. For exam-
ple, the battlefields of France and Flanders were among the tourist attrac-
tions organized by Thomas Cook and Sons. The massed and impersonal 
military cemeteries were faced by an equally impersonal mass of tour- 
ists, who could buy souvenir shells, helmets, and decorations. Still more 
important, the First World War was also the first war in the era of photog-
raphy. During the war, postcards, films, and newsreels showed happy and 
healthy soldiers, and emphasized their work of destroying farms, towns, 
and churches rather than the dead and wounded. After the war, tourists 
could photograph the trenches, but what had once been experienced in 
these trenches was now for the most part tidied up and surrounded by 
flowers and shrubs.
 Most people, however, were familiar with the face of war through the 
countless picture books that appeared after 1918. The illustrations and 
photographs of the peaceful dead or wounded were presented as a part 
of a glorious struggle, a desirable sacrifice that would reap its deserved 
reward. One such book, typical of the genre, called the war both horrible 
and yet a purveyor of aesthetic values. Arms were depicted as symbols of 
the highest human accomplishment, armed conflict as the overcoming of 
self in the service of collective ideals and values.32 Horror pictures were 
transcended, suffused with ideals of sacredness and sacrifice; the dead and 
mangled corpses of soldiers were by association equated with the body of 
Christ in the service not of individual, but of national salvation.
 Through this dual process of trivialization and transcendence, the war 
experience served the purposes alike of the dynamic of fascism and of the 
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movement’s brutality. Death and suffering lost their sting: the martyrs con-
tinued to live as a spiritual part of the nation while exhorting it to regen-
erate itself and to destroy its enemies.
 Joseph Goebbels’s definition of the nature of a revolutionary, written 
in 1945 when Germany faced defeat, is typical of the process of bru- 
talization begun by the First World War. The Nazis, in common with  
all fascists, had always condemned half-measures as typically bourgeois 
and anti-revolutionary. Goebbels now defined as “revolutionary” those 
who would accept no compromise in executing a scorched earth policy, 
or in shooting shirkers and deserters. Refusal to carry out such actions 
marked the worn-out old bourgeois.33 During the desperate years of the 
Republic of Salò, Mussolini also resorted to brutal measures, even at times 
threatening to execute pupils who refused to attend school.34 There is 
little doubt that the Myth of the War Experience made fascist brutality 
more acceptable and fascism itself more attractive. Here was none of the 
ambivalence, shared by socialists and liberals, toward what millions must 
have regarded—if they survived—as a great experience, and perhaps, as we 
have mentioned, even the high point of their otherwise uneventful lives.
 The crucial role which the war experience played in National Social-
ism is well enough known. The war was “a lovely dream” and a “miracle 
of achievement,” as one Nazi children’s book put it. Any death in war was 
a hero death and thus the true fulfillment of life.35 There was no doubt 
here about the “greatness and necessity of war.”36 In Mussolini’s hands, 
this myth had even greater force because of the absence of a truly coher-
ent völkisch ideology in Italy. The fascist struggle was a continuation of 
the war experience. But here, as in Germany, the glorification of struggle 
was linked to wartime camaraderie and put forward as a method to end 
class divisions within the nation. “Not class war but class solidarity” 
reigned in the face of death, wrote an Italian Fascist who had been a syn-
dicalist up to the last months of the war; it was not a conflict between 
potentates or capitalists but a necessity for the defense of the people. His-
torical materialism was dead.37

 The élan of the battlefield was transformed into activism at home. 
The fasci and the German storm troopers regarded their postwar world 
as an enemy, which as patriotic shock troops they must destroy. Indeed, 
the leaders of these formations were in large part former front-line offi-
cers: Röhm, the head of the SA; Codreanu, founder of the Iron Guard; 
Emilio De Bono (1866–1944) in Italy, and Ferenc Szálasi (1897–1946) in 
Hungary—to give only a few examples. But this activism was tamed by 
the “magic” of the leadership of which Gustave Le Bon (1841–1931) had 
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written toward the end of the nineteenth century. Among the returned 
veterans it was even more easily controllable, for they desperately sought 
comradeship and leadership, not only because of the war experience but 
also to counteract their sense of isolation within a nation that had not 
lived up to their expectations.
 The revolutionary tradition of the “Third Force” contained ingredi-
ents essential to this taming process: stress upon the national past and  
the mystical community of the nation; emphasis upon that middle-class 
respectability which proved essential for political success. The cult element 
to which we referred earlier gave it direction by channeling attention 
toward the eternal verities, which must never be forgotten. Activism there 
must be, enthusiasm was essential; the leader, aided by fascist methods of 
self-representation would direct it into the proper channels.
 Here the liturgical element must be mentioned again, for the “eternal 
verities” were purveyed and reinforced through the endless repetition of 
slogans, choruses, symbols, and participation in group and mass ceremo-
nies. These were the techniques that went into the taming of the revolu-
tion and that made fascism a new religion annexing rites long familiar 
through centuries of religious observance. Fascist mass meetings seemed 
something new, and so they were in the technology used and the mise-en-
scène, but they also contained predominantly traditional elements in the 
technique of mass participation as well as in ideology.
 To be sure, this process did not always work. The youthful enthusiasm 
that reigned at the outset of the movement was apt to be disappointed with 
its course. Italy, where fascism lasted longest, provides the best example, 
for the danger point came with the second fascist generation. There, the 
young men of the “class of ’35” wanted to return to the beginnings of the 
movement, to its activism and its war on alienation—in short, to con-
struct the fascist utopia. By 1936, they had formed a resistance move-
ment within Italian Fascism, which stressed that “open-endedness” the 
revolution had at first seemed to promise: to go to “the limits of Fascism 
where all possibilities are open.”38 Similar signs can be discerned as Nazism 
developed, but here the SS managed to capture the activist spirit. Had it 
not been for the Second World War, Hitler might well have had difficulty 
with the SS, which thought of itself as an activist and spartan elite. But 
then fascism never had a chance to grow old except in Italy; given the 
ingredients that went into the revolution, old age might have presented 
the movement with a severe crisis.
 But in the last resort taming was always combined with activism, 
traditionalism inevitably went hand in hand with a nostalgic revolution. 
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Both Hitler and Mussolini disliked drawing up party programs, for this 
smacked of “dogmatism.” Fascism stressed “movement”—Hitler called 
his party a “Bewegung,” and Mussolini for some time favored Marinetti’s 
Futurism as an artistic and literary form that stressed both movement and 
struggle. All European fascisms gave the impression that the movement 
was open-ended, a continuous Nietzschean ecstasy. But in reality definite 
limits were provided to this activism by the emphasis upon nationalism, 
sometimes upon racism, and by the longing for a restoration of traditional 
morality. The only variety of fascism of which this is not wholly true is to 
be found among the intellectuals in France. There a man like Pierre Drieu 
La Rochelle (1893–1945) continued to exalt the “provisional”—the idea 
that all existing reality can be destroyed in one moment.39 Elsewhere that 
reality was “eternal” and activism was directed into destroying the exist-
ing order so that the eternal verity of Volk or nation could triumph, and 
with it the restoration of traditional morality.
 The traditionalism of the fascist movement coincided with existing 
society’s most basic moral values. This was to be a respectable revolution. 
When Hans Naumann (1886–1951) spoke at the Nazi book-burning in 
1933, he exalted activism; the more books burned the better. But he ended 
his speech by stressing the traditional bonds of family and Volk. Giuseppe 
Bottai, too, had called for a “spiritual renewal,” and, in Belgium, the 
leading Rexist Jean Denis (1902–1992) held that without a moral revolu-
tion there could be no revolution at all.40 Some fascisms defined the moral 
revolution within the context of a traditional Christianity: this is true of 
the Belgian Rexist movement, for example, as well as of the Romanian 
Iron Guard. The Nazis substituted racism for religion, but once more, the 
morality was that shared with the rest of respectable society.
 Almost all analyses of fascism have been preoccupied with the crucial 
support it received from the bourgeoisie. However, the Marxist model, 
based upon the function of each class in the process of production, is 
much too narrow to account for the general support of fascism. A com-
mon ethos united businessmen, government officials, and the intellectual 
professions that made up the bourgeoisie.41 They were concerned about 
their status, access to education, and opportunity for advancement. At 
the same time they saw their world as resting upon the pillars of respect-
ability: hard work, self-discipline, and good manners—always exempli-
fied in a stereotyped ideal of male beauty which the Nazis annexed as one 
of their prime symbols.42 The so-called middle-class morality, which had 
come to dominate Europe since the end of the eighteenth century, gave 
them security in a competitive world. Moreover, toward the end of the 
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nineteenth century, the very structure of this world was challenged through 
the youthful revolt against accepted manners and morals by some school-
boys, bohemians, radicals, and the cultural avant-garde.
 Nationalism annexed this world of respectability, as did racism in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, promising to protect it and to restore its purity 
against all challengers. This explains the puritanism of National Socialism, 
its emphasis upon chastity, the family, good manners, and the banishment 
of women from public life. However, there is no evidence that the work-
ers did not also share such longings: the workers’ culture did not oppose 
the virtues of the bourgeois consensus, it had co-opted the standards of 
respectability long ago. There was no repeating the brief relaxation of 
normative manners and morals that occurred in the years following the 
October Revolution in Russia.
 Thomas Childers has supplied much evidence concerning the amor-
phous nature of the Nazi electorate. The Nazis, in the end, capitalized on 
the resentment felt by all classes, including the working class.43 Italian 
Fascism, Renzo De Felice has told us, was in large part an expression of 
the emerging, mobile, middle classes, the bourgeois who were already  
an important social force and were now attempting to acquire political 
power.44 This is exactly the opposite of the Bonapartist analysis, once so 
popular among the left, which adapts to fascism Karl Marx’s discussion of 
the dictatorship of Napoleon III. The middle class gave up political power, 
so the argument runs, in order to keep their social and economic power.
 As a matter of fact, in Italy, and also in other European fascist move-
ments, some important leaders came from the left: for the most part they 
were syndicalists inspired by the war and the activism promised by the 
movement. Jacques Doriot (1898–1945), the only really significant leader 
of French fascism, traveled from the militant left to fascism—a road, as 
Gilbert Allardyce has shown, not so different from that of Mussolini ear-
lier. Doriot wanted a greater dynamic within French communism, and was 
impatient with party bureaucracy and discipline. As a fascist, he advocated 
“a revolution in France with French materials.”45 Nationalism became 
the refuge for such frustrated revolutionaries. National Socialism did not, 
by and large, attract former leaders of the left. German Social Democrats 
and communists were too disciplined to desert so easily; moreover, they 
formed an almost self-contained subculture, whose comfort was not read-
ily rejected. Revolutionary traditions, lively in Italy and France, easily be- 
came fossilized dogma in Germany.
 Fascism thus attracted a motley crowd of followers from different 
backgrounds and of all classes, even though the bourgeoisie provided the 
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backbone of the movement and most of the leaders. Rather than renewed 
attempts to show that fascism could not attract the working class, at  
best a partial truth, the very diversity of such support needs analysis. 
Most large-scale business and industrial enterprise, as we now know, did 
not support the Nazis before their seizure of power, and indeed looked 
upon them as potential radicals.46 The Hitler government of 1933, which 
they did support, was at first a coalition in which conservatives predomi-
nated. When, six months later, the conservatives left the cabinet, indus- 
trialists compromised with Hitler, just as the Industrial Alliance in Italy 
came to support Mussolini. But even so, the primacy of fascist politics 
over economics remains a fact: the myth pushed economic interests into 
a subservient position. Until the very end, Adolf Hitler believed that a 
political confession of faith was the prerequisite for all action. From his 
experience in the First World War, he drew the lesson that man’s world-
view was primary in determining his fate.47 It was the fascist myth which 
had cross-class appeal, and which, together with the very tangible suc-
cesses of the regimes, made possible the consensus upon which they were 
at first based.
 Fascist movements seem to have been most successful in mobilizing 
the lower classes in underdeveloped European countries where the mid-
dle class was small and isolated. Spain provides one example in the West, 
and it is true of the Iron Guard as well as of the Hungarian fascist move-
ment in Eastern Europe. To be sure, in those countries the bourgeoisie 
was not as strong as elsewhere; but another factor is of greater impor-
tance in explaining the fascist appeal to the laboring and peasant classes. 
Here, for the first time, was a movement which tried to bring these seg-
ments of society into political participation, for in such nations Marxist 
movements were strictly prohibited. The stress upon an end to alienation, 
the ideal of the organic community, brought dividends—for the exclusion 
of workers and peasants from society had been so total that purely eco-
nomic considerations did not provide the sole or perhaps even the principal 
reason for joining.
 The fascist myth was based upon the national mystique, its own  
revolutionary and dynamic traditions, which we have discussed, and the 
continuation of the war experience in peacetime. It also encompassed rem-
nants of previous ideologies and political attitudes, many of them para-
doxically hostile to fascist traditions. It was a scavenger which attempted 
to co-opt all that had appealed to people in the nineteenth- and twentieth-
century past: Romanticism, liberalism, and socialism, as well as Darwin-
ism and modern technology. Too little attention has been paid to this 
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co-optation; it has been subsumed under the so-called eclecticism of fas-
cism. But in reality all these fragments of the past were integrated into a 
coherent attitude toward life through the basic fascist nationalist myth.
 The romantic tradition infused the national mystique, but it was also 
present in the literature and art supported by the fascists, especially by 
the Nazis. It had supplied the framework for a popular culture that had 
changed little during the preceding century. Adventure, danger, and roman-
tic love were the constant themes, but always combined with the virtues we 
have mentioned: hard work, sexual purity, in short, the respectability at 
the core of normative morality. Here the novels of Karl May (1842–1912) 
in Germany, with a circulation of half a million by 1913 and 18 million 
by 1938, are typical. They were set in faraway places—the American plains 
or the Orient—and combined a romantic setting with the defense of good 
against evil, bodily purity, law and order, against those who would destroy 
them. Interestingly enough, many Nazis wanted to ban May’s stories be- 
cause he exalted the American Indian race and pleaded for tolerance and 
understanding between peoples. Hitler, however, had his novels distributed 
to the armed forces during the Second World War. He once said that Karl 
May had opened his eyes to the world, and this was true of many millions 
of German youth. The virtues which American Indian heroes defended 
against evil European trappers were precisely those the Nazis also prom-
ised to defend. They called themselves tolerant—but the tolerance and 
compassion that fill May’s novels would come about only after Hitler had 
won his battles, and eliminated the “intolerant” Jewish world conspiracy.48

 Unfortunately, we have seen no detailed analysis of similar novels 
popular in the Italy of the 1920s and 1930s.49 But both National Social-
ism and Italian Fascism used the phrase “romantic realism” to describe 
realistic character portrayal within a romantic setting.50 In Italy, such 
realism was expressed through the strictness of classical form. Thus  
Francesco Sapori (1890–1964) could summarize these aspirations: “Live 
romantically, as well as according to the classical idea. Long live Italy!”51 
Sapori was a member of the “Novecento” (Twentieth Century) group of 
writers and artists who wanted to create a native Italian style that was 
both natural and neo-classical. Though inspired by Mussolini’s friend 
(and mistress) Margherita Sarfatti (1880–1961), it was but one of sev- 
eral competing cultural groups in Fascist Italy. “Magic realism” was their 
formula, created by the writer Massimo Bontempelli (1878–1960). Such 
romantic realism had already informed popular literature in the past, and 
provided a mystical and sentimental dimension even while proclaiming a 
clarity of purpose everyone could understand. Painters like Felice Casorati 
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(1883–1963) in Fascist Italy or Adolf Ziegler (1892–1959) in Germany 
(Hitler’s own favorite) provided corresponding examples in the visual arts.
 Admittedly, here as elsewhere “magic realism” exemplified only one 
trend in Italy, while in Germany it was officially approved and furthered. 
But even in Germany non-approved literature could be obtained, at least 
until the war broke out. Parallels can also be drawn between Italian  
and German architecture under fascism, though in Italy even a party 
building could still reflect avant-garde style. (In Germany, among non-
representational buildings and even in military barracks, the otherwise 
condemned Bauhaus style often surfaced.) The athletic stadium “Foro 
Mussolini” was praised for the same “simplicity of style,” the hard lines 
displayed by the Nazi Nuremberg Stadium. The plea that architectural 
material must be genuine and subordinated to that “divine harmony” 
which reflected the Italian spirit was duplicated in Germany.52

 Romanticism was integrated into fascism all the more easily because it 
had always provided the major inspiration for nationalist thought. “Magic 
realism” stood side by side with the romanticized view of the past: whether 
it was the ancient Germans who had defeated the Roman Legions, or 
those Roman ruins that were now bathed nightly in a romantic light, the 
kind of illumination so attractive to Italian Fascism. Differences between 
the two political styles existed. The liturgy was not quite as all-embracing 
in Italy as in Germany; and the regime was less concerned with the total 
control over culture. There was some truth to the contention that the Ital-
ian Fascist dictatorship was an innovative force in the arts which could 
persist into the 1930s,53 but in Germany no such assertion was ever pos-
sible except in the first years of the regime when some leaders like Goebbels 
patronized the Expressionists until Hitler himself put a stop to it. However, 
for such nationalist movements, these differences are matters of degree, 
not absolutes. Some of the differences may relate to the fact that Mus-
solini was a journalist, never really comfortable with the visual expressions 
of fascism, while Hitler thought of himself as an architect and was not 
truly interested in the written word.
 Liberal ideas were interwoven with Romanticism. Middle-class man-
ners and morals would lead to success (the Cinderellas of popular litera-
ture were models of respectability). But as there was no real Horatio Alger 
(1832–1899) tradition in Europe, it was the “pure heart” that counted and 
made possible Cinderella’s progress from kitchen to ballroom. Moreover, 
fascists everywhere believed in the threat posed by degeneration which the 
liberal Max Nordau (1849–1923) had popularized during the last decade 
of the nineteenth century.
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 Nordau saw the moderns in art and literature as literally sick people, 
maintaining that their lack of clarity, inability to uphold moral standards, 
and absence of self-discipline all sprang from the degeneration of their 
physical organism. The Nazis, of course, illustrated their opposition to 
artistic modernism by the exhibition of “degenerate art,” and Hitler and 
Mussolini prided themselves on the supposed clarity of their rhetoric. 
Fascism deprived the concept of degeneration of its original foundations: 
clinical observation linked to a universe ruled by scientific laws. But this 
was typical of such annexations—the popular and traditional superstruc-
ture was absorbed but now set upon racial or nationalist foundation.
 The concept of degeneration had provided the foil to the liberal’s con-
cept of clarity, decency, and natural laws. Fascism also took over the ide-
als of tolerance and freedom, changing both to fit its model. Tolerance,  
as mentioned earlier, was claimed by fascists in antithesis to their suppos-
edly intolerant enemies, while freedom was placed within the community. 
To be tolerant meant not tolerating those who opposed fascism: individual 
liberty was possible only within the collectivity. Here once more, concepts 
that had become part and parcel of established patterns of thought were 
not rejected (as so many historians have claimed) but instead co-opted—
fascism would bring about ideals with which people were comfortable, 
but only on its own terms.
 Socialism was also emasculated. The hatred of capitalism was directed 
against finance capitalism only. At first glance, the opposition to the bour-
geoisie seemed to be shared equally between Nazis and socialists, as both 
thundered against the moribund bourgeois era. However, fascism cut away 
the class basis of socialist opposition to the bourgeoisie and substituted the 
war between generations. “Bourgeois” no longer meant a class of exploit-
ers, but the old and worn out, those who lacked a vibrant dynamic. The 
setting of the young against the old was a theme which, as we saw earlier, 
fascism co-opted from the fin de siècle and then transferred from people 
to nations. Thus young nations with their dynamic fascist youth con-
fronted the old nations with their ancient pot-bellied parliamentarians. 
This was the fascist “class struggle,” and here the socialist vocabulary was 
employed. In this, the Italian fascists went beyond the National Social-
ists. Fascist students exalted the Latin, Roman, fascist revolution at the 
expense of the fat and pacifist bourgeois. Indeed, in Italy the lower mid-
dle class (never clearly defined) was constantly berated as being incapable 
of grasping the myths of nationalism and war, and as lacking any power of 
social interaction. It is perhaps ironic that certain Italian Fascists saw their 
adversary as precisely that lower middle class which, according to some 
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modern historians, constituted the most important social basis of fascism. 
This anti-bourgeois rhetoric was undoubtedly also part of the resentment 
that fascist leaders, usually from modest backgrounds, felt against so-called 
established society.
 Fascists not only borrowed socialist rhetoric, they also made use of 
some rituals provided by working-class meetings: the massed flags, and 
the color red, for example. Moreover, some of the socialist workers’ cul-
tural and sports organizations were adapted to fascist ends. The liturgy 
was for the most part based on nationalist precedent from the previous 
century, but, with typical eclecticism, useful socialist examples were also 
appropriated.54

 Fascism absorbed important parts of well-established ideologies like 
Romanticism, liberalism, or socialism; but it was also not afraid to annex 
modern technology if this could be embedded within fascist myths. Indeed, 
the dictators were singularly perceptive in their appreciation of techno-
logical advance.
 Both Hitler and Mussolini had a passion for speed—aircraft and 
powerful cars provided one outlet for their activism. Hitler was the first 
German politician to use an airplane in order to make campaign appear-
ances throughout Germany on the same day. Use of the latest technol- 
ogy was immediately linked to Nazi ideology: Hitler literally dropping 
from the sky, Hitler by his personal courage helping to pilot his plane 
throughout an awesome storm (this story with its obvious biblical anal-
ogy was required reading in Third Reich schools). But Mussolini shared 
this passion, and in both regimes air aces like Hermann Göring or Italo 
Balbo (1896–1940) had a special status and were surrounded by an aura 
of adventure and daring.
 Anson Rabinbach has shown how technology was used to improve 
modes of production in Germany, how the program known as the “Beauty 
of Labor” turned fear of the machine into a glorification of technology 
through emphasis on efficiency and völkisch aesthetics.55 The newest tech-
nology was annexed to an ideology that looked to the past in order to 
determine the future.
 Little is as yet known of how Italian Fascism absorbed and used tra-
ditional modes of thought as well as the newest technology. In fact, the 
Italian Nationalist Association (founded in 1910), which was to be Mus-
solini’s partner in fascist rule, combined emphasis upon industrial growth 
and modern technology with the nationalist mystique.56 Nationalism, and 
even völkisch thought, were not necessarily opposed to modernization, 
provided it was made to serve the ideology of the regime, which in turn 
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justified it. That is why, for example, the Nazis supported modern tech-
nology and industrial planning, but opposed modern physics as a “Jew-
ish science”—pragmatism was accepted, but any science resting on an 
abstract theoretical base had to be examined for racial purity.
 Italian Fascism had no such anti-scientific bias. There, for example, 
the physicist and Nobel Laureate Enrico Fermi (1901–1954) flourished 
during the 1930s until the proclamation of the racial laws. In Germany, 
völkisch thought transformed the scientist into a provincial. Films in the 
Third Reich, for example, praised the faithful family physician, and favor-
ably contrasted this avuncular type to a many-sided scientist like Rudolf 
Virchow (1821–1902). For all that, Germany as well as Italy integrated 
technology into fascism, using it to praise and further modernization as 
well as to enhance the political liturgy (as in Albert Speer’s dome of light 
in mass festivals, borrowed from the anti-aircraft batteries of the defense 
establishment).57

 Within its basic presuppositions of revolution, nationalism, and the 
war experience, fascism contained two rhythms: the amoeba-like absorp-
tion of ideas from the mainstream of popular thought and culture, coun-
tered by the urge toward activism and its taming. Both were set within 
the nationalist myth, and all together provided the proper attitude toward 
life. Fascism attempted to cater to everything people held dear, to give new 
meaning to daily routine and to offer salvation without risk. The fact that 
Adolf Hitler shared in popular tastes and longings, that in this sense he 
was a man of the people, was one vital ingredient of his success. Musso-
lini entertained intellectual pretensions that Hitler never claimed, nor did 
he share the tastes of the people, perhaps because in Italy popular culture 
was diversified in a nation with stronger regional traditions and ties than 
Germany.
 The frequent contention that fascist culture diverged from the main-
stream of European culture cannot be upheld; on the contrary, it absorbed 
most of what had the greatest mass appeal in the past. In fact, it posi-
tioned itself much more in this mainstream than socialism, which tried to 
educate and elevate the tastes of the worker. Fascism made no such attempt: 
it accepted the common man’s preferences and went on to direct them  
to its own ends. Moreover, the lack of original ideas was not a disadvan-
tage, as many historians have implied, for originality does not necessarily 
lead to success in an age of democratic mass politics. The synthesis which 
fascism attempted between activism and order, revolution and the absorp-
tion of past traditions, proved singularly successful. To be sure, Marxism, 
conservatism, and liberalism made original contributions to European 
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thought, but they underwent a long period of gestation, and by the time 
they became politically important movements, they had founded their own 
traditions. Fascism, appearing as a political force only after the First World 
War, had no time to create a tradition for itself: like Hitler, it was in a 
hurry, confronted with an old order that seemed about to fall. Those who 
did not strike at once were sure to be overtaken by other radicals of the 
left or right.
 Yet fascism would never have worked without the tangible successes 
achieved by fascist regimes; social and economic factors are not to be 
ignored and we shall return to them later. But the preeminence of the 
cultural factors already discussed is certainly the other half of the dialec-
tic. Without them, the ways in which the men and women of those times 
were motivated cannot be properly understood.
 What, then, of the fascist utopia? It was certainly a part of the fascist 
myth. The fairy tale would come true once the enemies had been defeated. 
The happy ending was assured. But first men must “overcome”—the 
mystical ingredient of National Socialism was strong here; and in Italy, 
the ideal of continuing the wartime sacrifice was stressed. The happy  
end would bring about the “new Rome” or the Third German Empire, 
infused with middle-class virtues, a combination of the ancient past and 
the nineteenth-century bourgeois ideal. The new fascist man would usher 
in this utopia—and he already existed, exemplified by the Führer and the 
Duce. Eventually, it was implied, all Germans or Italians would approach 
their example.
 The new fascist man provided the ideal stereotype for all fascist move-
ments. He was, naturally, masculine: fascism represented itself as a soci-
ety of males, re-enforced by the struggle for national unity that had created 
fellowships such as “Young Italy,” or the German fraternities and gym-
nastic societies. Moreover, the cult of masculinity of the fin de siècle, which 
Nietzsche himself so well exemplified, contributed its influence. More 
immediately, a male society continued into the peace the wartime cama-
raderie of the trenches, that Myth of the War Experience so important in 
all of fascism. The masculine ideal did not remain abstract, but was per-
sonified in ideals of male strength and beauty.
 Such an ideal may be vague, as in a children’s book where the Duce  
is described as being as beautiful as the sun, as good as the light, and as 
strong as the hurricane.58 It is less vague in sculptures of the Duce as a 
Renaissance prince or, more often, as the emperor Augustus. In addition, 
the innumerable pictures of the Duce harvesting, running, boxing—often 
bare-chested—projected a strong and invulnerable masculinity. Yet such 
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stereotypes were not all-pervasive in Italy; they were all but absent even 
at such events as the exhibition honoring the tenth anniversary of the 
March on Rome (1933).59 The inner characteristics of this New Man 
were expressed through the strength and harmony of his body: athletic, 
persevering, in control of his passions, filled with self-denial and the spirit 
of sacrifice. At the same time, the new fascist man must be energetic, coura-
geous, and spartan.60 The ideal fascist was the very opposite of muddle-
headed, talkative, intellectualizing liberals and socialists—the exhausted, 
tired old men of the old order. Indeed, Italian Fascism’s dream of an age-
old masculine ideal has not vanished from our own time.
 Germany shared such ideals of the male society and the new fascist 
man, but much more consistently. This gave the Nazi utopia quite a dif-
ferent direction from that of Italy. Völkisch thought had always advo-
cated the ideal of the “Bund” of males; the German Youth Movement 
reinforced the link between the fellowship of men and the national mys-
tique, while the war completed the task. Mussolini might talk about the 
war and the continuing struggle, but right-wing Germans believed that a 
new race of men had already emerged from the war—energy come alive, 
as Ernst Jünger put it; lithe, muscular bodies, angular faces, and eyes 
hardened by the horrors they had seen.61 Here the inner nature of the  
new race was immediately connected with its outward features. When-
ever Adolf Hitler talked about the “new German,” he wasted little time 
on the inner self of the Aryan but instead defined him immediately through 
an ideal of beauty—“Rank und Schlank” (slim and tall) was his phrase.62 
There was never any doubt about how the ideal German looked, and it  
is impossible to imagine a Nazi exposition without the presence of this 
stereotype.
 Racism made the difference. It gave to völkisch thought a dimension 
which Italian Fascism lacked. To be sure, as we shall see later, an effort 
was made to introduce this dimension into Italy with the Racial Laws of 
1938, but these were by and large less successful as far as the stereotype 
was concerned. The Aryan myth had from its beginning in the eighteenth 
century linked the inward to the outward man, and combined scientific 
pretensions with an aesthetic theory that saw in Greek sculpture the ideal 
of male beauty.63 Indeed, while the nude male was commonplace in Ger-
man völkisch art (see chapter 10), the female was usually veiled: the mod-
est and chaste bearer of the children of the race had to be hidden from 
public view.
 Was the fascist man then tied to the past or was he the creator of new 
values? Renzo De Felice has seen here one of the chief differences between 
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Italian Fascism and German National Socialism. For the Germans, the 
man of the future had always existed, even in the past, for the race was 
eternal, like the trunk of a tree, while the ideal man of Italian Fascism 
created new values.64 If we look at the famous definition of Fascism given 
by Mussolini and Giovanni Gentile in the Encyclopedia Italiana (1932), 
the new “Fascist man” is, on the one hand, set within the Italian patriotic 
tradition, and, on the other, supposed to live a superior life unconstrained 
by space and time. He must sacrifice his personal interests and realize that 
it is his spirituality which gives him human values. But his spirituality must 
be informed by history, meaning Italian traditions and national memo-
ries. Such an apparent paradox of standing within and yet soaring above 
tradition accompanied most discussions of the new Fascist man in Italy. 
Man must proceed to ever higher forms of consciousness, culture must 
not crystallize, and yet the great Italian authors of the past must be stud-
ied (“These are germs which can fructify our spirit and give us spontane-
ity”).65 The Universal Roman Exhibition of 1942 illustrated such principles 
concretely. Indeed, the new Rome built for this exhibition (Rome Eure) 
was supposed to transmit its heritage to its own day, as shown by the 
effort to imitate all the Italian architectural styles of the past: Roman, 
Renaissance, and Baroque. But the exhibition was also supposed to be  
a signpost for the future. These diverse intentions were symbolized by  
the completion of the archaeological excavations of Ostia Antica (Roman 
Ostia), creating access to it by means of an Autostrada, and as the cata-
logue tells us, thus making the new Rome encompass the old,66 except 
that by 1942 what was supposed to be unique had been tamed into an 
historical eclecticism.
 In fact, the new Fascist man in Italy ignored history no more than his 
Nazi counterpart.67 The cult of the Roman past was pervasive; it deter-
mined the fascist stereotype wherever we do find it. But this past remained, 
at least until the final years of the regime, as a jumping-off point for the 
ideal Fascist man of the future. Tradition informed his consciousness, but 
he himself had to rise beyond it without losing sight of his starting point. 
Such a flexible attitude toward the ideal reflected the greater openness  
of Italian Fascism to the new in both art and literature. This utopia was 
willing to leave the door to the future halfway open, while in Germany  
it was shut tight. The difference reflects the groping of Italian Fascism for 
an ideology, its greater emphasis upon struggle and energy, its syndicalist 
and Futurist elements.
 The new German incorporated the eternal values of the race, summa-
rized in a frequently used admonition: You yourself represent a thousand 
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years of the future and a thousand years of the past.68 The SS, the most 
dynamic of all party organizations, fits into this picture. True, an official 
SS publication tells us that the SS man should never be a conformist, and 
every SS generation should improve upon its predecessors. Yet the maxim 
that “history is human fate” meant emphasis upon racial ancestry, that 
the accomplishments of the past dominated the present and determined 
the future.69

 Was this ideal man then to be stripped of his individuality? Was indi-
viduality not a part of the fascist utopia? For liberal democracy and for 
social democracy, the final goal of all social organization was the good of 
the individual. Did fascism really change this goal? To do so, it would have 
to eradicate one of the deepest utopian traditions. But it was the pattern 
of fascism to annex and bend to its purpose, rather than change con- 
cepts deeply rooted in the national consciousness, and individualism was 
not exempted from this pattern, being at the same time retained and re- 
defined. In contrast to unlimited economic and social competition, setting 
man against man, the ideal of an organic community had taken root in 
the previous century. The German Youth Movement had thought of itself 
as such a community, voluntarily joined but based upon shared origins. 
The ideal of the équipe played a similar role among French fascist intel-
lectuals, a team spirit grounded in a common worldview, exalted by the 
young male writers grouped around the fascist newspaper Je Suis Partout 
(see chapter 9). It was the camaraderie of trench life, which, as we have 
mentioned repeatedly, many men had actually experienced, and which for 
others had become a myth that seemed to provide the model for the ideal 
society. To be sure, they had been conscripted, but this awkward fact was 
ignored as veterans thought back to comradeship under fire, when each 
man had had to subjugate his will to that of the others in his unit in order 
to survive.
 Fascism could all the more easily co-opt this idea of community since 
nationalism had always advocated it: individualism is only possible when 
men voluntarily join together on the basis of a common origin, attitude, 
and purpose. Fascism dropped the voluntary aspect, of course, but only 
as a temporary measure. Education was directed to help the young under-
stand that “Credere, Obedire e Combattere” on behalf of the national 
community was the true fulfillment of individualism.70 The prospectus  
of the elite Nazi school at Feldafing sums up this redefinition of indi- 
vidualism: “He who can do what he wants is not free, but he is free who 
does what he should. He who feels himself without chains is not free, but 
enslaved to his passions.”71
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 Individualism under fascism then meant self-fulfillment while shel- 
tering within the collectivity, having the best of both worlds. It is there-
fore mistaken to characterize fascism simply as anti-individualist, for this 
ignores the longing for a true community in which the like-minded joined 
together, each through his own power of will. The French fascist intel-
lectuals, merely a coterie out of power, could, as we have seen, praise  
the provisional, yet for all this Nietzschean exaltation, one of their num-
ber, Robert Brasillach (1909–1945), not only found refuge in an “inner 
fatherland” but also saw in his beloved Paris a collection of small villages 
in which he could be at home.72 Between the wars the young men in the 
Latin Quarter wanted to be original and spontaneous, while longing for 
an end to intellectual anarchy.73 Fascism gave them the means to do all 
that and still remain sheltered by the national community.
 These French fascists expressed an élan typical of fascism as a move-
ment out of power, though even here the dynamic had to be tamed. Fas-
cism in power, as we saw earlier, was often a disappointment to the young 
fascist activists. Although it kept much of the earlier rhetoric, once in 
power it inevitably became the Establishment. Indeed, Stanley Payne’s sug-
gestion that at that point the differences between fascism and the reaction 
become less marked seems close to the facts, if not to the professed ideol-
ogy.74 The reactionaries, men like Francisco Franco, based themselves on 
the traditional hierarchies, on the status quo and, as often as not, took as 
their ideology the Christianity of the Catholic Church. The fascist revolu-
tionary base, the dynamic nationalist attitudes, and the prominent rhythms 
were lacking. However, before the relationship between fascism and the 
reaction can be redefined, more detailed comparison is needed between, 
for example, the various stages of Mussolini’s government and the evolu-
tion of Franco’s rule in Spain. Here, once again, the particular national 
histories of those countries are of great importance.
 Although national differences culminated in the distinctions between 
the “new fascist man” of Italy and of Germany, all fascism essentially 
went back to the anti-parliamentary tradition of the nineteenth century 
in order to redefine popular participation in politics. Both such partici- 
pation and individual liberty were supposedly part of a collective experi-
ence. It must not be forgotten that, in the last resort, all fascisms were 
nationalisms, sharing the cult of national symbols and myths as well as 
the preoccupation with mythical national origins. Himmler sent an expe-
dition to Tibet in order to discover Aryan origins, while other young Ger-
mans searched for the original Aryans in Scandinavia, closer to home. The 
Italian Fascist Foreign Ministry sponsored archaeological expeditions to 
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revive the idea of the Roman Empire,75 while Mussolini restored Rome’s 
ancient ruins, saying that the city was Italian Fascism’s eternal symbol. 
The Museum of Classical Antiquity, named after the Duce, was situated 
in the Campidoglio, in the heart of ancient Rome. Nationalism meant 
emphasis upon origins and continuity, however much the Italian Fascist 
man was supposed to be a man of the future.
 Racism and antisemitism were not a necessary component of fascism, 
and certainly not of those parts of the movement that looked for their 
model to Italy, where until 1936, racism was not part of official doctrine. 
Léon Degrelle (1906–1994), the leader of the Belgian Rexists, at one time 
explicitly repudiated that racism which he was later to embrace whole-
heartedly (to become Hitler’s favorite foreign National Socialist). What, 
he asked, is the “true race”—the Belgian, the Flemand, or the Walloon? 
From the Flemish side, the fascist newspaper De Daad inveighed against 
race hatred and called upon “upright Jews” to repudiate the Marxists in 
their midst.76

 Even Dutch National Socialism under Anton Adriaan Mussert (1894–
1946) did not at first appeal to racism and kept silent about the Jews,  
an attitude the German Nazis were later to find incomprehensible. The 
French fascist group around the newspaper Je Suis Partout did go in for 
antisemitism, but even here the Germans were accused of exaggerating 
the racial issue, for good relations were possible with a foreign people 
like the Jews.77 This state of affairs did not last. By 1936 Mussolini had 
embraced racism and though, as we mentioned, racism was not really 
successful in Italy, Mussolini himself first used it in 1936 against blacks 
during the Ethiopian War, and then through the racial laws of 1938 
against the Jews. We shall never know whether Mussolini himself be- 
came a convinced racist, but he did increase the severity in the draft of  
the racial laws which had been submitted to him.78 The proclamation of 
these laws was not solely due to German influence, though much of their 
content and their method had to be imported from the north. Rather, 
Mussolini may have embraced racism out of opportunism (in the Ethio-
pian War it lay readily at hand), or to give Fascism a clearly defined enemy 
like the Jews in order to reinvigorate his ageing movement, to give a new 
cause to a young generation becoming disillusioned with his revolution.
 It was only in Central and Eastern Europe that racism was from the 
beginning an integral part of fascist ideology. In Eastern Europe, the 
masses of Jewry were to be found still living under quasi-ghetto condi-
tions. They were a distinctive part of the population and vulnerable to 
attack. Jews prayed differently, dressed differently, and spoke a different 
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language (Yiddish). Even if some were assimilated, enough non-assimilated 
Jews remained to demonstrate the clash of cultures that underlay much 
of the antisemitism in the region. Moreover, in underdeveloped countries 
like Romania or Hungary the Jews had become the middle class, form- 
ing a vulnerable entity within the nation as that class which seemed to 
exploit the rest of the population through its commercial activities. No 
wonder the Romanian Iron Guard, in appealing to the nationalism of  
the peasants, became violently antisemitic and even racist despite their 
Christian orientation—for they had begun as the “Legion of the Archan-
gel Michael.”
 From the 1880s on, a great part of East European Jewry began to 
emigrate into the neighboring countries, predominantly Germany and 
Austria. The account in Mein Kampf of how sharply Hitler reacted to  
the sight of such strangers in prewar Vienna may well have been typical. 
However that may be, the facts of the situation in that part of Europe 
gave fascism an enemy who could be singled out as symbolizing the forces 
that must be overcome. Hitler built upon the so-called “Jewish ques-
tion,” and until the late 1930s this led to a farther differentiation between 
National Socialism and western or southern fascism. For Hitler, unlike 
Mussolini, the enemy was not just a vague liberalism or Marxism; he was 
physically embodied by the Jews who supposedly had created liberalism 
and Marxism, and who were the sworn enemies of all nations. Building on 
the Central European tradition of a racist-oriented nationalism, he could 
give to the enemy of his worldview a concrete and human shape.
 We have discussed Italian Fascism and National Socialism as plac- 
ing their emphasis upon culture. Both Mussolini and Hitler attempted  
to epitomize their movements, to provide in their own persons living 
symbols and an integrative force. Discussing the movements without the 
leaders is rather like describing the body without the soul. Astute pol- 
iticians that they were, neither could have succeeded without an instinct 
for the tastes, wishes, and longings of their people; both ended states of 
near civil war which they themselves had largely created, managing to 
provide economic stability and success in foreign policy. Hitler’s success 
was the more spectacular. Between 1933 and 1936, he led Germany from 
the depths of a depression to full employment. Rearmament played only 
a limited role in this economic revival, traditional investments and public 
works were more important. Hitler was instrumental in the building of a 
powerful army, and his successes in foreign policy need no further com-
ment. It is true, as Sebastian Haffner wrote in one of the most insightful 
biographies of Hitler, that by 1938 he had converted even those who had 
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earlier voted against him by the sheer weight of his political and economic 
success.79 But here again such consensus, in the last resort, rested upon 
shared myths and aspirations which, because of this achievement, seemed 
nearer realization.
 Mussolini could at first claim equal success. The population had reason 
to be satisfied. If in Italy the Duce had not restored work to six million 
unemployed or torn up the Treaty of Versailles, he had brought order and 
a certain dynamic to a government that had been inert and corrupt. More-
over, Italy avoided most of the European depression. Even conservatives, 
who did not want a fascist revolution, could be content with the quality 
of life. However, by 1938, under the pressure of the unpopular German 
alliance and then an unpopular Ethiopian War, Mussolini maintained a 
consensus only with difficulty.
 Like many other historians, Sebastian Haffner fails to recognize Hit-
ler’s success as a politician in the age of the masses using the new style  
of politics based upon traditional emotions and myths. He therefore eas-
ily distinguishes between Hitler and a German people who, in his view, 
merely responded to the Führer’s tangible gains. In fact, to the contrary, 
just because the desires of the people coincided so largely with those of 
the regime, the new political style won their acclaim. Gustave Le Bon, in 
his book The Crowd (1895), had stressed that successful leadership must 
genuinely share the myths of the people—and both Hitler and Mussolini 
were his disciples.80

 We know that real wages fell in Germany and that the Italian work- 
ers and peasants did not materially benefit from the fascist regime. But it 
would seem that, to many of them, this mattered less than the gain in sta-
tus. Those who have tried to prove otherwise apparently believe that mate-
rial interests alone determine men’s actions. Hitler and Mussolini knew 
that what mattered was how people would perceive their position: myth is 
always more important as a persuader than the sober analysis of reality.
 Moreover, people, and not just material forces, do make history— 
not just the leader himself but also the likes and dislikes, wishes and, 
above all, the perceptions of the followers. Whenever he took an action 
which might upset many Germans, Hitler tried—successfully—to appear 
to be the pushed rather than the pusher. The staging of the local riots that 
preceded all new steps in his Jewish policy are a good example. His tactic 
of making an aggressive move in foreign policy and then proclaiming it 
as his very last confused friend and foe alike. Mussolini’s policies until the 
mid-1930s were more modest, but he too combined gestures with patience, 
moving slowly in order to accomplish his ends. Yet Mussolini came to 
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power much earlier than Hitler, and his achievement, as we have seen, was 
in minimizing the economic depression Hitler had to overcome. Speak- 
ing of the Fascist consensus in Italy, Renzo De Felice puts it graphically: 
“The country was thinking more about the evils that Fascism had avoided 
than whether it brought true benefits.”81 There was a difference between 
the consensus in Italy and in Germany, even though the two dictators’ 
approaches to politics and their successful emphases upon the myths that 
determine human perceptions were similar.
 The desired end was different also. Mussolini’s long-range objectives 
were traditional: to create an empire built upon the example of ancient 
Rome. Hitler’s long-range goals of racial domination were not traditional. 
A wide gulf divided Adolf Hitler, the provincial whose exposure to the 
far-out racist sects of Vienna provided his intellectual awakening, and 
Mussolini, who emerged from the conflicts within international socialism. 
Mussolini confessed himself to be influenced by some of the masters of 
European thought—such men as Gustave Le Bon, Georges Sorel (1847–
1922), William James (1842–1910), and Vilfredo Pareto (1848–1923)—
while Hitler, also a pupil of Le Bon, was mainly taken with the thoughts 
of obscure, racist sectarians like Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels (1874–1954), 
Alfred Schuler (1865–1923), or Dietrich Eckart (1868–1923), who but for 
their disciple’s success would have remained deservedly unknown. From 
one perspective Mussolini may be called a man of the world, and Adolf 
Hitler a true believer, a member of an obscure, racist-theosophical sect. But 
then this man who believed in secret sciences, Aryan mythologies, and 
battles between the powers of light and darkness, through his political 
genius turned such ideas into the policies of a powerful nation. Hitler’s 
goal was both the acquisition of a traditional empire—Lebensraum—and 
the enslavement of the Slavs to the superior race as well as the extermina-
tion of the mentally and physically handicapped, the gypsies and above 
all the Jews. His devotion to genocide summarized the difference between 
Germany where the völkisch tradition of nationalism triumphed, and Italy 
with its more humanitarian nationalism of the Risorgimento.
 Because of his ideological commitment, Hitler showed a tenacity that 
was absent in Mussolini. This is exemplified on one level by comparing 
Mussolini, the bon vivant and womanizer, with Hitler, the lonely, spartan 
figure. But on a more important level, it may have meant, as Sebastian 
Haffner states, that Hitler, knowing the war was lost, would nevertheless 
continue the conflict so that he could kill as many Jews as possible before 
the inevitable end. Hundreds of thousands of Germans died so that Hitler 
could, at the last moment, kill hundreds of thousands of Jews.82
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 Mussolini was cynical about the potentialities of his own people, and 
even came to despise them toward the end of his rule. But while Hitler 
felt himself in the end betrayed by the German people, for the most part 
he thought in apocalyptic terms. Every action had to contribute to a 
“final end”: indeed, Hitler himself believed in finite time—it was during 
the short span of his own life, he was fond of remarking, that the Aryan 
must triumph over Jew and find his Lebensraum. The German occult 
tradition asserted itself, as we saw when discussing the “Third Way,” not 
mediated by Jakob Böhme but by an obscure and bizarre racism.83

 Haffner’s speculation as to why Hitler kept on fighting fits better into 
our picture of the Führer than the usual interpretation (adopted by all 
other biographers as the sole explanation), that in the end he became  
a captive of his own myth of invincibility. It is quite possible that Hitler 
lost contact with reality at some point shortly before the end of the war; 
however, the Hitler who emerges from Joseph Goebbels’ diaries does  
not seem to have lost control, though perhaps he realized earlier than 
anyone else that the war was lost.84 To be sure, Hitler and Mussolini 
became isolated during the course of the war, but the consistency of Hit-
ler’s whole life makes the tenacity of his end believable as well. Mussolini 
changed, whereas Hitler from the end of the First World War onward 
remained locked in his unchanging worldview.
 Any comparison of Hitler and Mussolini becomes difficult because  
of the absence of works on Hitler that in historical detail and power- 
ful analysis correspond to Renzo De Felice’s monumental biography of 
Benito Mussolini. Admittedly, Mussolini had no Auschwitz and, unlike 
Germany, Italy had an important anti-fascist movement. The Duce also 
showed more human dimensions than the Führer. Yet the materials for  
a large-scale biography of Hitler exist, and are certainly as extensive as 
the resources that made De Felice’s biography possible. But in spite of  
the availability of such documentation, up to now each recent biography 
of Hitler has merely added minor facts, without any new interpretations 
of note. To be sure, psychohistorians have begun to analyze the record of 
Hitler’s life in an attempt to find new insights. Yet it is difficult to accept 
their contention that his mother’s death by cancer determined the struc-
ture of his entire life, or that the hallucinations of Hitler, the temporarily 
blinded soldier, led to his hatred of the Jews. Scholarship has not really 
advanced much beyond Alan Bullocks pioneering work of 1952, Hitler: A 
Study in Tyranny. German historians, even of the younger generation, have 
for the most part avoided the figure of the Führer and concentrated instead 
upon the more impersonal causes of National Socialism. The biographies 
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of Hitler which do exist have for the most part been written by those 
outside the historical profession. Yet to write about National Socialism 
while omitting to confront Adolf Hitler, who was at the heart of it, means 
shirking a true confrontation with the past.
 The building blocks for a general theory of fascism now seem to lie 
before us. Fascism was everywhere an “attitude toward life,” based upon 
a national mystique which might vary from nation to nation. It was also 
a revolution, attempting to find a “Third Way” between Marxism and 
capitalism, but still emphasizing ideology over economic change, the 
“revolution of the spirit” of which Mussolini spoke, or Hitler’s “German 
revolution.” However, fascism encouraged activism, the fight against the 
existing order of things. Both in Germany and Italy, fascism’s chance at 
power came during conditions of near civil war. But this activism had to 
be tamed, fascism had to become respectable for activism was in conflict 
with the general desire for law and order, with those middle-class virtues 
that fascism promised to protect against the dissolving spirit of moder-
nity. Fascism in power was also sometimes constrained by a head of state 
who continued to represent the old order and who could not be ignored. 
While Hitler was freed from this constraint by President von Hindenburg’s 
death in 1934, Mussolini always had to report to King Victor Emmanuel. 
The main dilemma, however, which faced fascism was that activism had 
to exist side by side with the effort to tame it and to keep it under control. 
This was one of the chief problems faced by Hitler and Mussolini before 
their rise to power and in the early years of their rule.
 Fascism could create a consensus because it annexed and focused 
those hopes and longings that informed diverse political and intellectual 
movements of the previous century. Like a scavenger, fascism scooped up 
scraps of Romanticism, liberalism, the new technology, and even social-
ism, to say nothing of a wide variety of other movements lingering from 
the nineteenth into the twentieth century. But it threw over all these the 
mantle of a community conceived as sharing a national past, present, and 
future—a community that was not enforced but presumably “natural,” 
or “genuine,” with its own organic strength and life, analogous to nature. 
The tree became the favorite symbol; but the native landscape or the ruins 
of the past were also singled out as exemplifying on one level the national 
community, a human collectivity represented by the Fascist Party.
 Fascism with its glorification of war and struggle needed enemies and 
some of these we have mentioned already. Foreign nations considered hos-
tile were not close or tangible enough, thus internal enemies were essential. 
Racism as we saw focused upon tangible enemies like the Jews or Gypsies, 
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but fascism in general also provided a category of “asocials,” men and 
women who were said to be without any sense of community. The so-
called asocials were homeless people like the beggars or vagabonds, the 
mentally impaired and so-called sexual deviants. They were not usually of 
an inferior race, but as Aryans or good Italians were thought to undermine 
the nation or race, to lead it into degeneration. These enemies could, at 
times, be reformed, but in Germany if they resisted they too were doomed. 
Indeed, German homosexuals, for example, were classified as either merely 
shamming when they could perhaps be saved, or as hereditary and must 
be exterminated.
 These were, of course, precisely those members of the population 
whom normative society had always deplored and pushed to the margins 
of existence. Here again fascism trod on familiar ground with, in the case 
of Germany, one all important difference: in the quest for utopia the aso-
cials were to be killed, exterminated, a procedure which settled, respect-
able society rejected. Indeed, the Nazis felt that the extermination process 
had to be kept a dark secret. The belief in racism made the difference here 
between prison, being an outcast, and death. Whether it focused upon its 
enemies or attempted to inculcate its attitude towards life, basically fas-
cism invented nothing new, but pushed already present hopes, fears and 
prejudices to their logical conclusions.
 Support for fascism was not built merely upon appeal to vested inter-
ests. Social and economic factors, to be sure, proved crucial in the collapse 
after the First World War, and in the Great Depression, while the social 
and economic successes of fascism gave body to fascist theories. But—and 
this seems equally crucial—political choices are determined by people’s 
actual perception of their situation, their hopes and longings, the utopia 
toward which they strive. The fascist “attitude toward life” was suffused 
by cultural factors through which, as we have attempted to show, the 
movement presented itself; it was the only mass movement between the 
wars that could claim to have a largely cross-class following.
 In the end, it is not likely that Europe will repeat the Fascist or the 
National Socialist experience. However, the fragments of our Western 
cultural and ideological past which fascism used for its own purposes still 
lie ready to be formed into a new synthesis, even if in a different way. Most 
ominously, nationalism, the basic force that made fascism possible in the 
first place, not only remains but is growing in strength—still the principal, 
integrative force among peoples and nations. Those ideals of mass politics 
upon which fascism built its political style are very much alive, for ours 
is still a visual age to which the “new politics” of fascism were so well 
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attuned. The method used to appeal to the masses (or public opinion as 
it is called today), if not the form or content, is in our time, for example, 
reflected in the public relations industry85 and refined through the use of 
television as an instrument of politics. Symbols and myth are still used 
today though no longer in order to project a single and official attitude, 
but instead a wide variety of attitudes towards life. The danger of success-
ful appeals to authoritarianism is always present, however changed from 
earlier forms or from its present worldwide manifestations.
 Speculations about the future depend upon an accurate analysis of the 
past. This chapter is meant to provide a general framework for a discus-
sion of fascism, in the hope of leading us closer to that historical reality 
without which we cannot understand the past or the present.
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Fascist Aesthetics and Society
Some Considerations

Fascist scholarship has become increasingly aware of the role which  
aesthetics played in the movement’s appeal and that exploring the link 
between aesthetics, politics and society could open up new dimensions in 
our understanding of fascism. This aspect of the fascist movement is no 
longer brushed aside as mere propaganda, an attempt to manipulate the 
people against their will. Instead of emphasizing propaganda and terror, 
fascist scholarship has been increasingly concerned with aesthetics, and 
the building of a temporary consensus.
 The study of Italian Fascism has been neglected outside Italy and  
perhaps England, and while Nazi aesthetics have quite often received 
attention, it was Italy which successfully pioneered the use of aesthetic 
sensibilities for political purposes. All of fascism shared an aesthetic, but 
knowing more about the Italian case will enable us better to judge the 
similarities and possible differences which existed within a common fas-
cist aesthetic between nations like Italy and Germany.
 The aesthetic of fascism should be put into the framework of fascism 
seen as a civic religion, a non-traditional faith which used liturgy and sym-
bols to make its belief come alive. Civic religion is distinguished from tra-
ditional religion by its primary concern with life on earth and the nature 
of the state and nation, making use of the “beauty of holiness” for the 
purposes of a revolution in government. Fascists were urged to immerse 
themselves in symbols, a Baroque world, while consecrated rooms and 
sacred venues inviting pious contemplation were sometimes part of fac-
tories, official exhibitions and museums. The new Italy represented itself 
through public buildings and city planning as well as through practical 
accomplishments such as the draining of the southern marshes. Fascism, 
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it should be unnecessary to add, was no ideology in the traditional mean-
ing of that term, but a faith which could not be explained in rational terms.
 Without a broader framework, fascism is relatively easy to trivialize, 
especially for those who have never been attracted by any religion. I myself 
remember how, in the 1930s, even in the midst of our antifascist engage-
ment, we could only laugh at Mussolini’s posturing, and his gestures—
the rigmarole of fascist ritual—without attempting to understand its true 
import or considering whether a fascist aesthetic could have played a 
crucial role in its appeal. As historians we were not accustomed to give 
aesthetics much weight over and against economic or social forces. We 
failed to see that the fascist aesthetic itself reflected the needs and hopes 
of contemporary society, that what we brushed aside as the so-called super-
structure was in reality the means through which most people grasped the 
fascist message, transforming politics into a civic religion.
 The aesthetic which stood at the center of this civic religion was the 
climax of a long development. The ideal of beauty was central to this 
aesthetic, whether that of the human body or of the political liturgy. The 
longing for a set standard of beauty was deeply ingrained in the European 
middle classes, and the definition of beauty as the “good, the true, and 
the holy” was an important background to the fascist cult. Appreciation 
of the arts played a central role in the self-definition of the middle classes 
and anyone who wanted to be a respected member of society had to value 
them properly. The most unmusical person, for example, had to profess 
his love of music; and how many young boys and girls had to undergo  
the torture of learning to play the piano? This was no mere German cul-
tural phenomenon, but held true for Europe in general—and what seemed 
at first glance to have no possible connection to politics became politi-
cally charged through the connection between art, beauty, and truth which 
lay readily at hand to be used by modern political movements. Gabriele 
D’Annunzio (1863–1938), the poet, was, so it seems, the first to practice 
such a “politics of beauty” which was then taken up by fascism itself. 
Politics must not be defined in too limited a fashion, what was important 
in daily life like the cult of beauty was bound sooner or later to have its 
political consequences. The aesthetics of fascism with some of its most 
important roots not only in traditional religion but also in middle-class 
culture can remind us of that.
 Here a certain public standard of beauty reigned all over Europe, one 
which fascism was to annex as its own. The rediscovery of classical antiq-
uity in the eighteenth century set a standard of beauty which never lost  
its attraction for the educated, who in Germany and Italy—but elsewhere 
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as well—saw it as their own particular heritage. They valued classical 
beauty of form whether of the human body or, to a lesser extent, of offi-
cial architecture, as close to the sublime. Many examples which docu-
ment this standard could be given, whether through a comparison of the 
pseudo-classical sculptures of Arno Breker (1900–1991) in Nazi Germany 
with those surrounding the Foro Mussolini in Rome, or through a com-
parison of official German and many Italian fascist architectural styles—
and this in spite of the fact that Italian Fascism had no officially approved 
artistic style, and even annexed modernist architecture, while National 
Socialism enforced a rigid artistic standard. However great or small the 
variations in the fascist artistic style, when it came to the fascist liturgy 
itself they were minor.
 Indeed, it was the strength of fascism in general that it realized, as 
other political movements and parties did not, that with the nineteenth 
century Europe had entered a visual age, the age of political symbols, such 
as the national flag or the national anthem—which, as instruments of 
mass politics in the end proved more effective than any didactic speeches. 
Under fascism, for example, the speech of the leader itself took the form 
of symbolic action. The populism of fascism helped the movement to 
arrive at this insight: the need of integrating the masses into a so-called 
spiritual revolution which represented itself through a largely traditional 
aesthetic.
 Fascist aesthetics was not confined to the public sphere. Just as it took 
up a concept of beauty which informed middle-class tastes long before 
the movement itself came into being, so this aesthetic formed a bridge 
between the public and the private sphere. Here the role which stereo-
types played in all of fascism is of prime importance, it informed fascism’s 
view of the ideal type, of the “new fascist man” or the German Aryan. 
The creation of modern stereotypes as standardized mental pictures which 
encompassed the whole human character, body and soul, was something 
new at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The idea that the struc-
ture of the human body indicates the structure of the mind was to become 
commonplace. Aesthetics played a determining role in stereotyping: every 
man must aspire to a classical standard of beauty, and as he builds and 
sculpts his body (and we must remember the part played by physical exer-
cise in the aesthetics of fascism), his mind will come to encompass all the 
manly virtues which the fascists prized so highly.
 The beautiful male body was an important symbol in all European 
fascist movements. However, significantly, such a body was not merely  
a fascist symbol, but one which had already been adopted by society at 
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large. Here we are at the intersection between traditional, normative, soci-
ety, and fascist aesthetics; here the social and the aesthetic were not strictly 
separate one from another. The beautiful male body, as the eighteenth-
century Greek paradigm had it, projects both self-control in its posture 
and virility in the play of its muscles; it symbolized both the dynamic and 
the discipline which society wanted and needed. Here order and progress, 
often in conflict, were reconciled through the symbolism of the male body 
modelled on the harmonious form of Greek sculpture. This reconciliation 
was also symbolized by the aesthetic of Fascist and Nazi mass meetings: 
the disciplined marches, the (often violent) appeal to action, the dialogue 
between leaders and followers.
 Through stereotypes fascism worked not only with abstract symbols 
but with living human symbols as well. The true fascist man must through 
his looks, body, and comportment, project the ideal of male beauty. Men 
of flesh and blood were given a symbolic dimension, a fact which added 
to the fascist appeal. Here was an aesthetic which was not confined to the 
public realm, but one which penetrated daily life. Perhaps the strength of 
this particular symbol, and the deep need it fulfilled, can be seen through 
the fact that while most of the symbols and rituals of the civic religion of 
fascism have vanished after the Second World War, its stereotypes are still 
with us. Here fascism had simply co-opted ideal types which had existed 
ever since modern stereotypes were created, and there is little difference 
in looks, manly behavior and posture, between Mussolini’s New Man, 
the German Aryan, the clean-cut Englishman, or the all-American boy. 
Fascism and National Socialism built upon a tradition of human beauty 
and ugliness which like fascist aesthetics in general drew its strength from 
an already present consensus. The fascist aesthetic invented nothing new 
or even experimental, and that was its great strength, while fascist politics 
in contrast did present something new, a so-called political party based 
upon a civic religion which encompassed all aspects of life.
 However, one aspect of the aesthetics of fascism needs additional 
emphasis. The fascist aesthetic depended upon clear and unambiguous 
statements. This meant that the ideal human type must be clearly distin-
guished and set off against what the Nazis called the “counter-type,” the 
exact opposite of the normative ideal. A Nazi book actually called The 
Counter-Type (Der Gegentyp, 1938) stated clearly what was involved in 
the sharp distinction between the ideal and its foil: “through the counter-
image we obtain the greatest clarity of what our own ideals should be.” 
This statement, for example, explains the way Jews were pictured in the 
Nazi press, or blacks before and after the Abyssinian War, in the Italian 
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papers. Only now are scholars paying some attention to the actual con-
struction of stereotypes and their counter-types, though in every case the 
so-called beautiful or the supposedly deformed body set the standard for 
judging a person’s character and mind. The clear distinction between friend 
and foe was an integral part of the fascist aesthetic and an important part 
of its appeal as well.
 Here, once more, the fascist aesthetic reflected a social reality, just  
as it symbolized modern society’s need for both movement and order. 
Modern society itself needed and apparently still needs an enemy against 
which it could define itself; the “outsiders,” designated as such, often den-
igrated and vilified—those who did not seem to fit the established norm—
accompanied our society throughout the last two centuries. The fascist 
aesthetic sharpened and refined the image of the “outsider,” while con-
tinuing to give him the traditional bodily features—for example, the Jew’s 
nose or his pathological gait—which had marked him for life for at least 
a century and a half. Settled and respectable society was not adverse to 
bolstering its self-worth and feeling of superiority in this manner.
 The fascist aesthetic supported existing society in another way as well, 
which has often been addressed, though not always in this context. The 
sexual division of labor was perceived as important as the economic divi-
sion of labor for the smooth functioning of society. The ideal which fas-
cism projected so strongly and which symbolized progress and order (or 
as fascists put it, virility and discipline), was an aggressive masculinity. 
Indeed, Mussolini pinned his hopes for the future on the new, disciplined 
and beautiful man which fascism would create. The body beautiful would 
symbolize a disciplined and committed mind. However, in reality this 
new fascist man was merely the normative type writ large. The tension 
between this ideal of manliness and family life was common to all of fas-
cism: the bonding of males which was said to determine the fate of the 
state, and the virtues of a bourgeois family life which fascism was sworn 
to uphold. But these were bound to come into conflict when the demands 
of male camaraderie clashed with the duties of family life.
 Enough has been written lately about the place of women in fascism 
as part of the sexual division of labor, and the only point to be made here 
is that women’s athletics were encouraged (as by the female statues of 
athletes on the Foro Mussolini), and that the body beautiful played its 
role in this context as well—not, of course, as enhancing discipline and 
virility, but in order to highlight its graceful movements. Women’s aesthet-
ics differed from that of men. Women in Germany, for example, were usu-
ally shown as exercising in the midst of nature, emphasizing an analogy 
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with natural beauty and innocence. Yet in Italy Mussolini did not hinder 
his oldest daughter, Edda, when she became one of the first Italian women 
to drive a car, to bicycle in public or even to wear trousers, while in 1944, 
the Fascist Social Republic even created a woman’s auxiliary to the armed 
forces. Yet in spite of these departures from accepted norms there was no 
attempt to re-invent woman or to create a new woman in concert with 
the new fascist man. Here the familiar conventions remained intact.
 The interaction between fascist aesthetics and traditional society we 
have mentioned does throw some light upon the much discussed problem 
of whether or not a fascist revolution took place. Perhaps it would be 
best to speak about a fascist dynamic, a certain open-endedness, at least 
in Italy, which exchanged elites but co-opted a traditional social reality.  
It was surely one of the main attractions of fascism that it promised on 
the one hand a change of attitudes, a spiritual revolution, a new élan, and 
on the other addressed those needs which seemed essential to the preser-
vation of established modern society.
 While fascism itself worked for the most part with an already exist- 
ing aesthetic, it did strike out in new directions through the manner in 
which it presented itself. Fascist liturgy institutionalized the close link 
between aesthetics and politics which had existed earlier only in isolated 
examples such as D’Annunzio’s regime in the city of Fiume (1919–1921). 
Now the aesthetics of the human body and of color and form were used 
in order to nationalize the masses, to shape and control the mass meet-
ings which were an essential part of fascist politics. The aesthetic of the 
human body has already been mentioned, and the youth who marched 
and saluted were supposed to be ideal types who represented the move-
ment and the nation. The mise-en-scène of these meetings, the setting con-
structed or chosen for their venue, represented a spectacle suffused with 
grandeur and beauty, and through their dynamic and virile movements 
the assembled and disciplined masses once more symbolized both order 
and progress and served to reconcile both.
 Aesthetics shaped the fascist view of man, of his surroundings and of 
politics. It was a cement which held fascism together. As it was both tra-
ditional in its forms and dynamic in its movement, the fascist aesthetic 
reflected fascism itself which, as we have mentioned, meant, at one and 
the same time, to uphold tradition and symbolize a revolutionary dynamic 
which was supposed to lead to a better future.
 The importance we have given to the fascist aesthetic is not supposed 
to diminish the significance of the social and economic aspects of fascism, 
but rather this aesthetic must find its important place within the totality 
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of the movement. That the aesthetic and the social cannot easily be sepa-
rated has been demonstrated in this essay, however briefly. Fascism, in the 
last resort, was based upon nationalism as a civic religion, and its aesthetic 
articulated this faith just as it did for the older, established religions. The 
almost complete dominance of social history over recent American, Ger-
man, and French historiography as the single explanatory tool of modern 
politics and society has tended to ignore nationalism as well as aesthetics. 
Moreover, the denigration of the leader of the movement in postwar his-
toriography has only recently been rectified—not yet in Germany but in 
Italy, as was mentioned in the previous chapter. And yet, in the aesthet- 
ics of fascism the personal tastes of Hitler and Mussolini did matter, or, 
rather, the absence of a strong aesthetic taste by Mussolini who was, as 
we know, eclectic in his own artistic preference, and Hitler’s decisive aes-
thetic judgement. Both, however, influenced the shape of their respective 
civic religions, and only those who ignore the civic religion of fascism can 
deny the centrality of the leader to the movement or to the regime.
 These remarks have attempted to articulate some important factors 
which seemed to inform the aesthetics of fascism, and which might be 
helpful in any consideration of the movement’s attraction and of the con-
sensus upon which it was built in the first years of its rule. The aesthetics 
of fascism used both a pseudo-classical ideal, if not consistently, and the 
instrumentality of that part of established religion which ever since the 
Baroque had represented the “beauty of holiness.”
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Racism and Nationalism

Racism and nationalism seem to belong together. Indeed, by the second 
half of the nineteenth century racism was nearly identical with right-wing 
nationalism. Racism gave new dimensions to the idea of rootedness in- 
herent in all of nationalism, while at the same time sharpening the dif- 
ferences between nations, providing clear and unambiguous distinctions 
between them. Yet, nationalism did not have to be racist, racism was just 
one among several alternatives from which nationalism could choose. And 
though, ever since the turn of the century, many nationalisms allied them-
selves with racism, racism as a modern ideology originating in the eigh-
teenth century stood on its own two feet, building upon anthropology, 
history, and—last but not least—a reawakened aesthetic consciousness. 
Racism used history, anthropology, and aesthetic sensibilities in order to 
set a standard of human looks, beauty and behavior. Anthropology, his-
tory, and this new aesthetic consciousness were all concerned with the 
search for roots; they could fulfill a longing for immutability and certainty 
in a world of rapid social change, help get one’s bearing and to prove one’s 
superiority.1

 What seemed to propel racism outside a national framework was its 
general applicability: any national or ethnic group could and did make 
use of it. That is why it is dangerous and wrong to confine racism to its 
most obvious recent manifestations in Nazi Germany or apartheid South 
Africa. A tendency to trivialize racism has been much more common, to 
make use of the term in contemporary polemics in order to designate all 
those acts which create or maintain disadvantage. Racism as a political 
slogan could lead to such absurdities as the United Nations first declaring 
that Zionism is racism, and then repealing this assertion, as if racism’s 
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finality was not one of its chief and most fateful characteristics. Such a 
conflation of the term in the end hurts the victims of racism, it trivializes 
an ideology whose historical roots and evolution are not vague but can 
be chartered with singular precision, and which, as we shall see, obtained 
its success precisely because it was so sharply focused.
 Racism is a totality encompassing the whole human personality, its 
looks, behavior and intellect—it is a worldview as complete as other ide-
ologies which evolved during the nineteenth century, such as socialism or 
conservatism. Indeed, with its claim to immutability and to a truth which 
transcends the individual, racism itself, with its own iconography, can be 
called a civic religion, and like any system of religious belief it created its 
own world of myth and symbol. The racial myths are familiar enough, 
they concern the far-away origins, the hardships, and triumphs of the race, 
leading to redemption when the race wars are won. Racism appealed and 
appeals to the same longing for immutability and redemption which con-
stituted the appeal of traditional religion, and of so many modern ideolo-
gies as well.
 But racism possesses one great advantage over many other worldviews: 
where they tended to leave room for a variety of interpretations, and even 
projected a certain vagueness which left space for differing interpretations, 
racism leaves nothing to chance. Racism is always focused—whether it 
legitimizes itself through science or through pseudo-historical scholarship, 
it does not tolerate any ambiguities. That the quest for certainty, clarity, 
and decisiveness preoccupied racist regimes in twentieth-century Europe 
is no coincidence. Adolf Hitler’s constant and unremitting boast that no 
ambiguities will be tolerated, that there must be certainty in all things, 
while it hardly described his own rather inefficient government, was ful-
filled in the designation and extermination of the supposed racial enemy. 
The need for a leader and the creation of racial elites gives racism a further 
and even sharper focus. Hostile commentators between the two world 
wars emphasized the eclecticism and vagueness of racism, but that is not 
how it struck many contemporaries who saw in it a discrete and refined 
system. To be sure, racism is a scavenger ideology in as much as it took 
bits and pieces from other systems of thought and bent them to its own 
will: legitimate anthropology, Darwinism, as well as actual history (Her-
mann the German, after all, was a real historical figure, if different from 
the myth racists created). Eclecticism, however, must not be confused with 
vagueness.
 Racism and nationalism did not join because racism was ill-defined but 
because an integral or all-inclusive nationalism developed in such a way 
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during the nineteenth century as to meet and to marry this worldview. 
Indeed, without such a marriage European racism would have remained 
impotent. Through nationalism racism was able to transform theory into 
practice; it was dependent upon nationalism, while nationalism itself could 
exist without any necessary reliance on racism.
 Here nationalism was by far the more flexible ideology, making alli-
ances with almost every political or social movement, conservative, liberal, 
or socialist. This may account for the fact that some extreme nationalists, 
even when they embraced racism, could still show ambivalence about its 
strict application, which held true, for example, for the conservatives in 
Germany between the two World Wars.2

 Racism like nationalism had its symbols as part of its iconography, but 
for the most part these were not abstract—like flags or national anthems—
but concrete, centered upon the human form. The human body itself be- 
came the predominant racial symbol, and a great deal of racist literature 
was devoted to an explanation of how one could recognize on sight one’s 
own as over against those of a different race. Racism centered upon the 
construction of stereotypes as living and familiar symbols, and that was 
one of its greatest strengths. Some kind of reality, however tenuous, must 
inform every symbol, but racism made a conscious effort to link symbol 
and reality in a straightforward manner. Racism at its origins defined itself 
against black populations, where the differences from Europeans seemed 
unambiguous. The very construction and appearance of the human body, 
its size, shape, muscles and bones, were made to bear witness to the supe-
riority or inferiority of a race and its culture. Body structure expressed 
racial difference. Once again, racism encompasses a totality, in this case 
body, soul, and life-style. While the anthropological and biological origins 
of racism were important—the emphasis upon heredity which one could 
not escape—aesthetic considerations were equally important in the mak-
ing of the racist stereotype which must be easily recognizable, familiar, 
and project an all-inclusive image.
 The human body as a racist symbol was dependent upon a certain 
standard of looks and comportment. Such a stereotype catered to a  
deep need of modern European society. Both these points need elabora-
tion because they have a direct bearing upon the appeal of racism, and 
upon its relation to nationalism as well. Anthropology and the many 
other eighteenth-century sciences concerned with bodily structures, such 
as Johann Kaspar Lavater’s (1741–1801) physiognomy, originated at the 
same time as a new aesthetic ideal.3 The rediscovery of Greek sculpture 
popularized by J.J. Winckelmann (1717–1768) in his writing during the 
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last decades of the eighteenth century set the tone, even if it was modified 
by subsequent taste. Winckelmann’s praise for Greek sculpture was eagerly 
received throughout Europe. Here was a transcendent beauty which, exem-
plified by the statues of Greek youths, reduced human beauty to a gen-
eral, easily understood, principle. And this principle, in turn, catered to 
the deep need of an emerging industrial society for both a dynamic and 
order, for progress which nonetheless must be kept under control. The 
aesthetic which racism adopted was centered upon harmony and propor-
tion, as well as upon disciplined and controlled strength, projecting mod-
eration as a cardinal principle of beauty. Moderation, however, was paired 
with activism, with virility, in the name of progress which modern society 
wanted and needed. For Winckelmann the muscles which were clearly vis-
ible on the bodies of his Greek youths projected energy and virility, while 
their posture and face radiated composure and self-control. He summed 
up his various descriptions of the harmonious structure and muscular 
build of such youths by likening them to the quiet surface of an ocean 
which, nevertheless, throws up waves.4

 This was a masculine symbol, distinguished from so-called feminine 
passivity, for the woman with her lush contours was the mother of the 
race and must seek her fulfillment solely in this role. Women as public 
symbols were either mothers of the family or mothers of the nation, such 
as Germania, Britannia, or the sedate Marianne after the revolutions of 
the early nineteenth century.5 Masculinity symbolized the active life, the 
hope for the victory of the race over its enemies and the subsequent con-
struction of the ideal racist society. Gender division was basic to racism. 
Woman was not an inferior race—after all, she performed vital functions 
for the existence and well-being of the race—she was excluded from pub-
lic life, but a racial equal. Nevertheless, racism was aggressively masculine 
and so were most of the symbols through which it represented itself. The 
far-away past in which the race was rooted—whether through the ancient 
Germans or in England’s case, the ancient Saxons—was patriarchal, and 
the roots of the race were thought to determine its future as well.
 Racism from its origin to modern times adopted a neo-classical male 
aesthetic, encouraged by anthropologists who liked to contrast natives 
and Europeans based on their resemblances or differences from the ideal-
ized Greeks. Here Petrus Camper’s (1722–1789) table of 1791 showing 
the progression of skulls and facial expressions from monkey, to black, to 
average European, to the Greek ideal type, provides an outstanding exam-
ple, and Robert Knox’s (1797–1862) famous facial angle of 1862 also 
reflected an ideal of perfection as symbolized by the Greeks.6 An ideal 
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type was born who was to set an easily recognized standard of looks and 
bodily structure for the members of the “superior” race.
 Though national varieties of this ideal type exist—as, for example, 
between France, Germany and England—its basic bodily structure re- 
mained intact even if the hair and eye color differed. It is only lately that 
scholars have examined in detail the actual bodily structure of the racial 
ideal,7 for this not only reflected a standard of beauty at a time when the 
cult of beauty became a pseudo-religion for the European middle classes, 
but in addition catered to a highly visually centered age. It is no coinci-
dence that during the second half of the eighteenth century, once the link-
age between body and mind had been firmly established, we witness a 
stepped-up concern with peopled outward appearance, whether it was 
through the new science of anthropology, the reading of the human skull 
(phrenology) or the human face (physiognomy); all these new eighteenth-
century sciences—compelled not just by science but also by an aesthetic 
ideal, as we have mentioned—attempted to judge the inward by the out-
ward man. After all, most of our political and national symbols, from the 
national flag to national monuments and national anthems also originated 
in the late eighteenth century. To be sure, the drive to domination and the 
search for roots is basic to racism, but the way it was mediated, how racist 
ideology chose to present itself, is equally important for an understanding 
of racism’s appeal in the modern age.
 Nationalism could annex many of the ideas and the stereotype I have 
discussed because it too was based upon the principle of separateness— 
if not necessarily of superiority—from other political, social or cultural 
groups and upon self-representation through symbols. Modern nation- 
alism, even if it was tolerant and respected the culture of other nations, 
always contained elements which might lead to a greater exclusiveness.  
If racism constructed an ideal type, nationalism was sooner or later in 
search of the proper “national character.” At the hand of Germaine de 
Stäel or Hegel, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, national char-
acter was anchored in a cohesive national culture and was not connected 
to any one stereotype.8 But in an age of a general quest for symbols, the 
nation itself felt the need to take on life, not just through occasional 
national festivals but through the participation of every one of its mem-
bers, and it did so partly through the projection of ideal types.
 Sharing the general aesthetic I have mentioned, the national stereo-
type also concentrated upon the male body, sharpening gender divisions. 
For example, at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, gymnastics came into fashion as a kind of body sculpture 
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meant to create men worthy of their nation. This was the aim of Friedrich 
Ludwig Jahn’s (1778–1852) Deutsche Turnkunst (German Gymnastics, 
1816), but even before this, during the French Revolution, gymnastics had 
been included in a few National Festivals.9 The basic manuals of gym- 
nastics, like that of Johann Christoph Friedrich GutsMuths (1759–1839) 
in 1793, link gymnastics with male beauty, “for who does not value the 
letter of recommendation which beauty provides?”10 The national stereo-
type was similar to that of racism wherever a nation insisted upon its 
identification.
 If nations identified a national character in a consistent manner, then 
nationalism and racism drew much closer together. This happened mostly 
in the last decades of the nineteenth century whenever a more integral 
nationalism tried to dominate. Nations, it is important to note, how- 
ever, were not dependent upon finding a national character for their self-
representation, while such symbolism was central to racist ideology.
 The national stereotype, in addition, did not have to be aggressive;  
it could, for example, be a peasant harvesting, while the racist stereo- 
type always looked out for the enemy. Gymnastics, however, were not 
advocated solely as body sculpture or in order to symbolize a virile nation, 
but were regarded as a useful tool for military service as well. Once the 
search for a national character started, and a national stereotype was pro-
posed (even if this was only the so-called clean-cut Englishman or the all-
American boy), an exclusiveness was asserted which had the potential for 
aggression against those who were different. Here too looks and appear-
ance took in the whole personality.
 The difference between racism and nationalism is sometimes difficult 
to determine, because both work with almost the same ideal type, gender 
divisions, and separateness. And yet this difference does exist. Nationalism 
as patriotism can tolerate ethnic difference; it does not have to be self-
assertive or preoccupied with looks and appearance. Moreover, through-
out its history there have been men and women who while loyal to their 
nation regarded it as merely a step towards a concern with all of man-
kind. This was far from racism, and ignoring the reality of such a nation-
alism can be dangerous. After all, nationalism has proved itself the most 
powerful ideology of modern times, and condemning it without distinc-
tion, or identifying it automatically with racism, deprives us of any chance 
to humanize an ideology whose time, far from over, seems to have arrived 
once more. But it would be equally blind to ignore the aggressiveness  
and ideas of superiority which are latent in any worldview which tends 
to emphasize exclusiveness and totality.
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 Racist symbols stood for an attitude of mind, a moral universe. The 
aesthetic of the racial stereotype exemplified the proper moral posture, 
based upon harmony and self-control, upon moderation in all things, 
while at the same time projecting a certain dynamic. It represented the 
race as it wanted to see itself: beautiful, strong, and moral. At the end of 
the nineteenth century as had been the case with Winckelmann’s Greek 
youths so much earlier, the moral posture which the ideal type sym- 
bolized continued to correspond to the social and moral standard which 
normative middle-class society advocated. For example, as John Ruskin 
(1819–1900) pointed out in his various writings, wholesomeness was  
the order of the day. The Greeks, which he saw through Winckelmann’s 
eyes, neither fasted nor overate, they spent much of their time out-of-
doors and therefore they were full of animal spirits and physical power, 
incapable of every morbid condition or emotion. The integral national-
ism of Germany and France towards the end of the nineteenth century 
increasingly concretized the ideal of a national character in this manner, 
once more sharing its model with that which racism projected. The English 
national character was no exception here; it shared many features with the 
racial stereotype: the construction of the male body, the “quiet strength,” 
and the proper morality. The existence of such a stereotype as a national 
symbol can demonstrate how closely a more benign nationalism could 
approach racism, even though the “clean-cut Englishman” was tempered 
by a commitment to fairness and to parliamentary government—both in-
compatible with or uncongenial to racism. Here, within the nation itself, 
national and racist stereotypes could reflect similar social if not political 
ideals.
 Racism depended upon the existence of its enemies; it had always 
defined itself as at war against hostile and inferior races. Darwinism only 
added a sharper edge to an already present antagonism. Racism’s ideal type 
needed a counter-type, as we saw in the last chapter, someone whose looks 
and appearance were made to differ sharply from the accepted norm.11

 Blacks had been stereotyped from the beginning of racial theory, 
while Jews were the only sizeable minority living in Europe who, before 
emancipation—and in Eastern Europe until much later—dressed differ-
ently, spoke a different language from the rest of the population, and 
whose religious practices seemed chaotic and mysterious. Blacks were 
not a visible presence in Europe itself until well after the Second World 
War, nevertheless early in their regime the Nazis first arrested and then 
sterilized hundreds of black youths who did exist. These were the so-
called Rhineland bastards, whose mothers were German women but whose 
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fathers were black soldiers who had briefly occupied the Rhineland after 
the First World War. Once again, for both blacks and Jews, racism worked 
with a concrete difference which, though it might apply to only a small 
fragment of the group, could be seen and built upon. The Jews, unlike 
blacks, were always present, and the Jewish ghettos in Eastern Europe as 
well as those inside European cities where Jewish immigrants from the 
east had settled (such as Whitechapel in London), were used by racism as 
proof that a counter-type existed, and to give credence to their assertion 
that assimilated Jews were merely the outposts of a conspiracy directed 
by “true Jews” from inside the ghettos. All Jews shared the same out- 
ward appearance exemplifying their soul. Sander Gilman has shown how 
for blacks and Jews racism constructed an “ugly” bodily structure which 
symbolized their essentially destructive nature.12 This meant that they 
were unable to create or to live in an ordered society, and for that reason 
alone must be considered sub-human. Jews, in Nazi Germany, for exam-
ple, were declared Gemeinschaftsunfähig (incapable of creating or sus-
taining a community), and this like their supposedly misshapen bodies 
was believed to be inherited.13

 The counter-type took on a life of its own during the nineteenth  
century as it became an object of medical study and investigation. The 
“outsider” was medicalized as he became part of normative society’s  
preoccupation with visible symbols of health and sickness. Physicians 
projected upon those who did not fit the established social norms char- 
acteristics diametrically opposed to those of the healthy male: they were 
diseased and infectious. For example, the image of Jews and homosexu-
als ran parallel in much of the medical literature at the fin de siècle. There 
exists a considerable body of writing which holds that both Jews and 
homosexuals have a tendency to hysteria with the attendant nervous dis-
tortions of their bodies. Moreover, both were feminized at times, given 
characteristics—such as their tone of voice and their body movements—
thought more appropriate to women than “real men.”14 Above all, such 
“outsiders” lacked control over their passions, that moderation which was 
inherent in the normative stereotype. Here again racism and social preju-
dice supported each other—the perceived needs of normative society and 
racism’s concentration upon the unambiguous distinction between friend 
and foe.
 Nationalism did not need such a counter-type for its existence; after 
all, Jews were often welcomed into their respective European nations, and 
it is open for discussion whether nations which possessed empires looked 
upon all their subject-peoples as counter-types. But, once again, some 
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nationalisms did make use of the counter-type in order to sharpen their 
own sense of community. Nationalism imagining itself under siege tended 
to become racist, projecting a counter-type and, like that of the Jews, 
locking it into place as the eternal enemy. However, while by no means  
all nationalisms followed this model, the ideal type as symbolizing the 
national character, and the counter-type as its foil, were at times present 
even in those nations which eventually, in the Second World War, were to 
fight the racist regimes in Europe. It was astonishing to witness how, for 
example, in the United States, the constant condemnation of Nazi racist 
policy made no perceivable difference in racist attitudes toward blacks 
within the nation, or to that anti-Jewish racism which surfaced now and 
then in Congress and continued to inform United States immigration pol-
icy. Examples of this nature could be gathered from other nations as well, 
a reminder of the affinity which existed latently, and sometimes even in 
practice, between some explicitly non-racist regimes and racism.
 Here racism may, once more, reflect the texture of modern society. 
Does modern society need an enemy as a foil who would serve to strengthen 
its self-image? At the very least such enemies always existed, constructed 
into counter-types in word and pictures. Foreign enemies were, of course, 
a tempting target: however, because of the fluid relationship between 
nations it was often impossible to conceptualize them in racist terms; 
they could, after all, be tomorrow’s allies. The supposed internal enemy 
was better suited as opponent in the race war—a counter-type like the 
Jew whose conspiratorial activities could beguile foreign powers and turn 
them into the enemy of the superior race. The Nazis for example, saw the 
Jew as the driving force behind all of their foreign enemies: England was 
said to be in the hands of Jewish capitalists, while French and Jewish 
interests coincided, both out to destroy Germany. As Adolf Hitler wrote 
in Mein Kampf, wherever in the world attacks against Germany take place, 
the Jews are their author, in fact they are out to destroy all non-Jewish 
states.15 Here, principally the Jews, but in addition all those marginalized 
by or existing at the margins of existing society, provided easily accessible 
symbols for the war which had to be waged: Jews, homosexuals, gypsies 
and vagrants, habitual criminals, and the insane.
 The Nazi regime, as the most successful racial state in history, would 
seek in the end to exterminate precisely these socially unacceptable 
“counter-types.” Their fate had been predetermined, it was inherent in 
racism itself, put into practice by a heightened nationalism, helped along 
by normative society’s apparent need for outsiders in order to define itself. 
A heightened nationalism, especially after the First World War, sometimes 
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added its political enemies to the traditional list of outsiders. The “anti-
national” communists or socialists were pictured as the opposite of the 
ideal type—once again, dirty, misshapen, and shifty.
 When nationalism allies itself with racism discrimination is no longer 
the issue, but instead war has to be waged against the “outsider” defined 
as both the enemy of nation and race. Racism was the catalyst which 
pushed German nationalism over the edge, from discrimination to mass 
extermination. German nationalism like all nationalism had alternative 
traditions to that of racism, and however chauvinistic after the First World 
War much of German nationalism turned out to be, mass murder was not 
usually part of its agenda. Thus it seems absurd to write about National 
Socialism and to omit or to downplay racism, which became the fashion 
among many social and so-called Marxist historians after the Second 
World War.
 The association of National Socialism and racism was significant for 
another reason as well, for racism by its very nature possessed a dynamic 
which was directed against the anciens régimes—its emphasis on virility, 
on war against an enemy, its projection of a racial utopia based upon 
clear and visible distinctions, made it difficult for racism to support the 
maintenance of the status quo. The racist movements in Europe sought to 
come to power by creating conditions of civil war, and the accusation that 
all existing regimes were degenerate was a staple of their propaganda.
 A dynamic political movement was much more attuned to racism than 
a conservative political party. Such movements, especially after the First 
World War, were directed against the existing political order and prom-
ised radical change. The term “political” is important here, for as we 
mentioned, racism supported existing manners and morals, and sought 
to eliminate the socially dangerous counter-type. This distinction added 
greatly to racism’s appeal: the racist revolution would leave intact and 
indeed purify normative society and change the political elites which, in 
any case, were usually blamed for the nation’s misfortunes.
 The racist utopia was populist, it stood outside the present political 
system. Modern right-wing nationalism as it developed during the nine-
teenth century tended to focus upon the people themselves rather than 
upon political structures. National Socialism, for example, looked beyond 
the state to the Volk for its legitimization, as did right-wing movements in 
France like the Action Française. While modern nationalism usually sup-
ported the state, as in Wilhelmian Germany or the Third French Republic, 
a radical nationalism in alliance with racism fueled a revolution from the 
right rather than from the left, a populist rather than a socialist revolution. 
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National Socialism—indeed all of fascism—belongs to that revolution 
though, of course, not all fascism was racist. Racism therefore cannot be 
simply written off as reactionary, just as nationalism was a revolutionary 
force during much of its early history.
 The present-day tendency to trivialize racism disguises its role as  
the catalyst for action. Wherever there has been a firm alliance between 
nationalism and racism—whether in the first modern racist government 
in Algiers in 1897 which lasted only one month, and which intended to 
water the tree of liberty with Jewish blood,16 or the Nazis—the story is 
always the same. Racism has a definite worldview and its own specific 
symbolism, a fact that has often been masked through the alliance it made 
with nationalism—though nationalism itself, as we saw, does not have to 
be racist. Racism then is a totality, it cannot be divided up into its parts; 
it is a civic religion with its own agenda which includes getting the nation 
battle-ready by destroying the existing political elites and subsequently 
defeating and eliminating the so-called inferior race. While racism works 
through stereotypes in order to achieve its ends, such stereotypes are also 
present both in nationalism and our own society in general. The very 
existence and success of stereotypes as symbols should and must be an 
alarm signal which warns us that racism is waiting to strike. Nationalism 
has made racism a reality, and we must recognize that it is all too eas- 
ily infected. Coming to understand the relationship between racism and 
nationalism should lead us to try and humanize nationalism which, as 
patriotism, has at times managed to resist the racist temptation.
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4

Fascism and the  
French Revolution

Reexamining the relationship between two cataclysmic events of modern 
history, fascism and the French Revolution, can throw new light upon the 
changing concept of the nation and its political style. The French Revolu-
tion as a historical event did not play a crucial role in fascist thought or 
imagination. It was not considered as an ancestor which had influenced 
the movement, and if fascists thought about the French Revolution at all, 
it was for the most part either to oppose it as a symbol of materialism and 
liberalism, or to contrast it to their own true revolution. The French fas-
cists, to be sure, had greater difficulty in coming to terms with a revolu-
tion that was part of their own national history and that had provided 
France with some of her most important military victories. And yet, for 
all such denial and ambivalence, the French Revolution did provide an 
important background for the fascist conception of politics. The French 
Revolution put its stamp on a novel view of the sacred: it created a full-
blown civic religion that modern nationalism made its own, and fascism, 
whatever its variety, was, above all, a nationalist movement. Moreover, 
some fascisms, almost in spite of themselves, did show some continuity of 
mind with the French Revolution.
 At this point in research, it may well be impossible to prove any direct 
connection between the French Revolution and fascist political practice 
or ideology. Fascist leaders were conscious of the Revolution and its  
leadership within a polemical rather than historical context. The rela-
tionship between fascism and the Revolution involved a general reorien-
tation of post-revolutionary European politics, rather than specific points 
of contact—a reorientation adopted at first by modern European nation-
alism, but subsequently by many other political movements as well. The 
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basis of this reorientation was Rousseau’s concept of the general will, that 
only when men act together as an assembled people can the individual be 
a citizen.1 The general will became a secular religion under the Jacobin 
dictatorship—the people worshiping themselves—while the political lead-
ership sought to guide and formalize this worship. Fascism saw the French 
Revolution as a whole through the eyes of the Jacobin dictatorship, and 
it was this aspect of the Revolution that exercised its influence upon it. 
The parliamentary phase of the French Revolution was nonexistent as far 
as the fascists were concerned, and it is of interest only for contrast in any 
comparison between the two movements, providing the opposite pole of 
the political spectrum. But one would learn little from such a comparison 
about either fascism or the French Revolution. During the Jacobin dicta-
torship, the unity of the people was cemented by common citizenship, by 
the worship of a supreme being, but also through appeals to an awaken-
ing national consciousness. The nation was no longer in the custody of  
a dynasty, but belonged to all of the people. The worship of the people 
thus became the worship of the nation, and the Jacobins sought to express 
this unity through the creation of a new political style based upon a civic 
religion.
 This new politics attempted to draw the people into active participa-
tion in the new order and to discipline them at the same time through 
rites and festivals, myths and symbols, that gave concrete expression to 
the general will. The festivals of the Revolution, which reached their full-
est expression under the Jacobins, had their own sacred space, such as the 
Champs de Mars or the Tuileries, and they contained processions, com-
petitions, songs, dances, and speaking choruses. Symbolic gestures were 
also important, as at times people fell into each other’s arms in order to 
document the overriding theme of revolutionary and national unity. The 
mise-en-scène mattered as well: allegories of fraternity taken from the clas-
sics might surround the crowd, as well as temples and pyramids. There 
was joy in color and form while even nature was far from forgotten; the 
Revolution endowed the early rays of the sun with symbolic and political 
meaning.2 The general will became a new religion expressed through an 
aesthetic of politics. Though revolutionary festivals took a variety of forms, 
they pointed to the new age of mass politics.
 The chaotic crowd of the “people” became a disciplined mass move-
ment during the Revolution, participating in the orchestrated drama of 
politics. But apart from political rites and festivals during the Jacobin dic-
tatorship, an increasing conformity saw to it that the new order would not 
degenerate into chaos: dress, comportment, and even songs were enlisted 
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to support that effort, and so were a multitude of organizations to which 
people were supposed to belong. Eventually, the revolutionary armies fur-
ther strengthened the authority of the revolutionary state. Such confor-
mity was placed in the service of the passion for liberty, closely associated 
with patriotism and the cult of reason.3 This new politics attempted the 
politicization of the masses, which, for the first time in modern history, 
functioned as a pressure group and not just through episodic uprisings or 
short-lived riots. The age of modern mass politics had begun.
 Stressing this aspect of the French Revolution should clarify its impor-
tance for fascism, especially as nationalism took up the new politics with 
its carefully organized festivals, rites, myths, and symbols. Modern nation-
alism from the very beginning presented itself as a democratic movement 
through which the general will of the nation would be put into practice. 
The drama of politics was meant to awaken the passion of the people  
for their nation. Just as some Frenchmen bewailed the decline of republi-
can passion in the fourth year of the Revolution, so democratic national-
ism thought itself dependent upon a continuing revolutionary spirit. This 
nationalism was largely tamed after the lost revolutions of 1848, co-opted 
by established states and dynasties. Yet some of the revolutionary impetus 
of nationalism survived, in the form of a democratic nationalism based 
not on hierarchy and privilege but upon the general will of the people. 
This nationalism provides the link between the French Revolution and 
fascism: the nationalization of the masses was a common bond between 
the French and the fascist revolutions.
 However much fascist movements and democratic nationalism differed 
from nation to nation, the instruments of self-representation and the need 
for popular participation were common to both. Moreover, all fascisms 
shared the utopianism which was said to have inspired the masses during 
the French Revolution: the longing to create a New Man or a new nation.4 
Many other comparisons will be made in this essay, such as the fascina-
tion with death and the use of martyrs, or the preoccupation with youth, 
beauty, and war. But all such specifics are part of the general reorienta-
tion of European politics that we have mentioned already, and that began 
with the French Revolution. The Revolution, as it were, set the tone and 
the example for a new mass politics whose real triumph came only after 
the First World War. This was not a consciously adopted example, and 
many who took it up after the Revolution in order to organize the masses 
hated the Revolution, and saw the rites and ceremonies of the Jacobins 
only as a part of the Terror. This makes tracing any continuity difficult 
indeed, and yet, as a matter of fact, Jacobin politics were adapted to  
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quite different ends. Early German nationalists, for example, who stressed 
the importance of festivals, of a political liturgy which centered upon the 
myths and symbols of the nation—using processions, folk dances, speak-
ing choruses, and the singing of hymns—seemed to have few ideological 
contacts with the Jacobins, and yet the democratic impetus, and the means 
through which it expressed itself, constituted a bond between the two 
movements.
 Nationalism was the inheritor of Jacobin politics, a modern, demo-
cratic, and, at first, revolutionary nationalism as opposed to the national-
ism that supported the existing political and social order. This democratic 
nationalism which fought against the ancien régime for a more meaning-
ful national unity was perhaps the most important single link between 
the French Revolution and fascism. Popular sovereignty was affirmed 
and controlled through giving the people a means of participation in the 
political process—not in reality, but through a feeling of participating, of 
belonging to a true and meaningful community. Whether in fascist mass 
meetings or the great festivals of the Revolution, men and women consid-
ered themselves active participants, and for many of them this was to prove 
a more important involvement than representative government could pro-
vide, removed as it was from any direct contact with the people. Revolu-
tionary ardor or ideological commitment needed to express itself in a more 
direct manner. But such enthusiasm—an often messianic political faith—
grips masses of men and women mostly in times of crisis, and this inheri- 
tance of the Revolution was operative mostly in turbulent times, as the 
Jacobin dictatorship and fascism itself demonstrate.
 For all that, this inheritance is difficult to disentangle from others,  
not in its ideal of “the people” or the organization of festivals, but as a 
source for the aesthetic of politics. Italy was a Catholic country and Adolf 
Hitler grew up in Catholic Austria, and Catholic in this context meant 
the Baroque with its theatricality, its love of symbols and gestures. Hitler 
was much influenced by the revival of the Viennese Baroque at the end of 
the nineteenth century, with its grandiose buildings, its festivals, and the 
royal parades on the famous Ringstrasse.5 Gabriele D’Annunzio’s use of 
Christian themes in his festivals during his rule over the city of Fiume was 
obviously indebted to the Catholicism of the Baroque, creating rites taken 
over by Italian Fascism.
 Some of the festivals of the French Revolution had themselves borrowed 
from Christian liturgy, and modern, democratic nationalism depended on 
it to an even greater extent. Thus the holy flame, so common in nation- 
alist festivals, derived from the holy flame above the altar in Catholic 
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churches, while declarations of faith were made, not to God, but to the 
nation. The dialogue between leader and crowd was in its stylized responses 
indebted to that between the priest and the congregation. Such borrow-
ing from the Christian liturgy was especially important in Germany, where 
the new national consciousness was set upon pietistic foundations, and 
where practically all the early leaders of the nationalist movement came 
from a pietistic Lutheran background. For example, Ernst Moritz Arndt 
(1769–1860), the poet of German national unity, held in 1814 that prayers 
must accompany national festivals.6

 German nationalism used Christian terminology to express itself, a 
trend which was to reach its climax in National Socialism. There was  
(as we mentioned in the introduction) reference to the “resurrection of 
the Greater German Reich,” “the blood of the martyrs,” and constant 
appeals to providence. Hitler, at one point, called the martyrs of the move-
ment his apostles.7 The French Revolution had also created a new lan-
guage for itself, but this had no effect in Germany. People were familiar 
with Christian terminology, and this was coopted by the Nazis. Further-
more, the Nazis imitated the interiors of churches as appropriate for their 
own kind of worship. The Jacobins had done the same, holding one of 
their important festivals in the Cathedral of Notre Dame.8 No takeover 
of churches took place in Nazi Germany; instead, Christian forms were 
consciously used in order to construct a rival religion.
 The so-called “sacred chambers” (Weiheräume) in factories and big 
businesses that were reserved for party festivities were often arranged  
like a church: where the altar stood Hitler’s bust was substituted, placed 
between banners of eagles decorated with swastikas, as the symbol of 
unity between the nation and the Nazi movement. And yet, all this overt 
borrowing from Christianity must not obliterate the basic importance of 
the French Revolution even here: for the concept of the general will, of 
the people worshiping themselves, was the presupposition upon which all 
this borrowing rested. Popular sovereignty was not merely appealed to in 
Nazi speeches, but in one ceremony during the party day at Nuremberg, 
Hitler advanced toward the holy flame as one of a crowd, emerging only 
at the last moment.9 The creation of a political liturgy based upon the aes-
thetic of politics was a consequence of the belief in the artificial construct 
of “the people”: they had to be mobilized, shaped, and disciplined, and the 
way in which this was done was influenced—if not directly determined—
by the French Revolution. The Revolution signaled the break between 
the old politics of dynasty and privilege, and the new democratic politics 
supposedly based on the will of the people.
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 The overt attitude of National Socialists toward the French Revolution 
was one of hatred: it symbolized all that had gone wrong with Germany. 
Historians used to explain what they regarded as the aggressive nature of 
German nationalism, and therefore of National Socialism, through the fact 
that Germany had been untouched by the ideals of the French Revolution, 
and that subsequently it had missed the benign influence of the Enlighten-
ment. Thus Germany came to differ from Western Europe. Such a view of 
German history can no longer be upheld. German nationalism, even as it 
fought against Napoleon, at first internalized ideas of freedom and human-
ity which the French Revolution projected. Love of fatherland and freedom 
were the slogans under which the German Wars of Liberation against 
France were fought and freedom for many of those involved meant free-
dom both within the nation itself and for other nations wanting indepen-
dence.10 To be sure, as the struggle became more intense, opposition to the 
French Revolution and what it stood for increased, and proclamations of 
freedom rang increasingly hollow, or meant merely national independence; 
now only the fatherland counted. But just as the ideal of liberty exem- 
plified by the French Revolution was repudiated, its influence reasserted 
itself through the idea of popular sovereignty and its consequences, which 
German nationalism, embattled against the reaction, accepted.
 German nationalism, like all modern nationalism, involved the mobi-
lizing and control of the masses. To achieve this, it constructed a world of 
illusion which in its content bore no resemblance to the French Revolution. 
This world, which the Nazis adopted as their own, was a rural, not an 
urban world (like that of the Revolution), one in which a mythical German 
past had remained alive, pointing to a better future. Most nations repre-
sented themselves through preindustrial symbols like the native landscape, 
projecting a feeling of continuity and harmony in contrast to the modern 
age. Hitler boasted that with the rise of National Socialism “the nervous 
nineteenth century had come to an end.”11 The images and the rhetoric of 
nationalism were opposed to that which the Jacobins had projected. The 
storming of the Bastille was made into a metaphor symbolizing the perils 
of modernity.
 All nationalism claimed to provide stability in a restless world, see- 
ing itself as a civic religion with a claim to timelessness. National sym- 
bols looked backward rather than forward; these were no Goddesses of 
Reason who lacked a past.12 While the Festivals of Revolution had a short 
memory, honoring the death of Jean-Paul Marat (1743–1793) or of the 
revolutionary martyrs, the martyrs of movements like National Socialism 
were immediately assimilated to heroes who had fought for the fatherland 
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in the medieval past or during the Wars of National Liberation. National-
ism had a different sense of history than the French Revolution; it looked 
to conventional, non-Enlightenment sources for its inspiration. And though 
the revolutionary festivals in the countryside also built upon ancient peas-
ant traditions,13 the thrust of these festivals was not directed toward re- 
capturing the past in order to control the future.
 The content of most nineteenth- and twentieth-century nationalism 
was different from that of the French Revolution, but its method of poli-
tics and self-representation was similar. For example, Robespierre might 
have felt at home in Nazi mass meetings, except for their huge dimen-
sions and the kind of precedent and imagery used. He would have recog-
nized the rhythms of such meetings, their songs and speaking choruses,  
as a political statement, and their play upon light and shadow would not 
have been strange, for the Revolution was fond of annexing to its own 
festivals sunrises, sunsets, and dawns.
 The Nazis were particularly disturbed by the Revolution’s break with 
the past, its repudiation of history, which seemed to them a logical con-
sequence of the Enlightenment. Indeed, the triumphant Revolution had 
forgotten history; for example, the Panthéon, which was at first opened 
to great men of all nations and ages, was finally restricted only to those 
who had followed the turns and twists of the Revolution.14 The Nazis 
and the fascists in general saw socialist and Bolshevik revolutions as the 
logical consequence of such a break with history: rootless and opportu-
nistic, devoid of principles. All these revolutions were, so they claimed, 
controlled by the Jews, eternal strangers and anti-nationals. Hitler in Mein 
Kampf criticized just such a revolution. A revolution that is a true bless-
ing, he wrote, will not be ashamed to make use of already existing truths. 
After all, human culture and man himself are merely the end-products of 
a long historical development for which each generation has furnished 
the building blocks. The purpose of a revolution is not to tear down the 
whole building, but to remove what is unsuitable and to build again upon 
the space thus vacated. Here was the model of a revolution that was pit-
ted against that which France had provided. Such was Hitler’s most con-
sistent position toward the Revolution, even if, at times, he admired its 
destructive power, which had served to put an end to the old order and 
had led to a new beginning.15 This was, after all, what he himself wanted 
to achieve. But, in the last resort, the French Revolution, manipulated by 
the Jews, according to Hitler, had produced evil rather than good.
 Nervousness was the disease most feared in the nineteenth century  
as leading to a general degeneration, not only of individuals, but of the 
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state. The fascists were haunted by fear of degeneration, a word they 
applied liberally to their enemies. The answer to such fears, in their eyes, 
was the maintenance of respectability and racial purity. Keeping control 
over one’s sexuality was vital to Adolf Hitler, who was obsessed with the 
spread of syphilis.16 A clear division of functions between the sexes was 
basic to moral and physical health. The accusation that the Nazi ideolo-
gist Alfred Rosenberg (1893–1946) in his Der Mythos des 20. Jahrhun-
derts (1930) leveled against the French Revolution was telling in this 
context. The collapse of the ancien régime, he wrote, had as its necessary 
and natural consequence the establishment of the overbearing influence 
of women, many of whom took on functions that had been the preserve 
of men. Had the ideals of that Revolution not included the liberation of 
women, whose forerunners, according to Rosenberg, were two demi-
mondaines, Olympe de Gouges (1748–1793) and Théroigne de Méricourt 
(1762–1817)?17 Rosenberg linked women’s liberation to prostitution, and 
this within the framework of a confusion of sexes. The accusation of im- 
morality leveled by the nationalist right against the French Revolution in 
most of Europe was more than just the reaction of prudes. It symbolized 
the destruction of the social and political order.
 But here, once again, bitter opposition should not disguise certain 
similarities that point back to that general reorientation of European 
politics I have mentioned before. The Jacobins also insisted on clear and 
unambiguous distinctions between morality and immorality. Those who 
supported the Revolution and those who opposed it should be clearly 
distinguished. Robespierre loved to divide the enemies of the Revolution 
into various groups,18 and to create order even among those destined for 
execution.
 The uncompromising distinction between enemy and friend, support-
ers and those who must be eliminated, was drawn in the name of the 
general will of the people. Even as the guillotine was kept busy, it was 
claimed that the people themselves wanted the Terror put on their daily 
agenda.19 Hitler made the same claim somewhat more theoretically: the 
people themselves saw in a ruthless attack against the enemy proof of a 
just cause, and in the refusal to exterminate him a sign of weakness.20 He 
made these remarks in the context of the nationalization of the masses, as 
he called it, crucial to the reawakening of Germany. The emphasis upon 
unambiguous distinctions, in politics as well as social life, formed a com-
mon bond between Jacobins and fascists. The either/or cast of mind, which 
put a premium upon decisiveness, was a means to impose a new and un- 
traditional leadership upon the nation. Such leadership was dependent 
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upon the successful nationalization of the masses, and this meant deci-
siveness, clarity, and conformity, projected in action as well as through 
the revolutionary or national cult.
 The general will of the people, if not mediated through representative 
government, needed coherence, and political as well as personal confor-
mity were essential to the existence of such a direct democracy. The myths 
and symbols—the whole of the civic religion with its cult as the objectifi-
cation of the general will—focused and directed the faith of the people. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau himself had recommended to the government of 
Poland the institution of games, festivities, and ceremonies in order to 
create republican habits of mind which would be impossible to uproot.21 
But what about the leader himself as focusing and directing the faith of 
the people? Here the legacy the French Revolution left to fascism was at 
best ambivalent.
 During the Jacobin dictatorship, the public leadership function was 
exercised through speeches and proclamations. Robespierre and other 
members of the Committee of Public Safety were compelling speakers, 
but they were never the center of a cult or an integral part of the myths 
and symbols of the civic religion. They were closer to Rousseau’s original 
concept of the general will, which foresaw a legislator but no charismatic 
leader as the object of popular adoration and enthusiasm. The deeds of 
the Revolution were carried out in the name of abstract principles, such as 
freedom or reason, and not in the name of one man. To be sure, martyred 
leaders became part of the revolutionary pantheon. Jacques-Louis David 
(1748–1825) cast his painting of the assassinated Marat in the form of a 
timeless monument.22 However, David never painted a living leader of the 
Revolution; for example, no such monument was erected to Robespierre. 
Jacobins were willing to celebrate collective deeds, but accepted individ-
ual heroes only when they were dead.23 Leadership during the Revolution 
was, after all, collective leadership; the ideal of equality was maintained in 
theory and not yet objectified by one leader acting on behalf of the nation. 
Napoleon would change all that in a direction leading, not forward to 
future fascist leaders, but backward to monarchy and empire.
 Fascist ideals of leadership could find no comfort here. The only con-
nection between these ideas and the Revolution was, once again, the 
political liturgy, which could serve to support and to frame the leader, 
even if at times, as we have mentioned, it was used to demonstrate that 
the leader was one among equals. The theory of democratic leadership 
adopted by Hitler and Mussolini emerged as a consequence of the growth 
of urban and industrial society. Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd (1889) was 
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a milestone on the road to modern dictatorship—a work, as I have men-
tioned before, known by and important to both Hitler and Mussolini.24 
Here it is necessary to say more about that book which was inspired by 
the crowds mobilized by General Georges Ernest Boulanger (1837–1891) 
between 1886 and 1889 in his bid for dictatorship, one of the first mod-
ern mass movements with a truly cross-class appeal. The Boulangist move-
ment sparked a concern with the role of the masses in politics, illustrated 
by a spate of works dealing with collective psychology.25 Le Bon stressed 
the effect of what he called “theatrical representations” upon the crowd, 
but also the necessity of providing a leader through whom the crowd 
attains its identity.26 Such a leader must himself be hypnotized by the idea 
whose apostle he has become. Here Le Bon refers to the men of the French 
Revolution, together with Savonarola, Luther, and Peter the Hermit, as 
having exercised their fascination over the crowd only after having them-
selves been fascinated by a creed.27 Le Bon had observed well. This was 
the kind of leadership needed in an age when the mobilized masses could 
sway politics in a manner which had not been possible earlier—with the 
exception of the French Revolution. Here again the Revolution prefigures 
a reorientation of European politics that, properly speaking, became effec-
tive only in industrialized Europe.
 The use which the fascist leaders themselves made of a political liturgy, 
and the appeal of democratic leadership, varied from nation to nation. 
While Hitler made thorough use of this manner of self-representation, 
Mussolini seemed to have greater difficulty grasping its importance for 
the integration of the masses into the fascist movement. However, this 
was a matter of degree, for fascism also wanted to become a civic reli-
gion. Though much was borrowed from D’Annunzio’s rule over Fiume, 
Mussolini was also influenced by the political cult of the Revolution and 
the educational and integrative function it had served. Moreover, unlike 
Hitler, he borrowed from the Revolution the idea of a new calendar, in 
which the year One was the year of the final attainment of power.28 What 
better signal could be devised to show that the old order was finished and 
a new age about to commence? The civic religion of nationalism, wher-
ever it took roots, had little choice but to draw, however indirectly, on the 
only serviceable past within reach: the example of the Jacobins, with their 
attempt to unite, through mass rituals and easily understood symbols, the 
people, the state, and the nation. Mussolini would let the development of 
a speech depend upon the eyes and voices of the thousands who packed the 
piazza.29 He posed for a photograph beside a statue of Augustus, and on 
another occasion was presented with a Roman sword; but such episodes 
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are only part of a fully fledged political cult, with festivals like those cele- 
brated by the Revolution, or like Nazi mass meetings.
 While Italy was well on the road to a civic religion in the first ten years 
of fascism, later the cult of the Duce became more personal, as it came to 
be projected upon one man and the state, rather than upon the leader as 
a symbol of the ideology of his movement—an ideology now supposedly 
shared by all the people. Indeed, the cult of the Duce was kept almost 
separate from the Fascist party.30 Hitler, on the other hand, in the long 
term, attempted to restrict the impact of a single individual upon the ritual. 
The ceremony itself should have an independent life, he believed, because 
this would ensure the continuity of the Third Reich even after his death; 
for his successor would not possess his own magic and the use of the lit-
urgy would disguise this fact.31 Mussolini never exalted a political liturgy 
in this manner,32 nor did he have the illusion that it might function to keep 
the leader all powerful through giving him the appearance of a priest at 
the altar of a Baroque church.
 Politics as a theater filled with passion had come into its own in Italy 
with Gabriele D’Annunzio’s rule over the city of Fiume. The succession 
of festivals in which D’Annunzio played a leading role was supposed to 
abolish the distance between leader and led, and the speeches from the 
balcony of the town hall to the crowd below (accompanied by trumpets) 
were to accomplish the same purpose.33 D’Annunzio used secular and reli-
gious symbols side by side in order to create a civic religion. His was a fully 
worked-out political liturgy intended to keep Fiume in a state of contin-
ual excitement and euphoria, uniting the city against its enemies and pro-
jecting it as a symbol for a new Italy. The French Revolution was involved 
in such a political theater only in a most indirect way. D’Annunzio’s rule 
over Fiume was the first time in the post-revolutionary age that the aes-
thetics of politics had been used once again as a principal means of gov-
ernance. But the immediate inspiration for such politics was the poet’s 
own fertile imagination, inspired by the artistic movements of his age.
 Mussolini did take from Fiume some of his way of doing politics and 
many of the fascist rites and ceremonials through which the collectivity 
fused with the leader.34 However, eventually the Duce was at the center of 
such politics, becoming less the symbol of some transcendent principle—
such as the Volk’s soul or the race—than a political leader, the living cre-
ator of a new state. Nationalism in Italy had retained a liberal core and 
until the 1930s had avoided fusing with racism, or with that mysticism of 
the Volk which was to bedevil Germany. The state, not the Volk, played 
a dominant role in Italian nationalism, and here important groups such 
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as the army saw the nation as symbolized by the king rather than by Mus-
solini. The Comte de Mirabeaus (1749–1791), André Chéniers (1762–
1794), and Davids, who helped to shape the festivals of revolutionary 
France, would have found no peers in Fascist Italy, where the political 
liturgy did not excite such attention, and the names of those who orga-
nized fascist rites—men like Italo Balbo, Augusto Turati (1888–1955), or 
Achille Starace (1889–1945)—were noted for other services rendered to 
the Fascist state. Germany, on the other hand, had its Albert Speer and 
Joseph Goebbels, who managed the aesthetic of politics.
 We have found links and differences between the French and the fascist 
revolutions, not by examining specific attitudes, but through more general 
principles. The political liturgy, the aesthetic of politics, forms the core of 
continuity between the two revolutions, together with the quest for total-
ity and the either/or mentality as the spur to decisiveness in politics. Basic 
to all of these links was the democratization of politics, the rule of the 
general will, that informed the nationalism upon which fascism was built. 
Fascism and the French Revolution, each in its own way, saw themselves 
as democratic movements directed against the establishment. Fascism as 
a movement had a revolutionary thrust, and even in power—having itself 
become the establishment—made fall use of an anti-establishment rheto-
ric directed against the bourgeoisie.
 There are two further connections between the French Revolution 
and fascism that bear mention: the preoccupations with death and youth. 
Funeral symbolism played a large role in revolutionary festivals, often 
acted out around an empty tomb.35 These were the tombs of the martyrs 
of the Revolution, whose actual funerals were grandiose mise-en-scènes, 
at whose end stood the Panthéon. The Revolution attempted to redesign 
cemeteries as places of eternal sleep rather than Christian resurrection. 
Architects experimented with tombs containing the ashes of great men  
to be placed at the center of such cemeteries.36 The cult of the martyred 
dead, or of those who had played an important role in the Revolution, 
was celebrated during Jacobin rule and the Directory. Fascism celebrated 
a similar cult of the dead. Italo Balbo first organized fascist funerals in 
Italy as mass events combining religious with patriotic ceremony.37 Such 
funerals organized by Balbo provide a continuation of the fascist ceremo-
nial once displayed by D’Annunzio.
 The fascist cult of the dead was not confined to the martyrs of the 
movement, but included the fallen of the First World War. Both Italian 
Fascism and National Socialism regarded themselves as the true inheritors 
of the war experience, guardians of the cult of the fallen soldier. Fascist 
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Italy built some of the most spectacular war cemeteries—such as that  
at Redipuglia in the Alps—using Christian symbolism, as, for example, 
the three crosses of Calvary, to proclaim the resurrection of those who 
gave their life for the fatherland. All nations who had been at war gave 
singular honor to their war dead, but in fascism such remembrance was 
close to the center of its political ritual, never to be lost from sight. The 
martyrs of the movement were assimilated to the fallen soldier of the First 
World War; both had sacrificed their lives for the nation. Italian Fascism’s 
cult of the dead in contrast to that of Nazi Germany, has up to now not 
received much attention, and therefore statements about it must be ten- 
tative. But in a movement which saw itself in the light of the First World 
War, and which was pledged to continue the fight for Italy’s victory, sac-
rificial death was bound to occupy an important place in the rhetoric and 
ceremonial of the party.
 There can be no doubt about the pride of place held by the memory 
of the war dead and martyrs in National Socialism. Some of the most 
spectacular ceremonies at the Nuremberg rallies were devoted to this cult, 
including perhaps the central ceremony where Hitler stood alone in front 
of the eternal flame against the background of massed party formations. 
Christian symbolism was once again part of this cult: for example, the 
bullet which killed Albert Leo Schlageter (1894–1923), considered a Nazi 
martyr, was kept in a silver reliquary.38 State funerals were carefully pro-
grammed ceremonies of great splendor. Thus, when the body of the assas-
sinated Nazi leader of Switzerland, Wilhelm Gustloff (1895–1936), was 
transferred to his home in northern Germany in 1936, the journey took 
fifteen hours. There was a ceremony at every station on the way, and the 
partially open coach with the coffin and guard of honor was flanked by 
two coaches reserved for wreaths.39 State funerals, though infrequent, 
were an integral part of the cult of the dead which the Nazis practiced.
 State funerals were celebrated with great pomp throughout the nine-
teenth century, but these were funerals of rulers, generals, and members 
of the government. The French Revolution and fascism democratized state 
funerals: not birth or privilege, but service to the cause, warranted such 
display, regardless of the person’s social origin or standing. France took 
up this revolutionary tradition with the founding of the Third Republic; 
for example, the funeral of Victor Hugo (1802–1885) in 1885 has been 
called one of the first fruits of the mass age, with its procession past the 
catafalque standing under the Arc de Triomphe and ending at the Pan-
théon, which was opened for the first time in thirty five years.40 The prec-
edents for such a funeral were those of Marat or Mirabeau, and, although 
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Napoleon III had refined and elaborated the practice of state funerals, 
these did not have the same overall national and educational purpose.  
Yet here, once more, there was no straight line connecting the two move-
ments, but a gray zone, which complicates the tracing of influence. For 
example, the actual pomp and circumstance of state funerals began, not 
with the French Revolution, but with the Baroque. The theatricality of the 
Baroque, and its fascination with death, led to a surfeit of funeral pomp, 
with interminable processions and elaborate decorations: the catafalque 
came into its own as a kind of stage for the corpse. Though fascism, like 
the French Revolution, preferred a simpler, classical style for its decora-
tions, Baroque funeral pomp remained a fixture in the Catholic regions of 
Europe. The tradition of the Baroque, familiar to fascist leaders, obscures 
the influence of the French Revolution. Nevertheless, while Baroque funer-
als were religious rites without any political purpose, both the French 
Revolution and the fascists integrated such funerals and the cult of the 
dead into their political style, as part of their own self-representation.
 Why this preoccupation with death by revolutions seeking to usher in 
a new and dynamic age, be it the Republic of Virtue, the Thousand-Year 
Reich, or the drive to create a new fascist man who would put every- 
thing right? The fascist call to sacrifice made use of the Christian dialectic 
of death and resurrection. The transcendence of death was closely linked 
in fascism to the fallen of the First World War, as documented by the 
design of military cemeteries with their crosses and frequent represen- 
tations of soldiers touched by Christ.41 The Nazis, for example, took the 
cult of the fallen soldier and applied it to their own martyrs. Death and 
life were not contraries, but linked to one another. For some Italian Fas-
cists, death had to be accepted; it was sober and devoid of sentiment, a 
test of individual discipline. But, for the most part, fascists held to the tra-
ditional idea that sacrifice for the nation transcended death. Thus fascism 
sought to abolish death, just as it attempted to make time stand still. Such 
an emphasis in its ideology is hardly astounding in a movement dedicated 
to perpetual war.
 The French Revolution could not make use of the Christian theme  
of death and resurrection. Instead, death was defined as perpetual  
sleep. Indeed, the redesign of cemeteries was part of the attempted de-
Christianization of France. The cult of the martyrs helped to legitimize 
the Revolution, and the funerals of so-called “great men” in the Panthéon 
were seen as a means to educate the public in virtue.42 These were men  
of the past like Rousseau, Voltaire, or Descartes (whom the Revolution 
could claim as its ancestors), the martyrs of the Revolution, and a few of 
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its leaders. This cult of death was obviously different from that of fascism: 
it lacked the dialectic of death and resurrection. Only through the preser-
vation of his memory in the minds of his countrymen could the martyr of 
the Revolution or the “great man” be assured of eternal life. With fascism, 
on the other hand, the dead return to inspire the living.43 As soldiers fell 
in the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon, there was a slow 
return to the idea of the sacredness of their last resting-place, as Christi-
anity reasserted itself as a doctrine of consolation.44 Though the nature of 
death was different, both the French Revolution and fascism practiced a 
cult of death in order to legitimize their revolution through its martyrs, to 
justify the call for sacrifice now or in the future, and perhaps also because 
they were under the spell of the apocalyptic vision that the scourges of 
God had to be overcome before time could be abolished. What Ernst Bloch 
called the “hidden revolution” was never far below the surface even of 
those revolutions which rejected it.45

 The cult of youth is easier to analyze: both revolutions sought to pre- 
sent themselves as youth movements filled with energy, resolve, and beauty. 
Yet, here also, there were important differences in practice and theory. 
Fascist movements were youth movements in fact and in theory, but  
the militants of the French Revolution were often family men, settled in 
life.46 To be sure, young men went off to war, giving rise to songs and 
poems which extolled their youthful qualities as soldiers of the Revolu-
tion. Though the Marseillaise called all citizens to arms, according to the 
third verse it was “our young heroes” who fell in battle, while the earth 
stamped out new heroes to take their place. Fascist worship of youth hardly 
needs underlining. It is documented by the statues surrounding the Foro 
Mussolini in Rome, or the figures crowning the Führer’s rostrum at the 
Nuremberg party rallies, showing a Goddess of Victory flanked by three 
figures of naked youths. But here, again, the connection is indirect, indeed 
even less certain than in the case of the cult of death. The cult of youth 
was a product of war, not of the French Revolution, while its revival at 
the fin de siècle directly influenced fascism.
 It is easier to find general rather than specific links between fascism 
and the French Revolution and I have tried to sketch some of them here. 
If they are to be summarized, it might be simplest to state that the French 
Revolution marked the beginning of a democratization of politics that 
climaxed in twentieth-century fascism. I have attempted to analyze the 
legacy of the French Revolution as it applied to both National Socialism 
and Italian Fascism. But this legacy differed, just as the two fascisms were 
different in many respects. National Socialism was the true inheritor of 
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the aesthetics of politics. Though Mussolini also made use of the new 
mass politics, his dictatorship was more personal than that of Hitler, who 
tended to cast his power in symbolic form. But Italian Fascism forged its 
own link to the Revolution, absent in Germany. The French Revolution 
had regarded itself as a new departure, creating a nation of brothers, while 
some of its radicals had talked about creating a New Man. That was pre-
cisely what Mussolini had in mind: that fascism should create a new type 
of man, no longer a product of the present order.47 He never told us exactly 
what this New Man should look like or how he should behave, though 
this can be inferred from the new fascist style. The New Man proclaimed 
that fascism must pass beyond the present into a yet uncharted future.
 This seems one reason why some Italian Fascists did not stop at the 
usual condemnation of the French Revolution, but called upon fascism  
to surpass it with a new kind of democracy to be run by producers. The 
fascist ideal of the New Man inherits from the hated Enlightenment the 
concept that a New Man can be created through education and experi-
ence.48 The Nazis, and especially the SS, also envisaged a New Man, but 
he was to exemplify ancient Germanic virtues, a man from the past un- 
spoiled by the present. The primacy of historical myth in National Social-
ism could not tolerate a revolutionary concept of man. Their different 
concepts of a New Man was the nearest both Italian Fascism and National 
Socialism came to providing an official guide to utopia. But here, once 
more, differences between the two fascisms affected their view of the 
French Revolution. Mussolini, at least nominally, was opposed to uto-
pias, to concepts standing outside history, and in his article on fascism in 
the Enciclopedia Italiana he linked the idea of utopia to Jacobin inno- 
vations based upon evil and abstract principles. Fascism was supposed to 
be a realistic doctrine which wanted to solve problems arising from his-
torical development. For all that, the New Man could not be allowed to 
exist outside the fascist state, but was an integral part of this state on the 
road to utopia. In spite of the repeated attacks upon utopianism, the fas-
cist state itself tended to become a Republic of Virtue.49

 The French Revolution was condemned, not only for its utopian- 
ism and materialism, but also for its passion for absolutes, as Jacobin 
thought was characterized by another article in the Enciclopedia50—surely 
an odd condemnation from a movement which believed in absolutes, from 
the myths and symbols of the nation to the infallibility of the Duce. The 
Jacobins were also attacked by Italian Fascists for being too rigid and 
formalistic, but even this attack focused upon their love for absolutes. 
This meant, for one historian writing in the Enciclopedia, the attempt to 
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purify France through the shedding of blood on behalf of abstract prin-
ciples, such as the Supreme Being or the Republic of Virtue.51 Once more, 
fascism itself was mirrored in this condemnation—it, too, wanted to en- 
force public virtue and was not averse to the shedding of blood, if not on 
behalf of the Republic of Virtue, then on behalf of a virtuous nation.
 Were such accusations due to the fact that fascism could not see the 
mote in its own eye, or do we see one revolution attacking a rival? While 
the first hypothesis was certainly true, the latter was of greater conse-
quence. Hitler, as we have seen, constructed his own model of revolution, 
quite different from that of France; Mussolini, too, claimed originality 
for his revolution, which wanted to create a New Man and a new nation 
through its own momentum, based upon its peculiar mixture of left- and 
right-wing doctrine. Perhaps because of the liberal tradition of the Risor-
gimento, and the syndicalists and Futurists who joined with fascism, Mus-
solini’s revolution was closer to the French model than that proclaimed 
by Nazi Germany. The Nazi condemnation of the French Revolution was 
on the whole straightforward: it was liberal and materialist, the work of 
Jews and Masons.
 But what did French fascists themselves make of their own national 
revolution? Many of them had passed through the Action Française, with 
its exaltation of the ancien régime and hatred for the Revolution that had 
so wantonly destroyed it. We cannot describe here the attitudes of each 
French fascist movement to the Revolution; in any case, this would mean 
telling a repetitive tale accusing the Revolution of having begun a process 
which culminated in the corrupt Third Republic. Nevertheless, we can find 
ambivalent attitudes toward the Revolution on the part of some French 
fascists, different from those in Italy or Germany. Georges Valois (1878–
1945), one of the founders of French fascism, saw the French Revolu- 
tion as the beginning of a movement, both socialist and nationalist, which 
the fascists would complete.52 Unlike Georges Valois, who never ceased 
to flirt with the left, the young fascist intellectuals who edited the jour- 
nal Je Suis Partout in the 1930s and 1940s did not find their roots in the 
French Revolution, but were ambivalent about its heritage. This équipe 
reveled in their youth, worshiped energy, and cultivated an outrageous 
polemical style directed against republican France. Je Suis Partout pub-
lished a special issue on the French Revolution in 1939, dedicated to 
those who had fought against the Revolution, especially the peasants of 
the Vendée, who were said to have sacrificed their lives for the truth, and 
to Charlotte Corday (1768–1793), who had assassinated Marat.53 There 
was nothing ambivalent here, nor about the headline claiming war and 
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inflation to be the driving forces behind the Revolution. The Revolution, so 
we hear, had opened the door to speculators long before present deputies 
had demonstrated once more the link between corruption and republican 
parliaments. And yet there was a certain admiration for Robespierre, 
“genie inhumain et abstrait” himself unique in his incorruptibility.54

 However, once more Robespierre, the Jacobin, is condemned for his 
passion for absolutes, his “religious passions”—and this from Robert 
Brasillach, the leader of this équipe, who could be said to exemplify just 
such a passion.55 Brasillach, as one of his contemporaries put it, was him-
self a sentimental romantic, who was attracted to the aesthetic of poli- 
tics, greatly admiring the Nuremberg party rallies.56 This did not prevent 
him during the Second World War from accusing the Gaullists of possess-
ing the religious spirit of a militant Robespierrism, which left no room 
for open-eyed realism.57 These strictures were echoes of Mussolini’s criti-
cism of the Revolution, and in this case what we have called the mirror 
effect was present as well: the Revolution was accused of attitudes, many 
of which were, in fact, shared by fascists. Brasillach and his friends had 
broken with the Action Française precisely because it was too sober and 
stodgy, not passionate enough, and because it looked to the ancien régime 
rather than to a future revolution. Their revolution meant hatred for cap-
italism, Jews, and parliamentary democracy, a love of youth, and a fasci-
nation with violence.
 Speaking about the French Revolution, Brasillach exclaimed that it 
had set the world on fire and that it had been a beautiful conflagra- 
tion.58 Revolution itself was praised, even if its content was denied. Simi-
larly, Drieu La Rochelle praised the truly virile republicanism manifested 
by Jacobin authoritarians during the French Revolution.59 For these young 
fascists the French Revolution served as an example of how to bring 
down the old order, manifesting the beauty of violence and of manliness. 
But even here they were not consistent. Thus, in the special number of  
Je Suis Partout on the Revolution, Brasillach condemned the Jacobin Ter-
ror and called for a general reconciliation—with the Vichy government  
in mind.60 There was always the pull of conservative attitudes toward the 
Revolution, and it was the historian Pierre Gaxotte (1895–1982) of the 
Action Française who wrote the leading article, claiming war and inflation 
to be the motors of the Revolution, in the special issue Je Suis Partout. 
There, he roundly condemned all revolution: a revolution without the 
guillotine, without looting and denunciation, without dictatorship and 
prisons, was said to be an impossibility.61 And this was written in a jour-
nal of which Robert Brasillach was the driving force.
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 The Jacobin lurked close to the surface among these French fascists 
and, as in the case of Mussolini, mirrored some of their own commitments 
and practices. The “abstract” was rejected in favor of a greater realism, 
but what was more abstract than a national mystique which demanded 
unquestioning loyalty, or a view of men and women through their stereo-
types? For was not the so-called New Man, after all, an ideal type?
 The Jacobin Terror was at least momentarily rehabilitated by Marcel 
Déat’s (1894–1955) Rassemblement National Populaire (RNP) when,  
as the Germans occupied all of France, the collaborationists wanted to 
show themselves worthy of being trusted by the Nazis. Now a leader of 
the RNP wrote that, as in Robespierre’s time, terror must be the order of  
the day. The sworn enemies of the national revolution should pay with 
their lives for treason or resistance.62 But such praise for the Terror merely 
grasped a convenient precedent and hardly touched upon the influence the 
French Revolution itself may have had upon Marcel Déat and his political 
party.
 The rejection of the French Revolution as a model for change was 
general among fascists, although, as we have seen, this was graduated in 
the Latin nations rather than one-dimensional as in Germany. But, when 
all is said and done, the most important influence exercised by the Revolu-
tion upon fascism was its inauguration of a new kind of politics designed 
to mobilize the masses and to integrate them into a political system—
through rites and ceremonies in which they could participate, and through 
an aesthetic of politics which appealed to the longing for community and 
comradeship in an industrial age. As Adolf Hitler put it, when a man leaves 
his small workshop, or the big factory where he feels small, and enters a 
mass meeting where he is surrounded by thousands of people who share 
his convictions, he becomes convinced of the righteousness of the cause, 
gaining personal strength through fighting within an all-encompassing 
confraternity.63 This was a language the members of the Committee of 
Public Safety might have understood.
 Tracing the connection between the French Revolution and fascism 
means emphasizing degrees of difference, nuances, and inferences. No 
body of research exists that might encourage more authoritative state-
ments about the link between the two movements, starting with the influ-
ence of the Revolution upon important fascist leaders. We would also 
have to know what, if anything, those who organized fascist rites and 
ceremonials actually borrowed from the Jacobins: only in the case of Nazi 
Germany can it be said with some certainty that the earlier movement pro-
vided little or no detailed inspiration. For all that, important connections 



Fascism and the French Revolution

76

existed, and even the manner in which fascist movements rejected the 
French Revolution can cast some light upon fascism itself. In the last 
resort, the political culture of fascism was indebted to the French Revo- 
lution in general, as the first modern movement to make use of a new 
kind of politics in order to mobilize the masses and to end the alienation 
of man from his society and his nation.
 Every fascism had its own character, and Italian Fascism received much 
of its dynamic and sometimes revolutionary fervor not from the distant 
past, but more directly from the Futurist movement that was at one and 
the same time artistic, revolutionary, and political.
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Fascism and the Intellectuals

It used to be thought by a good many historians that fascism was a move-
ment opposed to intellectualizing, and that unlike other social movements 
it was imposed by a willful minority upon a confused majority. Such a 
“revolution of nihilism” could not be expected to capture the true enthu-
siasms and dreams of men. Benedetto Croce (1866–1952), for example, 
regarded fascism as a childish “adventure,” a drunken activism, whose 
very nature placed the movement outside the mainstream of history.1 Fas-
cism was seen as an aberration from the dominant current of European 
history and thought.
 This view is relevant to the problem of “fascism and the intellectuals,” 
for if fascism were merely a pragmatic, activist response to the immediate 
historical situation, the intellectual would have no real place either among 
the duped masses or in the cynical political leadership. If prestigious intel-
lectuals like Ezra Pound (1885–1972) and Giovanni Gentile became fas-
cists, this could not be explained by their intellectual heritage or position 
but rather as another aberration—in Pound’s case, insanity.
 The refusal to consider seriously the fascist commitment of a good 
many intellectuals calls for a definition not only of “fascism” but also  
of “intellectual.” If, with André Malraux (1901–1976), we define an 
intellectual simply as one who traffics in ideas, then a pragmatic, activ- 
ist fascism would exclude such a person. The functional definition of  
an intellectual as the guardian of ultimate values within society would 
also make his fusion with fascism difficult, for that movement was sup-
posedly devoid of the values which intellectuals prized. Above all, the 
tendency to define intellectuals as wedded to the ultimate values of ratio-
nalism, individual freedom, and Kantian morality has stood in the way of 
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understanding the involvement of intellectuals with fascism. Croce is not 
atypical in having realized the menace to individual freedom which fas-
cism represented, without ever having understood the movement itself.
 The intellectuals with whom we are concerned fit into a broad defini-
tion: they regarded themselves as guardians of ultimate values in society 
and saw in fascism a means to realize these values. They defined their 
own task as primarily educational, at the same time being conscious of 
their importance as an intellectual “class” in confronting the problems of 
the age. Moreover, they did not lack a sense of history but saw in fascism 
a movement that recaptured the values of a past they prized: not of the 
bourgeois age of the last century but of Greco-Roman times—or more 
genuine spiritual values. It is typical that a young anti-fascist intellectual 
like Carlo Rosselli (1899–1937) understood fascism and fascist intellec-
tuals far better than Benedetto Croce, the liberal of an older generation. 
Rosselli regarded materialist socialism as dead and advocated a new social-
ism representing “innate ideas” of liberty and justice. The intellectual must 
come to the masses with the truth, through ideas truly held.2 Mussolini, 
he wrote, sensed the death of the older materialism, but his dishonesty 
rendered him a mere adventurer.3 Rosselli shares with the fascist intel-
lectuals his call for spiritual unity and his admiration for classical values. 
But the socialist anti-fascist and his enemies had still more in common: the 
call for a national revival on the basis of a spiritual impetus, the rejection 
of politics of pragmatism and compromise, and the concept of intellectu-
als as heralds of a new, non-materialistic age. The socialism of Rosselli, 
which was duplicated in other European nations, reflected the same con-
cern that informed the fascist intellectuals: the more rationally ordered 
society became, the more non-rational became the needs of the individual 
in that society.
 The trend toward irrationality was heightened by the nature of the 
historical reality within which the fascist commitment of these intellectu-
als was set. Liberal-democratic society was, in fact, working badly or not 
at all in nations like Italy and Germany. Political stalemate was added to 
economic crises: parliaments were ineffective in the face of rising unem-
ployment and poverty. It is important to bear these facts in mind; for men 
of anarcho-syndicalist background like Massimo Rocca (1884–1973) or 
Dino Grandi (1895–1988) in Italy, the actual situation in which the coun-
try found itself was crucial in determining their allegiance to fascism—
whatever additional reasons they gave for such a commitment.
 The interplay between ideology and historical fact is difficult to assess 
for each individual case. However, it seems clear that most intellectuals’ 
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commitment to fascism was based on a very real dilemma: after 1918 the 
society in which they lived did not seem to function well or even to func-
tion at all; its political and economic instability (which seemed to verge 
on collapse) had to be transcended. The men we are discussing fled into 
an ideology which promised to restore culture as well as society; as intel-
lectuals they judged the totality of society and refused to break it down 
into its constituent parts. This totality was symbolized by the temper of 
cultural activity—if the arts were restored, then society as a whole would 
be able to transcend the present. Idealism formed the core of their outlook 
and kept them from joining with Marxism, while the Marxist protagonists 
did their best to hold these intellectuals at arm’s length.
 Ezra Pound, the self-styled fascist, felt that poetry had an important 
part to play in society, and the Belgian fascist leader Léon Degrelle called 
men like Mussolini “poets of revolution.”4 When José Antonio Primo de 
Rivera (1903–1936) spoke of the Falange as a “poetic movement,” he was 
not merely echoing Belgium’s Degrelle or the Flemish fascist leader Joris 
Van Severen (1894–1940); he reflected a tendency of all fascism.5 The role 
of poetry in the development of modern nationalism is well known and 
needs no elaboration here. Poetry, music, and art played an important part 
in the fascist movement as expressions of the non-rational needs of men, 
which must be satisfied if men were to achieve the necessary spiritual unity 
and take up the activism that would overcome the bourgeois age.
 Economic and political reality did concern the intellectuals, but they 
believed that their idealism would solve the problems which plagued their 
times. To be sure, in Italy many intellectuals who came to fascism started 
with a pragmatic attitude toward the movement, for here ideological de- 
bates did not arise until well after the seizure of power. But even in Italy, 
fascism held that the creative individual, because of his attitude of mind, 
would solve the specific problems facing the nation. In Germany the retreat 
into mystique in order to transcend the present had deeper roots. But all 
fascists believed that, in the last resort, the spiritual unity of the nation 
would resolve all difficulties. Most fascist intellectuals defined this spiri-
tual unity as a resurgence of creativity viewed in aesthetic terms: the dawn 
of a new world of beauty and of aesthetic form. The shift from “aesthetic 
politics” to the idea of the state as the motivator of aesthetic rejuvenation 
distinguished fascist from anti-fascist intellectuals; in other respects, the 
worldview of the anti-fascists was close to fascist idealism.
 Fascism itself was apt to describe the nation in aesthetic terms. Con-
sequently, cultural matters played a large part in the literature of the move-
ment. No doubt this view of the nation as a repository of culture attracted 
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the allegiance of many intellectuals. The young French fascist Robert 
Brasillach was typical in his opinion that a great political movement must 
also be an aesthetic one, with a “lifestyle” appropriate to its ideology. 
Brasillach praised the culture of the court of Louis XIV, the Soviet cin-
ema, and, especially, the Nazi mass meetings and their liturgy, “the most 
remarkable of modern times.” Brasillach, in common with fascist intel-
lectuals of other nations, saw in this fusion of mass politics and aesthetic 
form a “collective beauty” analogous to the spectacles of the Middle Ages 
or of ancient Greece. Within such a context, the Third French Republic 
was an anti-aesthetic regime whose art and culture were part of fragmented 
reality.6

 Not only in France, but in Germany and other nations as well, the 
organic unity of life and politics which fascist movements stressed in- 
cluded an emphasis upon cultural forms. This catered to the preoccupa-
tion of intellectuals with such matters while, at the same time, providing 
them with a rationale for their place in the movement. Moreover, this new 
world of beauty and aesthetic form was directed by the nation, which gave 
it a harmony and unity for which such men longed. The national state 
was the ultimate expression of all human desires, so it seemed to both the 
philosopher Gentile in Italy and the poet Gottfried Benn (1886–1956) in 
Germany, because fascism transformed the nation into an aesthetic as 
well as an ethical state. This belief glorified the state as the embodiment 
of human creativity and human idealism. It is important to stress that  
the attraction of fascism for intellectuals took place within the context of 
nationalism: a state that drew together into one spiritual unity the cre-
ative souls of its citizens—not the drab state of raison d’état, but a state 
whose very nature was identical with the cultural expression for which 
these men yearned.
 Fascism at first was linked with artistic movements which were not 
necessarily conservative or sentimental. Some factions of National Social-
ism sympathized with the Expressionist “chaos of the soul”; Mussolini’s 
regard for Marinetti and the Futurists needs no documentation. The obvi-
ous attraction which fascism exercised on creative intellectuals is often 
overlooked. It gave them a place in the movement and made it possible 
for them to combine their creativity with a desire to infuse society with 
their concept of ultimate values.
 To sum up: many intellectuals in post-First World War Europe believed 
that the liberal and bourgeois age had collapsed and that the misery which 
followed the war was the result of that collapse. Moreover, because of the 
development of liberal-bourgeois society, poetry (by which they meant  
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all creativity) had fallen into a shallow materialism and sentimentality, and 
this decline was part and parcel of the corruption of society as a whole. 
Since creativity was at the roots of the unfolding of the human personality, 
the elimination of the present must stress the restoration of cultural values. 
These intellectuals found their answer in fascism and its national mystique. 
Though the postwar world brought the crisis of liberal-bourgeois society 
to a head, the position of the fascist intellectuals must also be seen in the 
context of a prewar literary tradition and as influenced by the contempo-
rary development of Marxism. The fact that the intellectuals were a part 
of these historical developments must have made their entry into fascism 
a great deal easier.
 The literary tradition of the fin de siècle had stressed the irrational, the 
problems of the individual in a restrictive society. Fascism claimed to re- 
establish the true creativity of man which had been stifled, just as an ear-
lier generation of men of letters had searched for the genuine beneath the 
façade of bourgeois society. The fascist contention that human creativity 
could only stem from the depths of a spiritual impetus symbolized by the 
nation appealed to such longings and, at the same time, to the longing for 
authority.
 The role of socialism in rejecting the intellectual is equally important. 
Initially, many artists and writers supported the socialist labor movement, 
but this movement repudiated the intellectuals and alienated them, as a 
growing orthodoxy became increasingly suspicious of their allegiance to 
a working class to which they could not claim to belong.
 Marx himself had been hostile to intellectuals and that feeling grew to 
ever greater proportions within the socialist movement. The beginning of 
the twentieth century witnessed a veritable persecution of intellectuals in 
the German Social Democratic Party and the collapse of the enterprises 
with which they had been associated. Socialist parties in other West Euro-
pean nations also seemed wedded to a materialism which repudiated the 
intellectuals.7 Art was regarded as a social “product” and, in consequence, 
realism of subject matter was bound to triumph over the creative imagi-
nation. Writing about the future of poetry in 1937, Christopher Caudwell 
(1907–1937) asserted that there was no neutral world of art free from 
determining causes. These causes were the conditions prevailing in the 
real world in which the artist must live and whose tensions he must accu-
rately reflect. The artist must not leave his soul in the past.8 But intellectu-
als wanted to be more than a mirror for social and economic determinism; 
they might reflect the tensions of society, but they also wanted to transcend 
them through their own creativity. There was no room for their poetry 
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within traditional socialism. Rather than work to introduce an idealist ele-
ment into Marxism as Rosselli and others attempted, many intellectuals 
turned instead to the literary and aesthetic appeal of the fascist movement.
 Fascism seemed to combine this appeal with a critique of bourgeois 
society which socialism had already presented. The word “decadent” best 
characterized the postwar present for these men. Here, once more, an 
already traditional critique fused with the literary tradition of the fin de 
siècle. At that time also the outwardly prosperous establishment seemed 
merely a disguise for inward decay. For many fascist intellectuals the sup-
posed decadence of the present provided the springboard for their com-
mitment to the fascist utopia. A society in which spiritual unity replaced 
both the class struggle and human isolation, in which order was reconciled 
with the irrational mainsprings of creativity, presented a world in which 
ultimate values would surely triumph. Giovanni Gentile believed fascism 
to be a personal interpretation of the new spirit striving toward the ethi-
cal state.9

 The disillusionment and despair of decadent reality haunted these 
intellectuals. Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s (1894–1961) Voyage au bout de  
la nuit (Journey to the End of the Night, 1932) is typical of this mood. 
Wherever his travels led the hero of the novel, from fighting in the First 
World War to Africa, to the United States, and back to France, the picture 
never changes. The world is not what one thought it to be in one’s ideal-
istic youth, nor is it what it seems to be, for underneath all the hypocrisy 
it is devoid of compassion and love. Naked struggle, human selfishness, 
and lust for material gain are the only realities. Typically, Céline’s famous 
novel centered on the fate of the poor in such a society: “The poor man 
has two fine ways of dying in this world, either through the complete 
indifference of his fellow men in time of peace or by the homicidal fury 
of these same fellow men when war comes.”10 Decadent materialism was 
responsible for this state of affairs. His half-crazed Bagatelles pour un 
massacre (Trifles to Assist a Massacre, 1937) is filled with the images of 
putrefaction with which fascism in general was obsessed in the face of its 
enemies. Marxism was closed to him. Why, he asks, is there no commu-
nist work of literary excellence? Communism cannot produce any great 
works because it has no soul, but is devoted to bourgeois ideals.11 The root 
of all evil, however, is capitalism, which has even managed to overcome 
the movements aimed at eliminating it—and capitalism is the handiwork 
of the Jews.
 Ezra Pound reached the same conclusion in his “Usura Canto”; capi-
talism was introduced by Jews and “thereafter art thickened. Thereafter 
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design went to hell.”12 The search for clarity of form became a search for 
the “genuine,” the genuine outside decadent society. Céline wrote that at 
least Hitler did not lie like the Jews; he was no hypocrite. The Führer tells 
me, Céline continued, that “might makes right” and I know where I am: 
there is no “syrup” as with the Jews—no general “indefinite wobble,” as 
Pound would have called it.13

 Before the Second World War Céline was loath to join any political 
movement. He believed in the inevitable triumph of the impotent, the 
megalomaniacs, and the decadent, all of which were symbolized by the 
Jew. His École des cadavres (School for Corpses, 1938) ends by affirm- 
ing the necessity of racism but, at the same time, asserts that the Aryans 
were too cowardly and lazy to get rid of the Jews. However, after the 
defeat of France, Céline’s attitude changed and he now took advantage  
of the Nazi victory to attempt to translate his racism into reality. In 1941 
he called for the formation of a political party (parti unique) which would 
unite all racists and antisemites. Two years later he threw his support to 
Jacques Doriot, who accused the Vichy government of proceeding too 
slowly in constructing a fascist France. Finally, in 1944, when the depor-
tation and murder of Jews was in full swing, he reprinted a part of the 
Bagatelles which held that pogroms were fully justified; “they are a bless-
ing of heaven.” The Nazis realized his worth, and together with some 
others appointed him as expert on the Jewish question to the army of 
occupation.14

 Céline was not merely a collaborator with the occupying power, he 
was genuinely involved in using the occupation in order to bring about 
an end to that degeneracy which before the Nazi triumph he had thought 
to be inevitable. The Jews were his foil: a near-paranoiac, he believed in 
the Jewish world conspiracy against the Gentiles. Céline heaped praise 
upon the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, and in the Bagatelles pour un 
massacre left little doubt that he accepted the genuineness of this clumsy 
forgery. In his hands (to use Norman Cohn’s (1915–2007) phrase) the Pro-
tocols became a warrant for genocide, not merely by means of the printed 
word but also by attempted political action. Intellectuals like Ezra Pound 
or Gottfried Benn also turned to the Jew as contrasted with the Aryan in 
order to work off their own paranoid tendencies. Many an intellectual 
found his way to fascism because it seemed to provide a weapon against 
the conspiratorial menace of modernity. The fascists did not merely make 
use of Céline’s theories; he himself joined the cause, though his proposed 
antisemitic and racist party never materialized. Toward the end of the war, 
and afterward, he again withdrew into his earlier pessimism and fatalism 
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about the future of France. Céline’s politics, his attitudes, grew out of 
despair with decadent reality. This despair, the opposition to bourgeois 
hypocrisy, and the search for sincerity, were all common to intellectuals 
who came to fascism and to many anti-fascist intellectuals as well. André 
Gide (1869–1951), no fascist or antisemite, praised the Bagatelles pour 
un massacre for its bluntness and rejection of polite formulations.15 Gide 
failed to see that Céline’s work would lead him directly into fascist polit-
ical action.
 The German poet Gottfried Benn, like Céline a physician by trade, 
found ultimate fulfillment in his commitment to National Socialism.  
His earlier works were filled with imagery of a disease-ridden and deca-
dent civilization—much like Céline’s, whom, by the way, he regarded 
highly. Benn’s personal and artistic development traversed many stages 
and both Futurism and Expressionism played their part. What seems to 
have remained constant, at least until 1933, was a theoretical nihilism 
which denied the possibility of metaphysical truth. At times Benn sang 
Dionysian hymns to the cult of the ego (Nietzsche exercised a consider-
able influence on his thought), while directly after the First World War he 
defended the Berlin Dadaists when they were accused of bringing con-
tempt upon the armed forces and distributing indecent publications.16 
Surely not an auspicious beginning for a future follower of National Social-
ism. But his attitudes had changed by the time of the National Socialist 
seizure of power, and in a famous speech on “The New State and the 
Intellectuals” (1933) he praised history as the absolute value which had 
put forth a new biological type in order to do battle against the decadent 
age. Man’s inner struggles were waged not to maintain the consciousness 
of the ego (as he had held in 1920) but on behalf of an absolute: the Aryan 
had been sent by history to play a messianic role.17 National Socialism 
produced “a new world of the soul, deeply exciting in determining the 
expression of man’s inner self.”18

 Benn’s evolution toward National Socialism explains one element in 
fascism’s attraction for some intellectuals. It involved not only the long-
ing for the genuine (Benn was seeking the great barbarians of the twenti-
eth century) and the desire to eliminate decadence, but also the restfulness 
which the movement promised to a troubled soul. The intellectuals who 
fell prey to the appeal of fascism were not content to remain on the fringes 
of society or politics, to be united with those “rootless intellectuals” who 
had made and were making the greatest contributions to European thought. 
They abhorred rootlessness, and the fascist emphasis on the rootedness 
of the creative individual in the national soul made a strong appeal to 
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them. National Socialism provided Benn both with excitement and with 
a firm intellectual point d’appui which he had hitherto lacked. “There  
are moments when this whole tortured life sinks into nothingness, when 
only the horizon seems to exist, its infinity, the seasons, the earth, in 
simple words—Volk.”19 The very discipline of a firm, simple, and organic 
ideology fulfilled a need not only for Gottfried Benn but also for a poet 
like Ezra Pound who had not passed through Expressionism. Yet there 
may well be some truth in Ladislao Mittner’s (1902–1975) contention that 
the feeling of impotence in Expressionism led to dreams of violence, to a 
tyrant conceived in the imagination.20 Certainly a good many intellectu-
als who had been Expressionists followed National Socialism in Germany 
and Benn only provides the most famous example.
 The desire for discipline was always combined with a vision of cre-
ativity as springing from man’s irrational nature. The cultural elitism which 
Camillo Pellizzi (1896–1979) saw in the “gruppi di competenza” shared 
such ideas; while Céline put the emphasis on man’s “soul” and Benn 
heaped scorn on a “rationally thought-out culture.”21 Aesthetic princi-
ples replaced devotion to conventional morality. Such attitudes led to a 
love for the extreme, the direct, and the primitive; degenerate and corrupt 
society had to be transcended. But, in the end, these writers and poets 
called a halt to their adventure; they, like most men, longed for an author-
ity to which they could relate themselves and they found it not only in an 
emphasis upon strictness of literary form but also in the arms of fascism.
 The Marxist road was barred, and the simple fascist explanation for 
the supposed decadence of the age had its appeal. Capitalism was symbolic 
of the rationalization of life, and these intellectuals wanted to opt out. 
Drieu La Rochelle, perhaps the most interesting French fascist, believed 
that art had become scientific because it could no longer be artistic in a 
decadent world.22 Like their predecessors in the nineteenth century, and 
many anti-fascist intellectuals, these men sought for the genuine beneath 
the surface rationalizing of life. They found this genuine element within 
their own souls and in a closeness to nature—once more, hardly new 
discoveries. Walter Benjamin (1892–1940) has given a good characteri- 
zation of the attitudes toward which they were brought by their analysis 
of present society. These men attempted to solve the dichotomy between 
“genuine” nature and modern technology in immediate and mystical ways. 
They were not content to take the more circuitous route of attempting to 
fashion better human institutions.23 Intellectuals were led by their hatred of 
society and its institutions to a retreat into the supposed inner life of the 
spirit. Fascism as a political movement could benefit from this mystical 
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and therefore ill-defined approach by making the appropriate compro-
mises with existing institutions on its way to power. The intellectuals, 
however, built this contempt into a system of absolute values which tran-
scended reality.
 The search for the “genuine” was not supposed to be a return to 
romanticism, however. The decadence of the age, wrote Drieu La Rochelle 
(1939), means that sentimentality has taken the place of the creative drive.24 
John Harrison was undoubtedly right in asserting that the literary men  
of the English world who sympathized with fascism wanted more aus-
tere, more direct forms, and a hard intellectual approach. Yeats, Pound, 
Wyndham Lewis (1882–1957), and T. S. Eliot all opposed Romanticism in 
the name of the classical tradition.25 Like Charles Maurras (1868–1952) 
before them, they plucked out the identity of beauty and order from the 
ancient heritage: a reassurance that culture would not be debased through 
democracy. Order meant authoritarian rule, and this would correspond 
in the political world to the strictness of form which they desired in liter-
ary style; for example Gottfried Benn, in 1934, praised strictness of form 
in contrast to pristine and unformed nature. An absolutism was needed 
which would exclude all chaos in art and lead to unwavering moral deci-
sions. These decisions had to be in favor of harshness, struggle, and lead-
ership, opposed to compromises and prevarication in art as well as in 
politics. A dictatorial leadership was required to give shape to the amor-
phous mass of democracy symbolic of decadent society—“sensitivity with-
out direction,” as Ezra Pound characterized that form of government and 
society.26 Drieu La Rochelle, in his novel Gilles (1939), described a demo-
cratic French politician as a man who showed as much indulgence toward 
you as you did toward him, who reassured rather than led. The typical 
bourgeois politician believed in liberty and justice in the same way that a 
merchant treasured his rents and property.27

 The longing for a point d’appui, for form and direction, led such men 
into advocating dictatorship. The French fascist Lucien Rébatet put the 
case with admirable succinctness: “We have suffered a deep disquiet ever 
since the [French] Revolution, for we no longer know a leader [chef ] . . . 
I aspire to a dictatorship, a strict and aristocratic regime.”28 Gottfried 
Benn could have written this passage, and so could Ezra Pound. Elitist 
ideas came into play here, were in fact basic to an understanding of the 
fascist intellectuals. Fascism had little of the proletarian vocabulary of 
Marxism, and many fascist leaders openly stressed the elitist nature of 
the movement. Their self-conscious concept of intellectuals as guardians 
of ultimate values made such writers and artists inherently sympathetic to 
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such ideas. Moreover, their concept of culture and form was already elit-
ist in nature: they were the most creative individuals and they knew the 
prized ancient traditions. Elitism combined in their ideology with the call 
for strong leadership.
 True leadership must be committed to the unflinching implementation 
of spiritual values. Whether it be the classical values (defined by Wyndham 
Lewis in his fascist period as simple, rational, and aloof)29 or the living 
cosmos of a pre-civilized age (as seen by D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930), at 
times sympathetic to fascism), the leadership of a chosen few was essen-
tial to lead mankind into the golden age. The longing for authority of 
intellectuals in modern society is a common enough phenomenon. In fas-
cism, as they analyzed the movement, this authority would be based on 
the ultimate values to which they were committed and which, indeed, 
they were already advocating through the written and spoken word.
 The open-endedness of much of European fascism, its ideological flu-
idity under authoritarian leadership, strengthened its attraction. German 
National Socialism was an exception here, for it was built on a more clearly 
defined ideological base. German idealism and völkisch thought had long 
histories behind them, and many German intellectuals must have found 
this ideological orientation familiar, even traditional.30 However, the spe-
cific German tradition (in which Austria must be included) gave to this 
fascism a provincial cast which contrasts with Fascism in Italy. In the West, 
at any rate, the fascist movements, and the intellectuals who were involved, 
looked to Italy rather than to Central Europe for inspiration. It is there-
fore dangerous to extend the ideological foundations of the German fascist 
experience to other countries.
 Typical of the difference between fascism in Central and in Western 
Europe is the assertion of the leading German National Socialist philoso-
pher, Alfred Baeumler (1887–1968), that with the Nazi seizure of power 
the period of Hegelian striving was at end. Hitler had transformed Hegel’s 
“idea” into reality.31 In Italy even Gentile, the philosophical idealist, called 
for a continual progression of the “new spirit” (meaning fascism), which 
should not be allowed to harden into a credo or a system of dogma.32 
Camillo Pellizzi argued that “the fascist state is more than a state, a 
dynamo” (1924).33 French fascist intellectuals were apt to reject Hegelian-
ism itself as blurring and reconciling differences in a bourgeois fashion, 
opting instead for a simple Nietzschean dynamic. Yet, even among the 
French fascist intellectuals, we find the longing for a point d’appui, though 
it is muted in comparison with other European fascisms. For example, 
the young fascist Robert Brasillach in his Le Marchand d’oiseaux (1931) 
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praises the binding force of nature and the peasant as contrasted with the 
vagabonds in the city.
 This difference between Western and Central European fascism is im- 
portant in our context, for it explains how some intellectuals could seek 
in the movement a repudiation of Germanic romanticism and sentimen-
tality and infuse it with a diversity of spiritual values, instead of seeing in 
fascism a single-minded concentration on the ideals of blood and soil. As 
far as some of them were concerned, race played a lesser part in produc-
ing the leadership than did a vision of Plato’s philosopher king. We must 
not forget that racism and antisemitism until the late 1930s played a 
minor role in taming the “dynamo” of West European fascism.
 Yet there existed an incipient conflict between the intellectuals’ long-
ing for authority and their equal love for the dynamic that would end the 
degeneration of their time. Drieu La Rochelle’s fictional hero Gilles, not 
untypical for French fascism, finds mental peace in fighting on Franco’s 
side in the Spanish Civil War. There Gilles discovers that gods fall and  
are reborn, a process which can only take place through the shedding of 
blood.34 For many intellectuals, fascism released an ever-present urge for 
action that could now find full play. This often became a commitment to 
brutality in the name of the spiritual values that must be realized. Gentile 
justified the brutality of teachers toward students: it would force students 
to affirm their own personalities.35 Gentile associated the necessity for bru-
tality with the quest for spiritual unity, which was all that really mattered.
 These intellectuals found joy in immediate action rather than in long-
range planning, in immediate decisions rather than in judgments sub spe-
cie aeternitatis. Because Charles Maurras refused to act during the fascist 
and war veteran-inspired Paris riots of February 1934, many French fas-
cist intellectuals broke with the Action Française. This predilection for the 
immediate could be documented in other nations as well. Such a desire 
formed an obvious contrast to the politics of compromise which charac-
terized decadent democratic society. Julien Benda (1867–1956), under-
standing this tendency among the intellectuals of his time, characterized 
as “treasonable” the attempt to confer moral sanction on physical force.36 
This represents, of course, a treason not confined to fascist intellectuals; 
but the moral power which they lent to the activist struggle was regarded 
not merely as an unfortunate necessity but as an integral part of the system 
of absolute values. Such activist ideals could also serve to deepen the alle-
giance to authoritarianism, for leadership was necessary to win the battle.
 However, the yearning for leadership must always be connected with 
the quest for the genuine of which we have already spoken. The Greek 
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ideal of an ordered society was specified, side by side with a new paganism. 
The influence of Nietzsche received full play, for he had already praised 
the Greeks and the barbarians as the prototypes of the superman. This 
primitivism was rendered still more appealing through the experience of 
war, which had led a whole generation of European writers into ecstatic 
praise of naked brutality and the shedding of blood. Here indeed, in their 
view, was a Nietzschean reflection of life as it truly existed, and not as  
the bourgeoisie thought it to be. Writers such as Ernst Jünger transposed 
the warrior to peacetime society: a new type had emerged who, as the 
“worker,” would make a révolution sans phrase, and for whom freedom 
and obedience were identical concepts.37

 The preoccupation of the fascist movement with the war attracted 
intellectuals who had found the “genuine” life experience in that catas-
trophe. Oswald Spengler’s (1880–1936) vision of the barbarians roaming 
the countryside is symptomatic as the expression both of an age which 
was finished and of the seeds of a new culture to come. For Drieu La 
Rochelle, the modern was characterized by barbaric simplicity and bru-
tality, while Gottfried Benn was attracted to all that was primitive and 
archaic—only a return of this kind could produce the necessary will to 
power.38 Robert Brasillach, writing about Alfred Rosenberg in Germany 
and his own French fascists, eulogized the “teachers of violence in France 
and the teacher of violence in Germany”: both shared the wish to destroy 
a society built on bad ideas, and a respect for the heroes to come.39

 The longing for primitivism dissolved into hero worship. This truly 
resolved the conflict between the love of activism and violence, on the 
one hand, and the longing for security and authority on the other. The 
nineteenth-century tradition of heroes and hero worship gave a respectable 
intellectual background to such a longing. The hero symbolized the “new 
type” of man who would change the world. As Gottfried Benn put it: “His-
tory sent a new biological type to the front.”40 The “New Man” whom 
fascism put into the foreground of its efforts was infused with a Nietz- 
schean will. Jünger conceived this type as a group, a leadership elite; in fact, 
a new “people.” But others saw him as an individual symbolic of what 
other individuals could become. The hero, in this case, resolved not only 
the conflict between violence and authority but also the dichotomy between 
individualism and leadership. For creative intellectuals this was important.
 Fascism, unlike socialist orthodoxy, did not exclude the cult of the 
individual, provided that the individual could be seen as the executor of 
some organic national force. The “New Man” whom fascism wished to 
create symbolized the new society. He had released within himself the 
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creative forces of his own soul and through strength of will would usher 
in a new world. Intellectuals had a special mission in transforming the 
old into the New Man, for education played a vital part in this process 
and education was a traditional field of activity for intellectuals.
 In all this, it is important to keep the chronological factor in mind. The 
intellectuals were attracted to a fascism which seemed open-ended and 
whose ideology, within its organic framework, gave it a “superb open-
ness to artistic creativity.” The “anti-idealist” congress of young fascist 
intellectuals in Italy (1933) was typical of this feeling. They opposed the 
Hegelian idealism of Gentile in favor of Nietzschean ideas. These young 
Italians were at one with equally young French fascists in their belief that 
Hegelian idealism blunted the necessary dynamic and eventually led to  
a pedestrian, economic view of the state, from which “it is absolutely 
impossible to aim at fascism.”41 This heroic dynamic, as they saw it, 
seemed present in Italian Fascism until the early 1930s and in Germany 
until 1934. Then Hitler outlawed Expressionism and began to suppress all 
forms of creativity which did not conform to the tradition of völkisch art 
and literature. Even so, some intellectuals who had joined the Nazi move-
ment, as well as members of the SS—dedicated to a “silent revolution in 
permanence”—opposed the fossilization of dogma and specific programs.
 They dreamed instead of a real revolution, a true uprising of the Ger-
man people, which would lead to fundamental change within the nation. 
Typically, such a commitment to revolution was used by an Expression- 
ist writer like Arnolt Bronnen (1895–1959) to justify his conversion to 
National Socialism. He greatly admired a faction of the SA (the Stur- 
mabteilungen, a para-military Nazi organization) for wanting a revolu- 
tion, though this longing was little more than a desire to release a pent-up 
dynamic. Bronnen lost his innocence soon after Hitler attained power. His 
reaction to this disillusionment was typical of that of many other intellec-
tuals who had joined the Nazis for similar reasons: half-hearted gestures, 
pathetic in their futility against the “revolution betrayed.”42 The attitude 
of men like Bronnen toward Hitler remained ambivalent throughout the 
Third Reich. The hero of earlier days was not easily deposed in their con-
fused minds. In Germany, unlike Italy, there was no real protest against 
the movement in power in favor of the “true movement” as it had existed 
earlier.
 National Socialism, as we have seen, never emphasized the thrust 
toward revolution which Italian Fascism inscribed on its banners after the 
First World War. Mussolini himself may not have taken this radical vocab-
ulary seriously, but the dynamic “open-endedness” which many earlier 
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fascists had prized was more deeply embedded in the Italian than in the 
German movement. In Italy the protest of young intellectuals in the name 
of a fascist dynamic against a Fascism grown old in power can be seen  
in at least two youth journals.43 Marinetti, the Futurist, did not turn on 
Mussolini but instead in 1937 denounced Hitler for having condemned 
Futurism, Impressionism, Dadaism, and Cubism in favor of a “photo-
graphic static”44—an unimaginative realism which sanctified the status 
quo. However, for both the great fascist powers the dynamo which Camillo 
Pellizzi had praised had come to a standstill by the end of the 1930s.
 This did not occur in the fascisms that remained out of power. Espe-
cially in France, where the splintered movement was largely in the hands 
of a Paris coterie of intellectuals, the problem of the fossilization of dogma 
never arose at all. Small wonder that these Frenchmen misread National 
Socialism and were disappointed when the German movement refused to 
carry through their kind of pseudo-Nietzschean revolution. Marc Augier 
(1908–1990) was one of the founders of the fascist-collaborationist jour-
nal La Gerbe. He joined the SS and felt that the Germans had reached the 
ultimate stage of Nietzschean thought and were standing on the threshold 
of a new and grandiose world. But Augier left the SS. Hitler turned out 
to be too exclusively German for this French fascist and did not have the 
vision to lead an anti-capitalist crusade to free the masses.45 The “teacher 
of violence in Germany” could not, as Brasillach had thought, stand on 
an equal footing with the “teachers of violence in France.” The eternal 
truth that National Socialism was supposed to exemplify was rooted in 
an unchanging history and race, which tamed the appetite for destruction 
and served to stifle any open-ended dynamic.
 Professor Hans Naumann in Germany spoke of making sacred once 
again the eternal “holy bonds” which had cemented human relationships 
of old: the shared native countryside, the family, and the common ties of 
blood.46 Mussolini at times equated reason of state, the traditional and 
unchanging needs of power politics, with the idealism of the fascists.47  
All this was far removed from the barbarians roaming the countryside,  
or the “New Man” some fascists wished to create who, at least in Ger-
many, could degenerate into that sentimental nationalism which most of 
these intellectuals condemned. The restfulness of a coherent ideology for 
which men like Benn longed had become separated from the excitement 
these intellectuals craved.
 More seriously, the intellectuals’ ideal of culture came into conflict with 
the fascist concept of hierarchy, which they misunderstood, and with the 
needs of fascism as a mass movement. Fascism believed in a hierarchy of 
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function and not of status: potentially all members of the nation were 
equal. The elite stood out because of its service to the nation, not because 
of any intellectual superiority. The masses were not the enemies of culture, 
for they could be lifted into the category of “New Men” (although pri-
vately fascist leaders like Mussolini expressed cynicism about the masses). 
To be sure, intellectuals could become part of the functional elite as edu-
cators, but even then they were still faced with the needs of fascism as a 
mass movement.
 This meant that the cultural ideals for which these intellectuals stood 
were compromised by reality: the bourgeois life which they despised was 
in fact integrated into the fascist mystique. All these intellectuals might 
have agreed with Thomas Arnold’s (1795–1842) judgment on middle-class 
culture: “Can life be imagined more hideous, more dismal, more unenvi-
able?”48 The mass meetings which for Brasillach had symbolized aesthetic 
politics continued, but the cultural thrust of the movement took on a 
decidedly bourgeois cast. Fascism was annexing the tradition of middle-
class reading and art, emphasizing the sweetly sentimental and conserva-
tive as the true products of human creativity. Italy did so perhaps to a 
lesser extent than Central Europe, but even French fascism sometimes 
lapsed into the despised genre. As a political mass movement, fascism 
had to appeal to the prejudices and predilections of its constituents, what-
ever ideals the intellectuals attempted to put into the movement. Here 
they were caught: on the one hand, they wanted the security and thrill of 
participating in a mass movement; on the other, such a mass movement 
tended to compromise with the cultural ideals of people deeply bound by 
bourgeois tastes and morals.
 Fascism in Western and Central Europe made middle-class morality 
the base of one of its appeals. The traditionalism which became part of 
fascist ideology praised precisely that sentimentality which many fascist 
intellectuals had condemned as bourgeois degeneracy. This development 
is most obvious in National Socialism’s rejection of cultural experimen- 
tation. National Socialism felt that it could rely on popular taste in its 
battle against modernity in art and literature. Hitler wanted to substitute 
“eternal art” for modern art, and this meant that art must not create 
anything new but must instead reflect the general life of the people, which 
sought artistic expression. The people came first, so art must reflect their 
soul and thus appeal to them. When Goebbels abolished art criticism and 
substituted mere art reporting, he did so because the public had to be given 
a chance to make its own judgments, to form an opinion about artistic 
matters through its own feeling.49
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 The result was culture defined in terms of the popular taste of the 
non-intellectual classes. Sentimentality triumphed over strictness of liter-
ary form and Romanticism over the classical tradition. The intellectuals 
found themselves part of an organic worldview which had tamed their 
activism and which defined the genuine in terms of popular artistic tastes. 
Some, like Ernst Jünger, turned their backs on the movement, but most 
maintained their allegiance to fascism, though it had lost its élan.
 In fact, fascism now repudiated the intellectuals, as the socialist move-
ment had repudiated them earlier. For the fascists, artistic creativity was 
now defined as merely a reflection of reality, and the results of fascist 
artistic endeavor moved closer to socialist realism. Hitler’s emphasis on 
“clarity and simplicity” had not meant a preference for strictness of form 
but rather a belief in an art and literature simple enough to call for the 
support of the populace. This tendency had always existed in fascism, but 
the intellectuals had chosen to ignore it, believing that it would vanish in 
the mystique of a national spiritual unity. But that very mystique led to  
a renewal of the old bourgeois culture. This fact became obvious only  
as fascism developed into the 1930s. Fascist professions of faith before 
this time might easily have led to a misunderstanding. It has, in fact, been 
claimed that in Italy the repudiation of the intellectuals was a conscious 
move of the Fascist Party to consolidate its power.50 The peasant who 
provided fascism’s heroic prototype proved to be not the Nietzschean 
Prometheus but a comfortable bourgeois.
 In analyzing the relationship between fascism and the intellectuals, it 
is important to see the ideological commitment of the intellectuals within 
the diversity of fascism as it developed. The basic ideological presupposi-
tions of the movement existed from the beginning in most fascisms, but 
they changed in emphasis and direction. Those fascist movements which 
came to power had to show political flexibility and find a solid base of 
support in one part of the population. Fascist intellectuals ignored the 
pressures of existing reality on fascism, thinking that the fascist revolution 
would break sharply with the corrupt present but remain uncontaminated 
by its imperatives. But fascism’s own mystique was merely a profession of 
faith and, as it turned out, gave the movement flexibility in making alli-
ances within an existing reality which the intellectuals deplored. Fascists 
came to believe that theirs was a spiritual revolution, which through a 
new type of man would renew the nation and the world; in reality, this 
revolution became enmeshed in the very middle-class values it was sup-
posed to fight. The acceptance of the century-old tradition of popular 
taste—conservative and opposed to all art and literature which it could 
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not understand—spelled an end to meaningful participation by the intel-
lectuals in the movement.
 The attempt to ignore realities in favor of some higher value which 
brooks no compromise is not confined to fascist intellectuals. The neo-
Kantian socialists suffered from the same failing; their idealism had put 
an end to a meaningful participation in or alliance with the existing social-
ist parties. Drieu La Rochelle’s hero had called for unity between young 
communists freed from Russian influence and young bourgeois freed from 
the trammels of liberalism. A “Third Force” would be created: a victori-
ous fascism.51 Instead, fascism became a mass political party, which stifled 
creativity in the name of its truth and showed a willingness to assimilate 
the values of the bourgeois age which those advocating a “Third Force” 
could not readily accept. Drieu La Rochelle himself found it difficult to 
join such a political party. At first (in 1936) he played an important role 
in the fascist party of Jacques Doriot (PPF), only to leave it again two 
years later and rejoin it once more after the fall of France. The suicide of 
Drieu La Rochelle at the end of the Second World War was not merely 
the result of despair in the face of the Allied victory, but to a still greater 
extent despair at what fascism had made of itself.
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6

The Occult Origins of  
National Socialism

The intellectual origins of National Socialism are no longer shrouded in 
darkness. The intensity of German national feeling itself seems no longer 
sufficient as a sole explanation for the rise of National Socialist ideology; 
a more complex cultural development gave its impress to that movement 
long before it crystallized into a political party. Ideas that were both of a 
national and of a romantic and occult nature were important components 
of this development, part of the revolt against positivism which swept 
Europe at the end of the nineteenth century. In Germany this revolt took 
a special turn, perhaps because Romanticism struck deeper roots there 
than elsewhere. The mystical and the occult were taken both as an expla-
nation and as a solution to man’s alienation from modern society, culture, 
and politics. Not by everyone, of course, but by a minority that found a 
home in the radical right. As such, mystical and occult ideas influenced 
the worldview of early National Socialism, and especially of Adolf Hitler, 
who to the end of his life believed in “secret sciences” and occult forces. 
It is important to unravel this strand of Nazi ideology because this mysti-
cism was at the core of much of the irrationalism of the movement, and 
especially of the worldview of its leader. Such ideas coursed underneath 
the banality and respectability of National Socialism, though they them-
selves were also a reaction to bourgeois society. Protest against bourgeois 
society and its lifestyle was widespread, but here our concern is with a 
specific protest against bourgeois materialism and positivism by men and 
women who lived on the fringes of middle-class society; eccentrics who 
merit our attention only because Adolf Hitler and a few other important 
Nazis took them seriously. This German reaction to positivism became 
intimately bound up with a belief in nature’s cosmic life force, a dark force 
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whose mysteries could be understood, not through science but through the 
occult. An ideology based upon such premises was fused with the glories 
of an Aryan past, and in turn, that past received a thoroughly romantic 
and mystical interpretation.
 This chapter intends to throw light on this ideology and to show its 
connection with later German history.1 An obvious link can be seen through 
some of the men who participated in this stream of thought, men who 
later became prominent in the National Socialist movement. However, 
we are primarily concerned with the actual formation of this ideology 
from the 1890s to the first decade of the twentieth century. This is neces-
sary because historians have until the last decades ignored this stream of 
thought based solely on intuition as being too outré to be taken seriously. 
Who indeed can take seriously an ideology that drew upon the occultism 
of Madame Helena Blavatsky (1831–1891), rejected science in favor of 
“seeing with one’s soul,” and came dangerously close to sun worship?
 The early formulators of this romantic and mystic worldview were men 
like Paul de Lagarde (1827–1891), Guido von List (1848–1919), Alfred 
Schuler (1865–1923), and above all, Julius Langbehn (1851–1907).2 They 
were popularized by publishers like Eugen Diederichs (1867–1930) of 
Jena, whose influence was manifest in the diverse branches of the move-
ment. It was Langbehn who pithily summarized their common aim: “to 
transform Germans into artists.”3 By “artist” these men meant not a cer-
tain profession but a certain worldview opposed to that which they called 
the “man machine.” This transformation, which they felt had been omit-
ted when Germany became unified, would convert the materialism and 
science of contemporary Germany into an artistic outlook upon the world, 
an outlook that would result in an all-encompassing national renewal. 
Such a viewpoint was connected to their belief in the cosmic life force, 
which opposed all that was artificial and man-made.
 Langbehn in his Rembrandt als Erzieher (Rembrandt as Educator, 
1890) supplied the key to this transformation: mysticism was the hidden 
engine which could transmute science into art.4 Nature Romanticism and 
the mystical provided the foundation for this ideology. It was no mere 
coincidence that Eugen Diederichs, who was so instrumental in popular-
izing this worldview, was the German publisher of Henri Bergson (1859–
1941). He saw in Bergson a mysticism, a “new irrationalistic philosophy,”5 
and believed that the development of Germany could only progress in 
opposition to rationalism. The world picture, Diederichs maintained, must 
be grasped by an intuition that was close to nature. From this source man’s 
spirit must flow and bring him into unity with the community of his people. 
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Such true spirituality Diederichs saw reflected in the late thirteenth- to 
early fourteenth-century German mystic Meister Eckhardt (c. 1260–1328) 
whose works he published; later Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi ideologue, 
returned to Meister Eckhardt for the same reasons. Just as the romantics at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century had opposed the “cold rational-
ity” of antiquity and had found their way back to a more genuine human-
ity, so Diederichs hailed this movement as a “New Romanticism.”6 Thus, 
a search for this “genuine humanity” dominated the movement, based 
upon a closeness to nature, for the native landscape which gave man a 
heightened feeling for life. When Diederichs organized the gathering of 
the Free German Youth on the Hohen Meissner mountain in 1913, Ludwig 
Klages (1872–1956), the Munich philosopher, told them that modern civ-
ilization was “drowning” the soul of man. The only way out for man, who 
belonged to nature, was a return to mother earth.7 Such ideas led naturally 
to a deepening of the cult of the peasant. Julius Langbehn summed this up: 
“The peasant who actually owns a piece of land has a direct relationship to 
the center of the earth. Through this he becomes master of the universe.”8

 In opposition to peasant life there was the city, the seat of cold ratio-
nalism. Indeed, this was nothing new or unique; Jacob Burckhardt had 
already written that in cities art became “nervous and unstable.”9 Through-
out the nineteenth century men had advocated a retreat into the unspoiled 
landscape, away from a society rapidly becoming industrialized and urban-
ized. But for the “New Romanticism” nature did not signify the sole 
source of human renewal and vitality. Mysticism played a central role in 
this movement, connected with the concern for man’s soul as an embodi-
ment of the cosmic life-force.
 Julius Langbehn cited Schiller’s phrase that “it is the soul which builds 
the body,” and added that the outward form of the body was a silhouette 
of its inner life.10 The portrait painter Robert Burger-Villingen (1865–1945) 
enlarged upon this when he criticized the phrenology of Franz Joseph Gall 
(1758–1828). Gall’s measurements of the skull led to serious errors, he 
claimed, because they comprised only the external influences of man. The 
important thing was to grasp the nature of man’s fate, which was depen-
dent upon his soul.11 Thus Burger-Villingen measured the profiles of men’s 
faces in order to comprehend the expression of their souls. For this purpose 
he invented a special apparatus (a plastometer), which was much discussed 
in the subsequent literature. Julius Langbehn wrote that researches into 
man’s facial characteristics were a part of historical research.12

 This remark leads into the philosophy of history of these men, which 
provided the explanation for the mystic development of the soul from its 
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base in nature, through the cosmic life-force. History, Diederichs wrote, 
is never factual but merely a thickening of the life stream of events through 
which, at one point or place, the universally valid laws of life become 
visible in reality. History could only be seen with the soul since it was the 
progression out of nature of the inner life substance. It was at this point 
that the mystic and the occult came to the fore. This belief in a life force 
was a kind of cosmic religion to a man like Diederichs, who referred to 
Plato as one of his sources.13 Yet, in opposition to rationalism, this reli-
gion was grasped through the intuition of the soul feeling its closeness to 
nature.
 Edgar Dacqué (1878–1945), whose book on Urwelt (The Primeval 
World, 1924) was used extensively by all these men, coined the phrase 
“nature somnambulism”—an intuitive insight into those life forces that 
determine the physical nature of man. As man got ever farther away from 
nature, what remained of this somnambulism was wrongly described as 
soothsaying or as psychological disabilities. Yet all things creative were a 
survival of this nature somnambulism.14 Paul de Lagarde put the same 
idea somewhat differently. Germans, though reaching into the future, 
should return to the past—a past devoid of all else but the primeval voice 
of nature.15 Manifestly, only those people who were closest to nature could 
grasp through their souls the inner, cosmic life force that constituted the 
eternal.
 In Vienna, Guido von List (1848–1919) set the tone for this kind of 
argument and fused it with the glories of an Aryan past. Nature was the 
great divine guide and from her flowed the life force. Whatever was clos-
est to nature would therefore be closest to the truth.16 List believed that 
the Aryan past was the most “genuine” manifestation of this inner force. 
It was closest to nature and therefore farthest removed from artificiality— 
from modern materialism and rationalism. Thus he set himself the task of 
recreating this past. Given the philosophy of history common to these 
men, they looked down upon any scholarly disciplines such as archaeol-
ogy: “We must read with our souls the landscape which archaeology re- 
conquers with the spade.” Again, List advised: “If you want to lift the veil 
of mystery [i.e., of the past], you must fly into the loneliness of nature.”17 
List’s ideas were brought to Germany largely through the efforts of Alfred 
Schuler (1865–1923) of Munich. This remarkable man, who never pub-
lished a line, attracted to his person men like Rainer Maria Rilke and 
Stefan George. His circle of admirers maintained that Schuler “saw with 
his soul” and could reconstruct the past by simply using his inward eye. 
To a small coterie of friends, Schuler lectured on the nature of the city. 
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Urbanism was condemned and equated with the intellectuals’ alleged 
materialism, which supposedly perverted their thought. Against this equa-
tion were those adepts whose “idealism” could only stem from the mys-
terious call of the blood, the true creative instinct.18

 For Schuler, the inner life-force was equated with the strength of  
the blood, an equation common to other writers as well. He fulminated 
against the shallowness of soulless men ignorant of nature and its life 
forces, an ignorance epitomized, he thought, in the Jewish poet Karl 
Wolfskehl (1869–1948) blaspheming: “People are my landscape.”19 Sig-
nificantly, Schuler believed this life-force could be manipulated through 
spiritualism. He tried to cure Nietzsche’s madness through an ancient 
Roman spirit rite. Klages was to lure Stefan George to a séance where 
Schuler would take over George’s soul, transmuting it into a living recep-
tacle of cosmic fire. George, stubbornly obdurate, was appalled by the 
proceedings, and after the séance demanded that Klages accompany him 
to a café where settled bourgeois, ordinary people, drank beer and smoked 
cigars.20 In Klages’s eyes he was henceforth condemned, though any his-
torian analyzing the thoughts of these men might easily sympathize with 
George.
 Schuler and Klages were not alone in believing the inner life-force to 
be akin to spiritualism. Indeed, the mysticism which, as Langbehn put it, 
transformed science into art, was precisely this life-force defined in terms 
of the occult. The ideology of this movement had direct ties with those 
occult and spiritualist movements that were in vogue toward the end of 
the century. Such ties were especially fostered by theosophy. The opposi-
tion to positivism in Germany fed upon movements which in the rest of 
Europe were regarded as “fads” rather than as serious worldviews. In 
Germany the belief in the life-force or cosmic religion embodied in the 
blood, which all things Aryan truly represented, led to a worldview that 
gave special status to those who were “initiates” of such mysteries.
 The similarity of these ideas to the occult was noted by contemporaries. 
Franz Hartmann (1838–1912), himself a leading German-American the-
osophist, remarked upon the similarity of List’s ideas to those of Madame 
Blavatsky, the foundress of theosophy. This he did by comparing List’s 
Bilderschrift (1910) to Madame Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled (1877). For just 
as List attempted to tear the veil from the true wisdom of the ancient 
Germans, so Blavatsky revealed the surviving traces of a “secret science” 
in ancient and medieval sources. Their principles, she maintained, had 
been lost from view and suppressed; in like manner, List claimed that 
Christianity had tried to wipe out the language of the ancient Germans, 
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thus destroying their true nature wisdom.21 List believed that this lost 
language could be found in the mystic writings of the Kabalah, mistak-
enly thought to be Jewish, but in reality a compilation of ancient German 
wisdom that had survived persecution. Madame Blavatsky made identi-
cal use of the Kabalah; she, too, rejected its Jewish origins, considering it 
a survival of true and secret wisdom.22 Hartmann himself, attracted by 
such parallelisms, became one of List’s leading supporters.
 But we can go further than this. Madame Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled 
was concerned with a study of nature. She attempted to study nature as 
she thought the ancients had studied it, in relation not so much to its 
outward form but to its inward meaning. Thus she also saw nature as 
being eternally transmitted through a life-force which she thought of as 
an omnipresent vital ether, electro-spiritual in composition.23 This vague 
idea directly influenced men of the 1920s like Herbert Reichstein (1892–
1944), who believed that the first Aryan was created by an electric shock 
directly out of this ether. They called their theory “Theozoology.”24 Her 
approach was, in general, similar to those exponents of the life-force we 
have discussed; she, too, felt that seeing with one’s soul was the reality, 
and deplored scientific methods.
 There is, however, a still closer relationship of these two bodies of 
thought through their use of imagery. For Madame Blavatsky, fire was 
the universal soul substance, and this led Franz Hartmann to state that  
it was the sun which was the external manifestation of an invisible spiri-
tual power.25 For the men we have discussed, the image of the Aryan 
coming out of the sun was common. The painter Fidus (1868–1948),  
so closely associated with the German Youth Movement, used this motif 
constantly. This popular painter believed that it was not enough for the 
artist to faithfully reproduce nature. Painting, for Fidus, was a trans- 
mission from the extrasensory world.26 His paintings included studies  
of astral symbolism, as well as designs for theosophic temples. It was he 
who painted the official picture to symbolize the Hohen Meissner gath- 
ering. Best known, however, were his paintings, bordered by theosophic 
symbols, on themes such as the “wanderers into the sun”—girl and boy 
wandering hand in hand, surrounded by growing plants, their nude boy-
ish bodies translucent before a blazing sun.
 Eugen Diederichs was also deeply concerned with such symbolism. 
He founded, in 1910, the so-called Sera Circle in Jena. Its symbol was a 
red and golden flag with the sun as centerpiece. The main activities of this 
circle centered in the youth movement: excursions, folk dances, and above 
all, the old Germanic festival of the “changing sun.”27 Here Germanic 
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custom and spiritualist symbolism were intertwined. For Diederichs also 
the sun was the creator of life, a reaffirmation of the prime importance of 
those cosmic forces that underlay all reality.28

 Langbehn himself maintained that “a theologian should always be 
somewhat of a theosophist” to compensate for the formalism inherent  
in his profession. He saw a similar value in spiritualism in general. His 
criticism of contemporary occultism was not that it was wrong, but that 
it was misdirected, searching through professional mediums for spirits 
where there were none.29 Such a linkage between theosophy and the 
völkisch worldview will remain throughout the movement’s history. This 
can be conclusively demonstrated through Prana, which called itself a 
German monthly for applied spiritualism and which was published by 
the theosophical publishing house at Leipzig. The editor was Johannes 
Balzli (1899–1939), the secretary of the Guido von List Society, founded 
to spread the “master’s” teaching and to finance his publications. Franz 
Hartmann, himself an honorary member of that society, was one of Prana’s 
most frequent contributors, as was Charles Webster Leadbeater (1854–
1934), the stormy Anglican curate whom Madame Blavatsky had taken 
with her to India and who later became Annie Besant’s (1847–1933) 
Svengali. Guido von List himself contributed to its pages, while Fidus 
provided most of the illustrations. The word “prana” was taken to mean 
the power of the sun, the visible symbol of God, and “all present.” This 
in turn was to be the sign of the “new Germany.”30

 In Prana’s pages we find ideas on food and medicine that were com-
mon to this movement. Medical science was universally deplored in favor 
of spiritual healing, and the eating of meat was said to impede not only 
spiritual progress but the understanding of nature and the life force.31 The-
osophists linked the flesh of animals to their undeveloped intelligence; eat-
ing meat would thus induce animal coarseness in humans. Prana’s writers 
further elaborated this idea, adding that meat could not increase life for 
it was lifeless and thus led to death.32 The medical and vegetarian vagaries 
of Adolf Hitler were intimately linked with the mystic, Aryan ideology 
found in the pages of Prana, though Prana was not the only journal that 
reflected this mixture of thought.
 That such ideas marched into the 1920s with renewed vigor can be 
seen in the case of Artur Dinter (1876–1948), who rose to prominence  
as an early National Socialist in the twenties. As a National Socialist 
deputy he played a leading role in the overthrow of the socialist govern-
ment of Thuringia in 1924 and subsequently became the editor of the 
National Socialist, published in Weimar. His celebrated racial novel Die 
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Sünde wider das Blut (The Sin Against the Blood, 1918) attained a large 
circulation. Though a companion novel, Die Sünde wider den Geist (The 
Sin Against the Spirit, 1921), never proved as popular, it combined the 
racial ideology of his first book with episodes that could have been taken 
directly from Madame Blavatsky. For Dinter, the racial ideas of a man 
like Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855–1927) made sense only when 
they were integrated with his own spiritualistic experiences. Dinter made 
liberal use of such theosophist concepts as the astral ether, the sun, and 
the idea of rebirth (Karma).33 For Lanz von Liebenfels, another of Prana’s 
favorites, the term “Ariosophy” meant a combination of such ideas with 
a worldview centered upon the Germanic past.34 Small wonder that the 
industrialist who was the principal financial contributor to Guido von 
List’s Society was also an ardent spiritualist.35

 This, then, was the mysticism that transformed science into art. When 
these men called upon Germans to be artists, they wanted them to rec- 
ognize that their true soul was an expression of the cosmic spirit of the 
world based upon nature. Possession of such a spirit meant recalling that 
which was truly genuine, the Germanic past, as opposed to modern and 
evil rationalism. Langbehn, so often cited by his successors, felt this to be 
the only true individualism in a world of mass man. This individualism 
would lead to the creation of an organic human being in contact with 
cosmic forces. These forces were conceived in spiritualist terms, though 
Langbehn’s touchstone was not Madame Blavatsky but Emanuel Sweden-
borg (1688–1772). To him this mystic was the ideal German type.36 In  
a similar manner Diederichs came to see the identical image reflected in 
Meister Eckhart.37

 Such a philosophy of life did not need spiritualistic mediums in order 
to penetrate the “secret mysteries.” Indeed, for List the past came alive in 
the very human shape of Tarnhari, who called himself the chief of the lost 
German tribe of the Völsungen. The tribal traditions, which he related 
from his fund of ancestral memories, confirmed List’s own researches. 
Tarnhari promptly produced several works of his own in which he told 
“family stories going back to prehistoric times.” The stone of wisdom 
had come alive. It is symptomatic that this impressed Ellegaard Ellerbek 
(1877–1947), later one of the ornaments of National Socialist literature. 
As he wrote to List, “reading yours and Tarnhari’s works I realize again 
that Ar [Aryan] lives laughingly.”38

 One idea implied in all of this must be stressed. Only he who had ties 
with the genuine past could have a true soul, could be an organic and not 
a materialistic human being. Such ties were conceived of as being inherited. 
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The genuine spirit of the ancestors was cumulative in their progeny.  
For Guido von List, as for his successors, only the Aryan could grasp  
the “mysteries” of life which governed the world. These ideas allowed 
Langbehn to stress once more not only the virtue of a settled and ancient 
Germanic peasantry but of a hereditary monarchy as well. A hereditary 
monarch was not merely someone elevated from the masses like the pres-
ident of a republic. In the government of the nation, such a monarch would 
be aided by the “natural aristocracy.” This aristocracy did not derive 
solely from an inheritance of status; every German could be a part of it  
if he threw off rationalism and became again an “artist”—the organic 
man.39 Such a man was Rembrandt, in Langbehn’s opinion; writing his 
book Rembrandt as Educator, he hoped to influence Germans through a 
striking example. The end result was to be the creation of an organic 
state where there would be neither “bourgeois,” nor “proletarians,” nor 
“Junkers,” but only “the people” linked together in a common creativ- 
ity (now become possible), and united in a bond of brotherhood. Classes 
would not be abolished; as Langbehn put it: “Equality is death. A corpo-
rate society is life.”40

 In his first book, Ritter, Tod und Teufel (The Knight, Death, and the 
Devil, 1920), Hans F. K. Günther (1891–1968), later to become a chief 
racial expert of the Third Reich, sketched such a social ideal. Human 
rights have today preempted the place of human duties. These duties, 
formerly expressed in the loyalty of the knightly gentleman to his king and 
generalized throughout society in the web of reciprocal loyalties between 
landlord and peasant, must once again become the cement of social orga-
nization. To Günther, “the community, the public good, demands that 
every profession fulfill the work which is its due.”41 Manifestly, such a 
social ideal, found in all these men, continued the impetus of Romanticism. 
It was reminiscent of that Bavarian deputy who earlier in the nineteenth 
century believed that “love” would cure the tensions between laborer 
and employer. In an immediate sense it was a part of the ideal of an 
organic society which reflected organic man. Langbehn was explicit in  
his insistence that true individualism could only be realized in such a 
social order. He considered liberal individualism a part of materialism, dis-
solving society into incompatible units rather than knitting it together.42 
Paul de Lagarde summarized this in one of those phrases that made him 
so popular: “That man is not free who can do as he likes, but he is free 
who does what he should do. Free is he who is able to follow his cre- 
ative principle of life; free is that man who recognizes and makes effec- 
tive the innate principles which God put within him.” The prospectus of 
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an elite boarding school run by the Nazi Party in order to train future 
leaders repeats this redefinition of individualism, word for word as stat-
ing the attitude towards the party and state with which its pupils must be 
indoctrinated.43

 Such freedom led to an organic view of man and the state. Not  
only was liberalism mistaken, but socialism as well. Social democracy, 
Diederichs claimed, was mechanistic; a true people’s state was viable only 
if it reorganized society in a more meaningful manner, according to the 
aristocratic principle, the only environment in which men could unfold 
their real inner selves.44 Langbehn concluded that this corporate structure 
fulfilled the aristocratic principle and was also in tune with the Germanic 
past. Significantly, this ideal urged these men to advocate only one con-
crete social reform: each worker should be given his own plot of land.45 
Again, the reform’s justification was not sought in terms of material wel-
fare within the framework of the movement’s general ideology—factory 
work removed man from the all-important contact with nature.
 Yet these men desired the transformation of their ideology into deeds. 
It is of great significance that while Diederichs used the word “theoso-
phy” in the first prospectus of his publishing house, he came to be criti- 
cal of that movement—not because it was spiritualist, but because it was 
too purely speculative in nature. The feeling about infinity must lead to 
deeds, and to his important journal he gave the name Die Tat (The 
Deed).46 Paul de Lagarde had already made it plain that while something 
was accomplished through the understanding of true ideology, it was even 
more important to transform such ideals into serious practical action.47  
It was an “idealism of deeds” such men desired, deeds which helped to 
create a nation resting upon this idealistic foundation. Through such a 
concept, ideas of force came to play an important role in this ideology. 
For Langbehn, art and war went hand in hand. Shakespeare’s name meant, 
after all, shaking a spear, and this for him was proof of the connection 
between art and war. Moreover, in German, spear (Speer) and army (Wehr) 
are words that rhyme. Thus in the Germanic past, true individual devel-
opment had gone hand in hand with war.48

 The lineaments of this “idealism of deeds” clearly emerge in the poetry 
of Ferdinand Avenarius (1856–1923), the first author of Diederichs’s pub-
lishing house. Happiness was not the goal of life. What was important 
for the poet was the strength and wealth of the soul, and this strength 
depended upon the degree to which nature reflected itself within it. This 
whole feeling must be grounded in honesty and rootedness. But such ide-
als, in turn, must be sharpened through conflict with the nonbelieving 
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world around them. Struggle becomes, therefore, a necessity. Avenarius as 
a poet gave due honor to the good fight honestly waged; poets must sym-
pathize with the use of force. As one of the commentators of his poetry 
declared: “His is a true Germanic personality which is proud and straight, 
knows the bitter hate against all which is cowardly and fraudulent. Such 
ideas are a reminder not to let the soul degenerate through mildness.”49

 The “idealism of deeds” postulated the use of force to establish and 
defend a Germany based upon this romantic and mystic ideology. It was 
to be used not to destroy the existing social structure but to create and 
perpetuate the organic state. One employed force against the enemy—
that materialistic and rationalistic culture which had undermined the 
weakened and retreating Aryan by divorcing him from nature’s life force. 
The Jew, the creature of urbanism and materialism, typified this enemy 
within the gates. To Langbehn, Berlin and the Jew were the components 
of a conspiracy inimical to German revival, just as later a National Social-
ist writer exclaimed that völkisch thought would triumph in the provinces, 
not in the cities. Berlin, above all, was the domain of the Jews.50 Perhaps 
such considerations led to the anxious question in an issue of the National 
Socialist Weltkampf concerning Madame Blavatsky’s Jewish origins, to 
which the comforting (and true) answer was given that she was of Baltic 
extraction.51

 To their hatred of the Jews these men added an ambivalent attitude 
toward Christianity. Ludwig Klages continued a trend that derived from 
Guido von List, who had linked victorious Christianity to the virtual 
extinction of the ancient Germanic nature wisdom. He regarded it as  
his life’s task to resurrect this wisdom. Klages believed that the course  
of a victorious Christianity was plotted from “a center” inimical to the 
Aryans.52 Thus a universal Christian conspiracy against the truth was 
placed next to the universal Jewish conspiracy—a conspiracy documented 
by the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. With Lagarde and others, this 
developed into a Catholic-Jesuit conspiracy linked, so they asserted, to 
the Jewish world conspiracy itself.53 Men like Diederichs and Langbehn 
were in a quandary, however, for they did not deem it wise to reject Chris-
tianity altogether. Protestantism as the German form of Christianity, in 
opposition to the Catholic conspiracy, was their solution to the problem. 
Their distrust of Christianity led them to reject Christ conceived as a 
historical figure; instead they tried to assimilate him to their concept of 
the life force.
 This could be done, as did Schuler, by holding Christ to be merely  
the most important of the “initiates” into the Germanic wisdom. For 
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List, all the great “initiates,” Buddha, Osiris, and Moses, were Saxons.54 
More popular, however, was Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s and Lang-
behn’s idea of Christ as the Aryan prototype. Diederichs believed, as did 
Lagarde (and indeed, all of the men discussed), that St. Paul, the Jew, had 
made Christ into a Jewish figure, imprisoning him within the confines  
of theological thought. Instead, Christ was at one with the cosmic spirit, 
a spirit best understood not through scripture but through such mystics 
as Diederichs’s favorite, Meister Eckhart.55 He spent much of his energy 
propagating this kind of Christianity. The chief adviser to his publish- 
ing house was Christian Heinrich Arthur Drews (1865–1935), who in his 
Die Christusmythe (The Myth of Christ, 1909), published by Diederichs, 
attacked the historicity of the Christ figure. Similarly, Munich’s völkisch 
publisher Julius Friedrich Lehmann (1864–1934) spent his time further-
ing an identical evangelism, agitating against the theologians of the orga-
nized churches who were as inimical to the “idealism of deeds” as were 
the Jews themselves. Indeed, such a view of Christ rendered the Old Tes-
tament null and void; Artur Dinter suggested that it be banned from the 
schools.56

 Langbehn combined this view of Christ with the ideal of force. Ger-
mans, he wrote, should model themselves upon the medieval bishops who 
advanced, sword in hand, against their enemies. Such Christianity fitted 
into a German and mystical context, which symbolized a humanity that 
knew the necessity of force. “Humanity wants what is best, the fighter 
accomplishes what is best.”57

 Here also art and war must be combined. Yet this concept of Christi-
anity rested on slight foundations. Diederichs, for one, realized this when 
he wrote that the very word Christ made him “nervous.” He never tried 
to disguise the heathen quality of his Sera Circle.58 By fusing Christ with 
the life spirit of the Aryan, these men wanted to create a national religion. 
One of the attractions of Swedenborg for Langbehn was the fact that 
Swedenborg posited a separate heaven for each nation and thus recog-
nized the importance of the national factor in religion.59 Luther, however, 
was their real hero, for these men saw in him a truly national religious 
figure who rejected theology, so they thought.
 These are the principal facets of an ideology that was to pass into the 
National Socialist movement. This was the “race mysticism” about which 
men like Günther and Rosenberg wrote. Out of this mixture of the roman-
tic and the occult the Aryan arose: sometimes out of the sun, sometimes 
through a historical process, but always as a true, organic individual—a 
part of nature and of the life-force that springs from nature. Guido von 
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List sang of the Aryan during the ice age engaged in building his spiritual 
and bodily strength in the hard fight with nature, arising quite differently 
than other races who lived without struggle in the midst of a bountiful 
world.60 For the element of struggle was always a part of this ideology; 
art and battle go together. This, however, was not the Darwinian strug- 
gle for the survival of the fittest, but rather the good fight of the Aryan 
who was eternally of the elect. The effectiveness of Dacqué’s book in 
overcoming the “English disease,” Darwinism, was noted by a National 
Socialist journal of the 1920s. Darwinism was of one cloth with political 
democracy; both dissolved the organic unity of man as part of nature, 
and Darwinism did so through survival of the fittest.61 The Aryan was  
the sole organic man, and his task was not a struggle for survival against 
equals, for he had none. Instead, his was an inner struggle to recapture 
his unique heritage and an outward struggle to rid himself of Jews and 
theologians. Alfred Rosenberg had this in mind when he wrote of the 
“Romanticism of Steel”; the revolution against capitalist bourgeois soci-
ety could only have reality if it served the permanent values of blood in 
revolt.62

 The men we have singled out for analysis were some of the chief pur-
veyors of this thought. There were a host of others. A list of organiza-
tions sponsoring the meeting at the Hohen Meissner makes this amply 
clear. The German Youth Movement has entered this story at every turn. 
Undoubtedly, the Wandervögel were one of the prime transmitters of the 
movement’s thought. They too rejected intellectualism for the mystique 
of contact with nature. Excursions brought out the “real man” as opposed 
to the artificial man of modern material culture. For Karl Fischer (1881–
1941), the founder of that movement, Romanticism was an expression of 
national feeling with an explicit racial base. Hans Blüher (1888–1955), the 
controversial historian of the Wandervögel, reminisced that in the move-
ment’s early days consciousness of race sufficed to join soul to nature.63 
Closely associated with the youth movement were the country boarding 
schools, founded by Hermann Lietz (1868–1919) (1898). These schools, 
which later had a great influence, institutionalized many of the ideas  
we have discussed. One admirer said correctly that “in Lietz’s hands the 
regenerating natural forces of agriculture and rural life were made to work 
for the education of men.”64 Lietz believed that the emphasis in education 
should not be on book learning but on building character through con-
tact with the landscape of the fatherland and knowledge of the Teutonic 
inheritance. The end product of this educational process was to be an 
aristocracy of men and women who would not “bend their knees” before 
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the Moloch of capitalism and materialism. Instead, they would stand  
for an ideal that represented, in Lietz’s words, a “purer religious world of 
thought and feeling.” For the sake of this ideal, such leaders would take 
up the fight against the “dark” instincts of the masses.65

 This religious world Lietz saw in terms of a Christianity which, as  
for the others, was divorced from Christ as a historical personage. In Paul 
de Lagarde he saw the theologian nearest to his position. Christ must  
be rescued from St. Paul and emerge again as a hero image: thus young 
Germans could be inspired to an active, heroic life. For this task the ancient 
German and Grecian religious myths were more valuable than the Old 
Testament, which Lietz also rejected.66 Lietz developed these ideas into an 
explicit racism. At first he took Jewish students into his school, but he 
gradually banned them from his educational system. Toward the end of 
his life, after the German defeat in World War I, he began to write about 
the necessity of freeing Germany from the “Jewish spirit” and from all 
those who were moved by it.67

 Typical for Lietz’s attitudes was the change he made in the English 
system of student self-government, a system which had originally im- 
pressed him and had, in a sense, inspired his work. He substituted for this 
the “family” system—each teacher was supposed to be the “father” of  
a small group of students. The differences of class and status were to be 
displaced by an “organic state.”68 This led to a break with some of his 
associates who believed, as Lietz did not, in the reasonableness of the 
majority and thus wished educational decisions to be made by students 
and faculty jointly. The ideal of the organic state was thus mirrored in the 
structure of the schools themselves. As he wrote toward the end of his 
life, only the organic, that which is in tune with nature,69 will last. Here 
too Lietz was close to the ideology we have discussed. It is small wonder 
that the list of books which he recommended for reading aloud to stu-
dents during the evening hour set aside for that purpose included racial-
nationalistic novels and ended by recommending the books published by 
Eugen Diederichs. Diederichs, in turn, longed to publish Lietz’s works, 
while Lehmann actually published books which furthered his cause, and 
sent his sons to one of Lietz’s schools. Nor is it astonishing that one of  
his leading collaborators became one of the most prominent of National 
Socialist educators.70

 Again, in this case, personal continuities were not as important as the 
furthering, indeed the institutionalizing, of a cultural atmosphere. After 
the First World War, many country boarding schools were founded, some 
by prominent men like Prinz Maximilian von Baden (1867–1929). Their 



The Occult Origins of National Socialism

109

aim was a national, spiritual renewal based on the principles Lietz had set 
forth. To be sure, some substituted a broad non-national humanitarian 
outlook, while others adopted Lietz’s ideas without giving them an explicit 
racial base. Yet the atmosphere was set; its romanticism and “idealism of 
deeds” colored the thought of those generations who had passed through 
the country boarding schools and the youth movement.
 Transmitted in this way, the romantic and mystic ideology with which 
we have been concerned drew ever-widening circles into its sphere of influ-
ence, even if among these many later rejected National Socialism. Among 
those influenced were some of the best literary minds of contemporary 
Germany. Stefan George came under the influence of Schuler and Klages 
at the same time that he composed some of the “cosmic” poems of his 
Der Siebente Ring (Seventh Ring, 1907). Claude David has no hesitation 
in saying that the hand of this group of men is seen in some of Rilke’s 
Elegies.71 Still more actively involved with the movement was Johan August 
Strindberg (1849–1912). He participated in the ancient Germanic rites 
which Lanz von Liebenfels, with List’s assistance, performed in one of his 
Hungarian castles.72 Strindberg’s novel Tschandala (1889) took over a 
word which List and Liebenfels had used to designate the lower races.
 In Germany the recovery of the unconscious, in reaction against the 
dominant positivist ideologies, laid part of the groundwork for the Ger-
man form of twentieth-century dictatorship. This reaction combined the 
deep stream of German romanticism with the mysteries of the occult as 
well as with the idealism of deeds. What sort of deeds these turned out to 
be is written on the pages of history.



110

7

Fascism and the Avant-Garde

Fascism considered itself an avant-garde: a group of men who were lead-
ing society into the post-liberal age. The classical definition of avant-garde 
as being at one and the same time opposed to bourgeois politics and 
bourgeois tastes is a part of fascist rhetoric, of that populism upon which 
the fascist movements sought to build their appeal. If we define avant-
garde as an alternative discourse to the bourgeois consensus, then fascism 
would have seen itself as such an alternative. Basic to an understanding 
of the relationship of fascism and avant-garde is the fact that fascism was 
both a new movement and in a hurry; that it had no longer period of 
gestation like socialism, that it was founded only after the First World 
War. Fascism was obsessed with the thought that it had to claim instant 
success, lest the collapse of the old order benefit socialists or communists. 
The rawness of the movement, its apocalyptical tone, meant at once a 
search for tradition and an obsession with the speed of time. Fascism 
stood at the frontiers of technology and technocracy—Robert Paxton tells 
us that the technocrats entered the Vichy government like a conquered 
country.1 The alliance between technology, technocracy, and the authori-
tarian state was completed in the interwar period. But at the same time 
fascism integrated itself into nationalist traditions, attempting to harness 
a usable past—the Roman Empire, or the German Wars of Liberation. As 
a nationalist movement, fascism aimed to link past and present.
 The attempt to combine the technological and technocratic avant-garde 
with a look backward to the national past was thus basic. The obvious 
contradictions involved would be resolved when the state of the future 
superseded the decadence of the present. For fascism, the post-liberal age 
was to substitute youthful vigor for old age, camaraderie for an atomized 
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society. But above all, the post-liberal age would lead to the domination 
by an elite over nature, inferior peoples, and nations. The theme of dom-
ination is of special relevance in defining the relationship between avant-
garde and fascism, for it enabled fascists to champion one of the principal 
achievements of modern industrialism and technology, the communica-
tions revolution of the twentieth century. This revolution exemplified the 
sudden and frightening changes of industrialization, the new speed of time, 
the nervousness and restlessness castigated by so many critics of society, 
in a word, that degeneration which in 1892 Max Nordau (1849–1923) 
saw exemplified in all of modern art and literature. Fascists, like Expres-
sionists and Futurists, accepted the new speed of time not as exhausting 
but as toughening the nerves of a virile elite. They saw in the radio, the 
film, the motorcar, and the airplane a means of domination, an élan vital 
appropriate to the new fascist man.
 But unlike the Expressionists, the most up-to-date industrial accom-
plishments were integrated into a glorified national past, accepted and at 
the same time transcended through national values. It is in this context 
that the airplane can illustrate the relationship between fascism and this 
avant-garde, for here the new frontiers of technology and time became 
part of a new elitism, the search for a New Man at the same time eternal 
and modern. Henry de Montherlant (1895–1972) in 1922 summed it up 
well: The struggle of the airplane against nature is not so much the glori-
fication of technology, but a means to prove one’s manliness and youth.2 
Now that the war was over, aviation continued the challenge of combat 
into the peace. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (1900–1944), who did more 
than anyone between the wars to popularize the mystique of flying, held 
that man was being judged by the échelle cosmique (cosmic scale)—that 
as an aviator face to face with transcendent values, he could recapture his 
individuality in mass society.3 Mussolini, who had written already in 1909 
that the human herd could not understand the nobility of Louis Blériot’s 
(1872–1936) flight across the English Channel, summed up the elitist pol-
itics of flying: “Aviation must remain the privilege of a spiritual aristoc-
racy.”4 The pilot exemplifies the proper willpower and soul, a book about 
Mussolini Aviatore tells us, but above all he must understand the fullest 
meaning of the word “control.” The pilot appropriates a piece of eter-
nity, of the sky, and it is this appropriation of immutability that enables 
him to keep control.5 The analogy to a political elite is obvious here.
 Confrontation with the frightening phenomena of modern aviation 
meant emphasis upon a new aristocracy in the age of technology (so dif-
ferent from what Saint-Exupéry once called ants in their commuter trains). 
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Aviation here tended to be associated with elitist and right-wing poli- 
tics, though Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) on the left attempted to strip  
the adventure of flying of its mystique. His radio play The Flight of the 
Lindberghs (Der Ozeanflug, 1929) presented this flight as the conquest 
of nature by man, the demystification of the world: “when I fly I am a 
true atheist.”6 There is no appropriation of eternity here, no longing for 
immutability. Moreover, Brecht rejected the concentration upon the hero, 
because this might drive a wedge between the listener and the masses. The 
part of Lindbergh should be sung by a chorus.7 Nothing could be further 
from the attitudes and beliefs of the living Lindbergh, and Brecht eventu-
ally retitled the play The Flight over the Ocean, substituting “The Flyer” 
for Lindbergh throughout the text. Yet it was the mystique that remained 
strong and that, through figures like Lindbergh, penetrated the popular 
consciousness. Saint-Exupéry, for all his elitism and appropriation of eter-
nity, thought of himself as a good democrat; he nevertheless became both 
the mystique’s victim and its popularizer. More typical than Brecht’s atti-
tude to aviation and that of other writers of the left was the constant 
quest for mediation between the speed of the airplane and a harmonious 
universe where past and present met. It was said of Italo Balbo, Italian 
Fascism’s most famous aviator, that “through aviation he has recaptured 
the chivalry of old.”8

 The use of the term “chivalry” shows the association of past and pres-
ent, or rather, that of technology with the eternal and immutable values 
symbolized by the sky. A pilot has to be “called” to exercise his profession. 
Typically enough, one fascist tribute to Balbo points out that he served in 
an Italian mountain troop, the Alpini, during the war; he was therefore 
accustomed to dominating heights and suspending distances.9 Indeed, the 
famous mass flights across the Atlantic or the Mediterranean, which he 
led, were supposed to educate a fascist elite and demonstrate to the world 
that it had conquered the challenge of modernity. But this challenge was 
met by integrating past and present, setting the act of flying and the speed 
of time within eternity—the blue skies, the mountains.
 National Socialism used the same technique in accepting and mod- 
ernizing mass production. Here modern industrialization did not appro-
priate eternity through the sky but through the nation itself, a symbol as 
impervious to the speed of time as the sky or the mountain. The program 
called “Beauty of Labor” (“Schönheit der Arbeit”), directed by Albert 
Speer, modernized the assembly line and the factory but at the same time 
surrounded the work place with national symbols, building communal 
halls and so-called sacred rooms in which the nation could be worshipped. 
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Song, play, and physical exercise all became part of the work place,10 in 
factories which, more often than not, continued to be built along func-
tional, Bauhaus lines. Factories, so we are told even by a Nazi critic of the 
Neue Sachlichkeit (New Realism) should express their function and not 
look like Byzantine palaces or Renaissance villas.11 The Weimar architec-
tural and technological avant-garde was already partially integrated into 
the Nazi revolution.
 Such a process of integration, set as it was in the context of the nation-
alist mystique, emphasized the activism of the movement, its dynamic 
when opposed to frightened conservatives and complacent bourgeois. Ital-
ian Fascism, as we shall see, proceeded in a similar fashion, though here the 
avant-garde included literature and the arts. As far as the Nazis were con-
cerned, the architectural, technological, and technocratic avant-garde was 
easier to assimilate than the avant-garde in literature and art, which might 
challenge the framework within which the modern could become a part of 
the national mystique, dominating man and nature. No doubt the empha-
sis of the later Weimar Bauhaus upon form rather than content facilitated 
its Nazi adaptation, while in Italy the young fascist architects influenced 
by the Bauhaus stated that revolutionary architecture must accompany 
the fascist revolution.12 There was no such talk in Nazi Germany.
 Yet at first, Nazi student youth praised Expressionism because it seemed 
dynamic, open-ended, a “chaos of the soul.” But Hitler wanted no chaos, 
and in September of 1934, he put an end to all flirtation with Expres- 
sionism.13 The movement opposed his banal Wilhelminian taste, but he 
was simultaneously attempting to tame that activism which stood at the 
beginning of his own movement. Expressionism was outlawed at roughly 
the same time that the so-called Röhm Putsch took place, which disci-
plined the SA. Now the functionalism of much of Nazi architecture was 
sharply distinguished from the Bauhaus, which Goebbels and the Völkische 
Beobachter had at one time admired, and which was still the style of the 
future in Fascist Italy. Even the efforts of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe  
to appease the regime failed, though he and others at the Bauhaus had 
divined correctly that rhetorical hostility was not always accompanied by 
the rejection of functionalism and simplicity in architectural style. Per-
haps today, when we are conscious that the Bauhaus style contained as 
many elements of domination as of liberation, we are ready to reexamine 
its relationship to National Socialism.14 Indeed, the new stadium for the 
1936 Olympics had to be redesigned because Hitler objected to the large 
scale and functional use of glass by its architect, saying he would never 
enter a “glass box.”15



Fascism and the Avant-Garde

114

 The influence of the Bauhaus and the Neue Sachlichkeit was evident 
in the construction of factories and apartment houses. However, in the 
case of official Reich and party buildings, Bauhaus influence could eas- 
ily be confused with the neo-classicism of Hitler’s taste. Both, as a matter 
of fact, were protests against restlessness; both attempted to combine 
functionalism and order.16 For example, Heinrich Tessenow (1876–1950), 
whose architectural theories almost certainly influenced Hitler, advocated 
simplicity of line and materials. Indeed, the clarity and decisiveness which 
the Nazis advocated in the struggle against their enemies was reflected in 
their emphasis upon simple building materials and clear lines. These were 
embedded in a monumental style that once more integrated modernism 
with symbols of domination, a linkage the Bauhaus had struggled to avoid. 
The official architecture—but not that of the army or air force, or even of 
some local party buildings—linked what had been avant-garde to national 
grandeur and representation.
 Such co-optations of the avant-garde in architecture and technology 
were important in Germany because they enabled National Socialism to 
combine its self-image as a decisive and virile movement with völkisch 
ideology. They could dominate time and space because as an elite, National 
Socialists had appropriated all that was eternal—the mountains, the sky, 
and the nation.
 But in Italy, the avant-garde could build upon radical and syndicalist 
currents within Fascism that were absent in Germany. Moreover, Ital- 
ian nationalism had retained certain Jacobin traditions that were of little 
influence in the north. That is why Italy gave more space to the avant-
garde than Nazi Germany, and why most of this essay looks south rather 
than north. While modern technology and some avant-garde architec-
tural forms were integrated into National Socialism, as we have seen, it is 
difficult to extend the interaction between the avant-garde and the Third 
Reich much further. Even in film, it was the techniques of the Weimar 
documentary that were used rather than the content. Music seems to be 
the exception to this rule. Here the avant-garde found space; for example, 
Carl Orff (1895–1982) wrote his famous Carmina Burana in 1937 and 
continued to compose peacefully during the war. Perhaps modern music 
is the most politically neutral of the avant-garde arts because its tonality is 
accessible only to a few, or can be tolerated if a few folk tunes are incor-
porated into its compositions. Here the weight of history did not strangle 
the contents of avant-garde art.
 Indeed, it is the density of historical tradition that will determine to a 
large extent the space available to the avant-garde. If historical conscious-
ness and the cultivation of traditions forms the key to a regime’s public 
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thought, then whatever techniques are accepted, art and literature must 
look backward rather than forward. Fascist Italy, unlike Germany, made 
an alliance with the anti-historical Futurists and syndicalists, and in this 
way could possess an avant-garde that deplored the weight of tradition.
 Thus a group of young architects proclaimed in Turin in 1934 that  
as an avant-garde they were joining fascist youth in the search for clar- 
ity and wisdom, in the unconditional adherence to logic and reason. Tra-
dition itself, so we are told, was transformed and largely abolished by 
fascism.17 Indeed, a member of this group, Giuseppe Terragni (1904–
1943), in his Fascist Party building at Como (1932–36) with its cubic 
form went beyond the Bauhaus to the very frontiers of functionalism. At 
the exhibition to honor the tenth anniversary of the Fascist Revolution 
(1932), the hall designed by Terragni was dominated by a huge turbine 
(“the thoughts and actions of Mussolini are like a turbine, taking the Ital-
ian people and making them Fascist”).18 Terragni did not stand alone in 
his devotion to fascism and avant-garde; for example, Wassily Kandinsky 
(1866–1944) had the highest praise for the fascist Carlo Belli’s (1903–
1991) defense of abstract art as the only art suitable for the “wonderful 
new regime.”19

 For over fifteen years, Italian Fascism allowed itself to be represented 
by an avant-garde as well as by the traditional “Roman” styles. To be 
sure, Mussolini’s personal taste was entirely different from that of Adolf 
Hitler; as we mentioned at the beginning of this book, as a man of the 
world, he had been exposed to a European avant-garde that merely fright-
ened the Austrian provincial. There is a continuity between the impa-
tience with ordered society and settled social structures that Mussolini 
expressed as a young man and his taste for certain avant-garde art and 
architecture later in life. He always believed that it was movement that 
characterized the twentieth century: “We want to act, produce, dominate 
matter . . . reach toward the other end . . . other horizons.”20 Giuseppe 
Bottai, a former syndicalist and Fascist of the first hour held, typically 
enough, that Fascism’s use of the newest technology also meant accept- 
ing the newest forms of art and literature.21 The Futurists in their original 
Manifesto combined the call for rearmament and colonial expansion with 
opposition against the monumental in art, advocating all that was “vio-
lently modern.” They were Mussolini’s closest allies in the effort to get 
Italy to intervene in the war which, while it helped to transform Mus- 
solini from a left-wing socialist to a fascist, did not markedly change 
Futurist ideals. Their Manifesto of the “Impero Italiano” (Italian Empire, 
1923) rejected history as irrelevant: “We are the children of Isonzo, of the 
Piave . . . and of four years of Fascism. That suffices!”22 Here the separation 
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of avant-garde technology from literature and art, so obvious in Nazi 
Germany, evidently failed to take place.
 Mussolini himself, for example, seemed to repeat Futurist ideas when 
at a speech in Perugia in 1927 he demanded that art must not be weighed 
down by the patrimony of the past, but that Fascism must create a new 
art.23 The response to the debate about art in Bottai’s own Critica Fascista 
in the late 1920s was more cautious: the state must, as far as possible, 
avoid interference in artistic matters, and the corporation of artists must 
restrict itself to discussing the economic problems of the profession. Yet 
individualism should not remain unchecked. Bottai desired the liberaliza-
tion of the regime in order to co-opt as many diverse groups as possible 
into the Fascist consensus.24

 Slowly but surely, over a long period of time within Italian Fascism, 
anti-modernist forces forged ahead, trying to end the tolerance for avant-
garde architecture, art, and literature. The group “Novocento,” founded 
in 1922 and led by Mussolini’s long-time mistress Margherita Sarfatti, 
proclaimed a native neo-classicism as the guarantor of order and a fitting 
symbol for the nation. Fascist literature must not reflect restlessness, the 
search for new artistic expression; instead, it must be based firmly upon 
the Roman tradition. Massimo Bontempelli, the principal literary figure 
of Novocento, coined the term “romantic realism,” meaning a realistic 
character portrayal within a romantic setting.25 The identical term became 
popular among Nazis as well, who rejected romantic sentimentality as 
denoting weakness and femininity, but at the same time retained roman- 
ticism as a verklärte Wirklichkeit (transfigured reality).26 This was the 
realismo fascista (fascist realism), producing paintings of the “battle of 
grain” or of people listening with rapt attention to a speech of Mussolini, 
once again similar to those paintings that dominated so much of Nazi art.
 Novocento had wanted to be cosmopolitan, to spread its myths and 
optimism throughout Europe. Officially, the movement was regarded with 
some skepticism, as the article “Novocento” in the Enciclopedia Italiana 
of 1934 demonstrates. Indeed, when Mussolini addressed their first exhi-
bition of art in 1926, it was to proclaim that the state cannot give prefer-
ence to any one artistic movement over another. Yet in that very same year 
he ordered the Roman ruins excavated and exhibited within the city.27 
Few could have foreseen that this command would present the greatest 
danger and indeed eventual defeat for the avant-garde in Italy. The state 
was about to take sides. The Strapaese (or ultra-nativist) movement was 
a more successful attempt to produce a committed fascist literature, here 
through an idealized picture of village and small-town virtues. Catholic 
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and rural, it was closely linked to the Tuscan agrarian squadristi, who had 
presented a nearly independent force within early fascism. Yet, typically, 
this völkisch Italian Fascism disintegrated when it had to direct its criti-
cism to what it regarded as the undue tolerance of official Italian culture.28 
Völkisch literature and art were at the fringes in Italy, not as in Germany 
at the center of the movement’s ideology and culture. The Roman and 
Catholic traditions, combined with the relative open-mindedness of Ital-
ian nationalism, prevented Fascism’s immediate lapse into provincialism.
 More important than any single literary or artistic movement like 
Novocento or Strapaese, the Roman revival which had gathered momen-
tum from the very beginnings of fascism was increasingly directed against 
the avant-garde. Mussolini had called for the excavation of the ruins of 
Rome in 1926. A year earlier, the founding of institutes of classical dance, 
drama, and music had already documented official interest in a classical 
revival,29 and still more important, the Museum of Classical Antiquity on 
the Campidoglio had been renamed the “Museo Mussolini” (1925). What 
could better demonstrate the Duce’s association with antiquity than this 
museum, the only one that bore his name, standing as it did in the capitol 
of ancient Rome?
 But it was the construction of the Foro Mussolini in 1932 that proved 
the most spectacular symbol of the close connection between past and 
present. The Duce joined the ranks of such builders of Rome as Pope 
Urban VIII; he immortalized himself by imitating antiquity. The forum, 
which was to hold 200,000 people, was surrounded by classical statues 
symbolizing bodily perfection, and it contained a Roman amphitheater 
as well. By that time, the Italian Architectural Association (which earlier 
had taken Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier (1887–1965) as its mod-
els) was beginning to advocate monumentalism and the imitation of clas-
sical styles.30

 This neo-classicism was the result of a conscious search for a national 
Fascist style. Marcello Piacentini (1881–1960), the dominant architect of 
the 1930s, rejected Mies van der Rohe as being too intellectual. The quest 
for what he called simple and tranquil lines must lead back to regional 
traditions, either Renaissance or classical.31 Piacentini’s columns and arches 
(including his Arch of Triumph at Bologna) led to an eclecticism of style 
most clearly illustrated by Rome’s EUR (Esposizione Universale di Roma), 
the so-called Universal Exhibition of 1942 (whose modernistic architecture 
and Basilica can still be seen today coming into Rome from the airport), 
whose buildings represent a mixture of past Italian styles. Modernism and 
the avant-garde were in retreat but not yet defeated; Terragni was asked 
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to design a building for the exhibition in his functional style. What hap-
pened in architecture can also be traced in literature, where works close 
to the Novocento and Strapaese dominated.
 The conflict between the ancients and moderns in fascism illustrates 
the constant search for clarity within the movement, the attempt to find 
an artistic and literary equivalent to the designs of modern technology 
while maintaining the uncompromising struggle against all enemies, and 
then to combine this clarity and dynamic with ideals of law and order. 
The Foro Mussolini, like so many National Socialist representational 
buildings, combined the use of clear and simple materials with grandeur 
defined as the monumental pointing back to a secure national past. The 
Futurist critique of Nazi art as being static, like photography, was in reality 
a criticism of fascist neo-classicism as well.32 Like so many early fascists, 
the Futurists had believed that fascism was a movement whose dynamic 
would carry it into uncharted spaces. Their poetry and Terragni’s architec-
ture were designed to occupy such spaces and at the same time to point 
forward toward the unknown. But fascism would not follow; as a politi-
cal movement and as a government, it could not enjoy a wild ride into 
wide open spaces but was forced to retain control.
 Admittedly, in its “second stage” after the war, Futurism absorbed  
a dose of mysticism that could have been used to tame the movement  
but that in actual fact was never strong enough to fulfill this purpose. 
However, even Terragni abandoned his avant-garde modernism when it 
came to designing memorials to the fallen soldiers. Here, at the very cen-
ter of the national experience, reverence meant homage to tradition.33 
And this is hardly surprising. Nationalism has always emphasized con- 
tinuities rather than a leap into the future. The traditionalism of fascist 
thought was in conflict with Futurism, but it was Marinetti and his group 
who were banished to the side-lines. The conflict between ancients and 
moderns is well summed up by the Manifesto which the leading com- 
posers of Fascist Italy, all of them devoted to traditional modes of com-
position, issued during the 1920s. Ottorini Respighi (1879–1936), among 
others, warned against the “biblical confusion of Babel” that was being 
brought on by the “continual chaotic revolution in music.” It was impor-
tant to recognize that the past was linked to the future, that “the roman-
ticism of yesterday will again be the romanticism of tomorrow.”34

 But that time was not yet, however much this search for order and 
harmony appealed to intellectuals like Gottfried Benn, Ezra Pound, Wil-
liam Butler Yeats, or T. S. Eliot. Rejecting neo-Romanticism as false sen-
timentality, they saw fascism as a bulwark against disorder, the “formless 
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wobble,” as Ezra Pound called it.35 These writers, among them some of 
the most important literary avant-garde figures of Europe, searched for 
immutable forms and found them in the political discipline of fascism.36 
Gottfried Benn, for example, in his speech in praise of Stefan George 
(1934), called the feeling for aristocratic form the way to transcend the 
present—through strictness and discipline (Zucht) of form, the “German 
will” triumphs over nature, science, and technology. The state satisfies 
the longing toward form, and only then should art follow.37 This avant-
garde of writers was integrated into the fascist state through its desire  
for order and unambiguous literary form; Benn himself saw such form as 
expressing a spirit analogous to commands given the Nazi battalions.38

 When Benn welcomed Marinetti to Berlin in 1934, he praised form, 
order, and discipline once again, as against so-called chaos. The avant-
garde is not mentioned; instead, the leader of the Futurists is approved 
for having given fascism the black shirt as the color of horror and death, 
its battle cry “A noi,” and the fascist hymn, the Giovinezza. Those who 
had once been of the avant-garde—not only Benn but also Ezra Pound, 
for example—ignored the fact that an avant-garde of Futurism continued 
to co-exist alongside Italian Fascism. Marinetti was not mistaken, from 
his point of view, in despising the Nazis and the kind of fascist discipline 
that Benn thought essential for true and eternal art. The Futurists con- 
tinued to oppose neo-classical and romantic styles, along with the accom-
panying political turn to the right symbolized by the racial laws. Thus 
Marinetti, as well as Terragni, took a strong stand against racism while 
remaining loyal to fascism—the fascism of their dreams.39

 All these tensions within Mussolini’s Italy are exemplified by an ideal 
that was constantly on fascist lips: that of the “New Man” whom the 
movement was to produce, who was its goal and its hope. We have referred 
to this New Man throughout this book, but in connection with the avant-
garde we must consider him once more. Mussolini in particular was con-
tent to let the so-called fascist man symbolize the hopes and dreams of 
the movement. Was such a man to be tied to the past or would he be the 
creator of new values? Would he be the leader of an avant-garde? Renzo 
De Felice has told us that this fascist man was indeed a man of the future, 
that while the “New Man” of National Socialism felt suffocated by moder-
nity, in Italy the future was considered open-ended.40

 But whether in Germany or Italy, the “New Man” continued a stereo-
type that had its roots in nineteenth-century nationalism. This was based 
upon an ideal of male strength and beauty, upon an aggressive virility,  
an élan vital, which we have seen attributed to the pilot who dominated 
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the skies. The new fascist man was supposed to be the very opposite of 
muddleheaded and talkative intellectuals, of the exhausted old men of  
a dying bourgeois order. The anti-bourgeois rhetoric and imagery was 
strong here, yet symbolized by an ideal type who himself represented 
bourgeois respectability, order, and domination. However much the new 
fascist man soared off into uncharted spaces, his ancestors were those 
youths who had fought the battle between the generations of the fin de 
siècle. Like all of fascism, he was a part of the bourgeois anti-bourgeois 
revolution, of a play within a play. He was a member of that spiritual 
aristocracy of aviators of which Mussolini had spoken, those who simul-
taneously confronted the new speed of time while appropriating a piece 
of eternity in order to keep control. The literary and architectural avant-
garde was supposed to proceed to new frontiers, while still keeping in mind 
the nation’s need for immutability. If immutability eventually triumphed 
with the Roman revival, even earlier the difference between Terragni’s 
cubic party building and his traditional monuments to the fallen seem to 
bear this injunction in mind.
 Within this pattern of thought, Italian Fascism was certainly more 
open to the future than German National Socialism; the New Man of  
the south had avant-garde features lacking in the north, where the ideal 
German was the ancient Aryan whom Hitler had roused from centuries 
of slumber. Mussolini was much more ambivalent. In his famous article 
on fascism for the Enciclopedia Italiana of 1934, Mussolini described the 
New Man as, on the one hand, restrained by the Italian patriotic tradi-
tion, and on the other, transcending space and time. Man must proceed 
to ever higher forms of consciousness, culture must never crystallize; and 
yet the great Italians of the past “are the germs which can fructify our 
spirit and give us spontaneity.”41 When all is said and done, Mussolini 
did leave the door ajar to the future, while in Germany nationalism and 
racism blocked all exits. Neither Mussolini nor many of his followers gave 
up the idea that fascism, while rooted in the past, was not destined to 
cling stubbornly to these roots. Nevertheless, however uncharted the new 
spaces, they were to be controlled and dominated by a national stereotype, 
rooted as a matter of fact in the imagery and the ideals of the attempted 
revolution of bourgeois youth at the fin de siècle.
 The very nature of fascism as a successful modern political movement 
was bound to restrict the space within which the avant-garde could live 
and flourish. Fascism was a nationalist movement, a mass movement, and 
a movement of youth. The opposition of nationalism to the avant-garde 
must be evident: emphasis upon the past must necessarily be in conflict 



Fascism and the Avant-Garde

121

with the denial of history. To be sure, in Italy the opposition between 
nationalism and avant-garde seemed muted as Futurists joined the inter-
ventionist battle, and as the early fascist movement stressed the immedi-
acy of the war experience and the dynamic of youth. But it was only a 
matter of time before preoccupation with the heritage of antiquity pushed 
Futurism to the fringes of the movement. However, where fascists had 
little chance at political power, ideas of youth, virility, and force could 
assume greater importance than national memories. The rejection of his-
tory could be combined with a fascist commitment.
 Drieu La Rochelle is perhaps the principal example of such a fascist. 
He was not attracted to integral nationalism; his fascism was based rather 
upon the philosophy of youth and force exemplified by a virile elite.42 
Drieu La Rochelle’s fictional hero Gilles, in the novel of the same name, 
(1939) was not converted to fascism by an appeal to France’s glorious 
past, but by the attraction of a spiritual renewal based upon the values  
of virility, authority, discipline, and force.43 However, while Italian Fas-
cism was certainly attracted to all these ideas, it was, after all, a national-
ist movement; moreover, it attained power in coalition with the Italian 
Nationalist Party, which occupied the traditional right in Italian politics.
 The incompatibility between the avant-garde and political mass move-
ments needs no elaboration. More than ever before, mass movements 
between the wars felt the need to stress traditional values, a happy and 
healthy world based upon the national past. The avant-garde wanted to 
lead the masses, but it was doomed to failure and frustration. Fascism did 
have a place for the creative artist, but his role would be to create a setting 
for its political liturgy or to popularize the movement and recapture the 
supposedly glorious national past. Its model was Gabriele D’Annunzio—
the power of artistic creativity harnessed to nationalist politics, helping 
the “First Duce” rule Fiume.44 Even if the avant-garde was able to function 
in Fascist Italy, even if Mussolini himself liked much of what it produced 
and had to say, the inner logic of fascism as a nationalist mass movement 
was bound in the end to restrict the space of human creativity.
 Not only did fascism exalt youth but its leadership and followers were 
much more youthful than those of the established political parties. The 
avant-garde at the fin de siècle was also youthful as it hurled itself against 
the manner, morals, and culture of its elders. That revolt, as the years wore 
on, tended toward a certain rudeness and virility, and also, strengthened by 
the war experience, found itself attracted to various nationalisms. The war 
which furthered the nationalization of the masses also tended to further the 
nationalization of bourgeois youth. Marcel Arland (1899–1986), writing 
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in 1924, declared that the mal de siècle was a superficial sophistication and 
wit, which made it natural that youth should appear rude in the midst of 
such grace, violent amid such sweetness.45 Fascists like Drieu La Rochelle 
mobilized this rudeness and violence on behalf of right-wing causes.
 The French situation differed markedly from that of Germany after 
the war. The victorious Third Republic was able to co-opt much of the 
nationalist space in politics, retaining, for example, the loyalty and even 
affection of its largest war veterans’ associations. Thus it undercut that 
integral nationalism which the fascists appropriated successfully in Ger-
many and Italy. Here some French fascists could base themselves princi-
pally upon the exaltation of youth, virility, force, and camaraderie, the 
“équipe” of which they were a part. Typically enough in Germany, the 
Bund, which was the equivalent of the “équipe,” was filled with national-
ist and even racist content. The thought of a leading French fascist like 
Brasillach, though he felt nostalgia for the historical past, often lacked 
this proper nationalist dimension.46 This enabled such French fascism to 
provide some space for the vanguard, as Le Corbusier, for example, col-
laborated in Plans, a journal mildly fascist in character.47 The élan of youth 
led to brutality but also to a certain openness toward new artistic forms 
and content. The originality of style and tone of a Louis-Ferdinand Céline 
cannot be found in the literature of the extreme right either in Germany 
or Italy.
 Céline did identify himself with fascist and racist politics, and the books 
which he wrote before and during the war reflect this commitment. Admit-
tedly, these books were a theater of the absurd, filled with irony and self-
contradictions. Here virulent racism and fascism were in the hands of a 
true avant-garde writer, who integrated them with novelty of style and 
thought. The task is not, to my mind, to explain away Céline’s politics,  
to underestimate, for example, the seriousness of his attempt to found a 
fascist party, but rather to explain how French fascism could stand this 
embrace. To some extent Céline wanted order and certainty in the world, 
and that is why in Bagatelles pour un massacre he constantly praised 
Adolf Hitler, who had dared to act out his ideology in contrast to hypo-
critical French politicians. Like Pound or Benn, fascism gave him the com-
fort of clarity; but unlike these other writers, he did not long for a strict 
discipline of literary form. On the contrary, he seems to have despised it. 
When all is said and done, here a youthful and ahistorical fascism was 
interacting with a genuine avant-garde, and the case of Céline, unique 
among writers, must be put side by side with that of Futurist painters  
and architects in Italy.
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 For the most part, the relationship between fascism and youth was 
determined by the nationalization of bourgeois youth. The German Youth 
Movement shared with the avant-garde the urge for simplicity, for the 
genuine, and a hatred of the academic in art and literature. But it found 
its inspiration in medieval dances, folk songs, and folk music. This search 
of youth for the beautiful was not functional but based upon the artis- 
tic forms of the past. Even those on the left of the youth movement, men 
who later joined the Communist Party like Alfred Kurella (1895–1975) 
and Karl Bittel (1892–1969), remained romantics. Kurella admired the 
Stefan George circle,48 and though George’s own poetry might perhaps 
qualify as avant-garde, the classicism of the master and his disciples was 
meant to bring about the triumph of the “secret Germany”—a concept 
close to the elitism of the majority of the German Youth Movement, who 
regarded their own nationalism as the wave of the future. If we look at 
the writers and artists who came from this movement, those who wor-
shipped at the altar of the fatherland by far outnumbered avant-garde 
artists like Max Beckmann (1884–1950) or Expressionist writers like 
Kasimir Edschmid (1890–1966).
 Though some members of the youth movement called themselves 
anarchists,49 the majority followed the radicalization to the right of Ger-
man bourgeois youth already discernible at the fin de siècle and gathering 
strength after the war. As we saw, in France this was not the case to the 
same extent, and in Italy many of those who glorified youth were attracted 
to the Futurists. What proportion of bourgeois youth was attracted to 
left-wing causes in Italy before the victory of fascism remains to be in- 
vestigated. Certainly here, as in France, the vast majority of veterans  
supported parliamentary democracy. Mussolini was specifically excluded 
from the electoral lists of veterans’ organizations in the election of 1919, 
and suffered a shattering defeat.50 But it may have been precisely the 
younger veterans who supported the Legionari Dannunziani or the Fasci 
di Combattimento. Mussolini called them the “marvelous warrior-youth 
of Italy.”51

 Fascism wanted to lead beyond liberalism and to find alternative 
methods of discourse, and yet it was dependent upon the bourgeois  
consensus. Its members were attracted to Futurism and Expressionism, 
but both these movements were, like fascism itself, anti-bourgeois revolu-
tions, which were profoundly indifferent to social and economic change. 
To parody the Expressionist dramas of Walter Hasenclever (1890–1940) 
and others, bourgeois society was not likely to die from an unloaded 
pistol or from fright. Italian Fascism maintained the idea of a permanent 



Fascism and the Avant-Garde

124

revolution that had been close to Mussolini’s heart ever since his days as 
a left-wing socialist. But this permanent revolution, though complicating 
the relationship of fascism to history, was supposed to be a moral revolu-
tion, a quest for higher forms of consciousness based upon political dom-
ination. “Fascism is a revolution which, contrary to all others in history, 
perpetuates its political conquests through a continuous moral renewal.”52 
The avant-garde fitted these aims of fascism. Its crime in fascist eyes was 
not that it escaped the confines of complacent bourgeois society, but those 
of nationalism and the political necessities of a modern mass movement.
 Yet, if we define modern technology and modern functionalism as 
part of the avant-garde, its link to fascism becomes meaningful. Here 
Italian Fascism was more portentous than National Socialism in unleash-
ing a victorious revolution. Eventually, no analogy to medieval chivalry 
or ancient Rome could tame the speed of time, the new technology, and 
the dynamic that accompanied the victory of the new over the old. Fascism 
prided itself on controlling and dominating this rush to the future, yet it 
was not destined to play the pilot in the long run; instead, the modern 
state and its impersonal bureaucracy would fulfill that function. Musso-
lini, not Hitler, had paved the way when he exalted the Italian state rather 
than the Italian Volk. Modern technocracy would eventually displace fas-
cism as the instrument of domination.
 Though it seems today that the modern, impersonal state determines 
the rather wide limits within which the avant-garde can function, this 
might prove deceptive. For in time of renewed crisis, the modern state may 
once more need the support of nationalism and disciplined mass move-
ments in order to retain control. The apparatus of modernity alone—
lacking an ideology to connect past and present and without seeming to 
appropriate a piece of eternity—may no longer suffice.
 There will always be an avant-garde, but its living space may well be 
restricted in the future, as it is in the present and has been in the past. The 
avant-garde in and out of fascism is only tolerated as long as it remains 
within its charmed circle, as long as it does not ally itself with other power-
ful groups of society and so present a menace to the prevailing consensus. 
As we saw, there was fear that Mussolini might make such an alliance, 
but even when he praised the avant-garde he was already preparing a 
Roman revival. Such a statement about the restrictions imposed upon  
the avant-garde can surely be made about all that our society regards as 
unusual, abnormal, or disquieting. Like Swann and Charlus at the court 
of Proust’s Guermantes, eccentricities are tolerated just so long as they 
remain amusing.
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Nazi Polemical Theater
The Kampfbühne

The theater played a vital part in National Socialism; indeed, it was one 
of Hitler’s dominant passions. No German regime in the past did more to 
further the theater than the Third Reich. In 1936, for example, some 331 
theaters, many of them recently built or renovated, played a regular sea-
son.1 The theater was, in fact, an integral part of Nazi ideology, serving 
to reinforce the political liturgy of the movement. Mass meetings and the 
theater were intended to supplement each other. For this reason the litur-
gical Weihebühne, the “Thing theater” on which the völkisch ideology 
was acted out, assumed special significance, presenting the liturgy of the 
movement through cultic plays meant to create a living community of 
faith. The National Socialist myth was acted out in dramatic and visual 
form as an act of religious worship in which masses of people participated. 
The Thing theater has been investigated2 and there is no need to analyze 
it once more. However, the Kampfbühne (or fighting stage), the other Nazi 
attempt to harness the theater to their cause needs further exploration, it 
antedated and outlasted the Thing theater, which was created in 1933 
and dissolved in 1937.3 The Kampfbühne began its career in 1926, well 
before the seizure of power, and endured as long as the Third Reich itself.
 It is necessary first to describe the diverse forms of the Kampfbühne 
that existed before the seizure of power. Here we shall proceed by types, 
as all the forms of this theater overlap chronologically. The SA and Hit- 
ler Youth Spiel-Trupps (amateur actors) appeared first; then, in 1931, the 
Gau theater, a mobile stage that played throughout each province, was 
created. The NS-Versuchsbühne (Nazi Experimental Theater) started in 
1927, and in 1930 became the NS-Volksbühne, performing on a regular 
basis. Once we have analyzed these various Kampfbühnen, both amateur 
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and professional, we can then set them into the historical background of 
the search for a national theater which, starting in the nineteenth century, 
became accelerated during the Weimar Republic. Finally, we must take a 
glance at the fate of the Kampfbühne during the Third Reich.
 Whatever its diverse forms, the Nazis defined a Kampfbühne as a 
Streitgespräch—a polemic against the enemy. It was designed partly to 
“indoctrinate through fun and entertainment,” and partly, in the words 
of one SA leader, to encourage “fighters for the cause to emerge from the 
masses.”4 To be sure, the Nazi ideology was presented to the audience, 
but always in a crude and polemical fashion, quite different, for example, 
from the majestic liturgy of the Thing theater. The first Spiel-Trupps were 
attached either to the SA or to the Hitler Youth, and gave themselves 
titles like the “Storm Troops” or the “Brown Shirts.” These were enthu-
siastic groups of amateur actors. Little record remains of their plays, and 
their theatrical presentations are almost impossible to reconstruct. But as 
far as we can tell, these fell into two parts: fun and entertainment con- 
sisting of folk songs and folk dancing; and a “fighting part,” which pre-
sented “contemporary political sketches” (Politische Zeitbilder). Such, for 
example, was the mixture of fun and action which the “Brown Shirts” of 
Hesse-Nassau presented as part of the Nazi propaganda program in the 
city of Wetzlar in 1932.5 Sometimes such troupes seem to have used tab-
leaux vivants centered upon stereotypes of bankers, trade unionists, and 
consumers. For the most part the troupes would march on stage in closed 
formation, before beginning the songs, dances, and plays.
 Play troupes like the “Brown Shirts” and “Storm Troopers” were often 
used in election rallies, especially during mass meetings in cities. Their 
plays were Streitgespräche, used to bring variety to evenings of martial 
music and speeches. The Hitler Youth carried their plays to such election 
rallies in cities, and especially to the villages, where they would perform 
as part of a Bunter Abend (cabaret theater) of skits, songs, and dances.
 What were such plays like? For the most part only their titles have 
survived, and these tend toward the banal, as in All Germans Are Broth-
ers.6 I have found only one script without a title performed in Berlin by 
such an amateur group. Yet, for all its crudity, the play may well be typi-
cal for many others. It was performed on a bare stage in a hall belonging 
to the German Veterans Association (Stahlhelm). The stage represented 
the guard room of a local SA troop. As the play begins, shots are heard 
behind the stage and a dead SA man is carried into the room. Immedi-
ately afterwards a communist is dragged in as the probable murderer. But 
as the SA look through the pockets of their murdered comrade, they find 
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a large sum of money and the address of a Jew. The Jew himself is then 
brought onto the stage, “whining in his jargon,” and is shot by the SA as 
the man really responsible for the murder.7 Through simple action and 
stereotypes the lesson is driven home that communists are the dupes of 
the Jews.
 Such amateur players provided the inspiration for a more permanent 
play troupe made up of professional actors: the Gau theater. From 1931 
onwards, such Gau-Bühnen presented “cultural evenings” up and down 
the province, which consisted of folk songs, political poetry, comic sketches, 
and monologues.8 However, political plays were also performed with in- 
creasing frequency. We know more about the content of these plays than 
of those of the Brown Shirts or Storm Troopers because the Gau theater 
of Pomerania has been extensively documented for the years 1931 and 
1932, though no such documentation seems to exist for other Gau the-
aters. For example, Walter Busch’s Giftgas 506 (Poisoned Gas 506), per-
formed during these years, was a play that maintained its popularity.  
Its subject is described appropriately enough by the Nazi Illustrierter 
Beobachter9 as the story of a key German invention, which Jewish greed 
swindled from Polish heavy industry. The hierarchy of villains will remain 
unchanged throughout Nazi rule—the Poles are bad but the Jews are 
worse. The plays performed were always highly topical. Thus the Ger-
man National Party (Deutsche Nationale Volkspartei), always a rival of 
the Nazis, was satirized for its conceit and pretensions. In addition, plays 
directed against political Catholicism loomed large in a Polish border 
region. In one of these, a German Catholic priest hates the Nazis so much 
that he would rather sell good farm land to Poles than let it be farmed by 
a German National Socialist.10 The director of the Pomeranian Gau the-
ater maintained that all in all some 15,000 to 20,000 people would watch 
a play as it wound its way through the towns and villages.11 Eventually, 
the Gau-Bühnen became a part of the “Strength through Joy” (“Kraft 
durch Freude”) movement.12

 The amateur play troupes and the Gau theaters traveled throughout 
the German provinces. But the so-called NS-Versuchsbühne was a tradi-
tional troupe, staffed by professional actors, which performed in Berlin 
in theater buildings hired for the occasion. It opened on April 20, 1927, 
when, to celebrate Hitler’s birthday, Wolf Geyser staged his drama Revo-
lution before some 3,000 spectators. It consisted of a series of tableaux 
vivants which contrasted the ideal life in the future Nazi state to that in 
the Weimar Republic.13 A few months later, the Experimental Theater per-
formed Joseph Goebbels’s Der Wanderer, which was an adaptation of his 
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novel Michael, Ein Deutsches Schicksal in Tagebuchblättern (Michael, 
The Diary of a German Fate, 1929).14 But this so-called Experimental 
Theater seems to have lacked success, for no regular season was attempted 
for the next three years, only occasional performances.
 The provinces had to step in once more, and it was their pressure 
which led to the establishment of another NS-Volksbühne in Berlin in 
1930. Perhaps this NS-Volksbühne was supposed to travel throughout 
Germany, but that function seems to have been usurped by the Gau the-
ater established one year later.15 The NS-Volksbühne was an imitation of 
the older, left-leaning Volksbühne and the Christian Bühnen-volksbund. 
It performed regularly and its plays are easiest to reconstruct because 
they were reported by the party press.
 The NS-Volksbühne plays were polemical, and, whether classic or 
modern, were conceived as Streitgespräche in spite of their conventional 
staging. Schiller’s Räuber was one of the first plays performed, and it was 
claimed that here the Räuber had finally been staged as Schiller himself 
desired. The character of Spiegelberg, the enemy of Karl Moor and “leader” 
of the band, was brought to the fore. He became the villain, transformed 
into a “loud-mouthed Jewish agitator” who, while himself a coward, 
incites others to the craven murder of Karl Moor. Schiller’s play as per-
formed by the NS-Volksbühne was hailed by the Nazi press as the first 
dawn of a new area of Aryan German art.16 By contrast, in Piscator’s 
performance of the Räuber staged five years before the Nazis’ version, 
Spiegelberg wore the mask of Leon Trotsky, and the murder of Moor was 
pictured as a noble attempt to rescue freedom from the clutches of the 
gang. The only other traditional plays performed in those early days of 
the Nazi theater were Henrik Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People (1882) and 
Ernst von Wildenbruch’s (1845–1909) Der Menonit (1881). The Ibsen 
play, first staged in 1931, was intended to demonstrate the superiority  
of Nordic aristocracy over majority rule, and the value of personality as 
opposed to public opinion.17 Der Menonit was directed against the Napo-
leonic occupation of Prussia. It dealt with German courage and French 
intrigue, the chastity of the German woman and the French attempt to 
contaminate German blood. Waldemar, the hero of the play, could be 
viewed as a forerunner of Albert Leo Schlageter, who had fought the good 
fight more recently in the Ruhr and entered the Nazi gallery of martyrs.18

 Historical analogies were popular in the NS-Volksbühne as they were 
in Nazi ideology. For example, Walter Flex’s (1887–1917) Klaus von  
Bismarck (1913) was part of the repertoire, a drama that attempted to 
show how in the Middle Ages the ancestor of the Iron Chancellor fought 
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against the divisiveness of political parties and for the salvation of the 
Mark Brandenburg.19 The NS-Volksbühne happily annexed such nation-
alist drama. If Flex’s play was directed against divisiveness, others, such 
as Gertrud von Noel’s Der Wehrwolf, used the peasants of the Thirty 
Years’ War to demonstrate that it was right and proper to defend national 
rights by violent means.20 Finally the German struggle of liberation against 
Napoleon was an always popular theme; thus Josepf Stolzing’s (1869–
1942) Friedrich Friesen invoked the wars of liberation against Napoleon. 
However, light entertainment was not neglected, and Ernst von Wolzogen’s 
(1855–1934) Ein unbeschriebenes Blatt (A Blank Leaf, 1896), a play of 
“sunny laughter,” was featured in the program, although with the apol-
ogy that such pause in the fight rejuvenates man’s energy for a renewed 
struggle.21

 The party seems to have fully supported the NS-Volksbühne. For 
example, when in 1930 it played Franz Walther Ilges’s (1870–1941) Die 
Laterne (1925), a play which castigated the French Revolution, the entire 
Reichstag delegation of the party was present.22 Yet the vast majority of 
performances in the NS-Volksbühne were not devoted to historical drama 
or comedy but rather to contemporary plays whose message did not depend 
upon analogies with the past. The play written by Hitler’s political mentor 
Dietrich Eckart, Familienvater (Father of the Family, 1904), was typical 
of the Volksbühne’s didactic style. Eckart’s play dealt with a tyrannical 
and corrupt newspaper proprietor and with a cowardly Jewish journalist 
who does the tyrant’s bidding. Between them, the tyrant and the jour- 
nalist crush a young playwright (presumably the unsuccessful dramatist 
Eckart himself), who has dared to expose the newspaper’s corruption,23 
Walter Busch’s Giftgas 506, already performed by the Gau theater, was 
taken over by the Volksbühne as well. The plays of a rising young play-
wright, Eberhard Wolfgang Möller (1906–1972), were especially popu-
lar, perhaps because of their more elaborate staging and the lavish use  
of choruses. Möller brought to the Volksbühne plays of Germanic wor-
ship similar to those of the Thing theater for which he wrote most of  
his material.24 Möller’s dramas were unique among the committed Nazi 
playwrights during the Weimar Republic. While the plays we have men-
tioned had their first and often only performances on the stage of the 
NS-Volksbühne, his works were frequently performed in regular munici-
pal theaters even before the Nazi theater took them over. Thus his war 
drama Douaumont oder Die Heimkehr des Soldaten Odysseus (1929) 
(Douaumont was the principal fortress of Verdun) was a great success  
at the Berlin liberal Volksbühne before it succeeded on the Nazi stage. 
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Möller’s themes were broader than those of most other Nazi playwrights. 
They were a crusade against the love of money. Parliaments were manip-
ulated as finance capitalists, representing gold, not people. Such popu-
lism appealed to the left as well as to the right, even though Möller was 
a committed Nazi.25

 The Nazis liked best Möller’s Rothschild Siegt bei Waterloo (Roths-
child Wins the Battle of Waterloo, 1934), because unlike others this one 
was centered on the Jews as corrupting the world through money, a rac-
ism that became central to Möller’s worldview. Rothschild is depicted as 
the “third great power” besides England and France; indeed, he is the 
true victor at Waterloo. Though the banker asserts that “my money is 
everywhere and money is friendly, the friendliest power in the world, fat, 
round as a ball, and laughing,” in reality, it has been earned by dishonor-
ing the struggle against the plundering and butchering French. Rothschild 
is told that “The dead did not die in order that you could earn money 
through their sacrifice, and in such a shabby way.” The moral was clear: 
the Rothschilds were a sinister power, “which makes cripples of human-
ity, men into the objects of the stock exchange, profit from life and capital 
from blood.”26 Finance capitalism as an all-embracing menace, whether 
symbolized by Rothschild or the Jews in Giftgas 506, was a staple of Nazi 
drama.
 What then were the historical sources of the Kampfbühne as we have 
sketched it? Was it an imitation of the Piscator theater, with its agitprop 
and polemics? The Nationalsozialistische Monatshefte in 1931 praised the 
Piscator stage for having had the courage to present polemical plays.27 
The Nazis paid attention to this left-wing theater, perhaps because Pisca-
tor’s radicalism appealed to their populism; his unconventional staging 
could be applied to the NS-Volksbühne. However, the Piscator theater, 
which existed only from 1927 to 1931, was already in decline when the 
Nazis praised it.28 They hardly borrowed from Piscator, in any case; cer-
tainly they did not follow the revolutionary staging or use of film, but 
instead placed the Nazi polemics within a conservative theatrical form. 
The speaking choruses are an exception here, for the Hitler Youth admit-
ted openly to having borrowed them from the Communist Party.29

 The genesis of the Kampfbühne is not linked to the Piscator theater 
but must rather be sought in the attempt to create a national theater, and, 
in the Vereinsbühne, a lay theater of trade and apprentice organizations.
 The debate over the creation of a national theater had a long his- 
tory. Gottfried Keller (1819–1890), for example, had been inspired by  
an outdoor performance of Wilhelm Tell during the Schiller Year of 1859 
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to propose the founding of a national theater, in a natural setting, which 
would combine choirs with folk plays. Such a theater would bring völ- 
kisch mythology to life (he called his proposal the “Stone of Myth”— 
Am Mythenstein).30 The conventional stage was to be abolished, and with 
it the distance that separates audience and actors. The audience should  
be drawn into a world of illusion which, through the immediacy of the 
drama, would become their world of reality. The Thing theater resulted 
from this pseudo-religious “völkische drama,” and such liturgical plays 
were staged in open-air theaters from the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury onward.
 The thrust toward the creation of a national theater also affected the 
traditional stage after World War I. The call went out to transform the 
professional stage into a national theater. Its purpose was to fight so-called 
degenerate forms of art, which symbolized Germany’s defeat and revolu-
tion. Here then was the immediate precedent for the Nazi Kampfbühne, 
both in its national purpose and in its polemical intent. Thus Richard 
Eisner used his older journal Das Deutsche Drama (The German Drama) 
after 1918 in order to advocate a national theater as opposed to the the-
ater of the Weimar Republic. He founded an organization in 1927 and 
was able to sponsor some plays—for example, one entitled Fritjof exalting 
Nordic man, and another, Andreas Hofer, dealing with the German Wars 
of Liberation against kings, bishops, and princes. However, Schiller was 
Eisner’s ideal, just as he was the patron saint of the NS-Volksbühne.31

 The manifesto (Das Theater und das neue Deutschland. Ein Aufruf) 
of Hans Brandenburg (1885–1968) calling for a national theater in 1919 
was more important than Eisner’s efforts, even if lacking in aggressive-
ness. Indeed, Hans Brandenburg demonstrates how the postwar impulse 
for a national theater was transmitted into the Third Reich. His manifesto 
called for an emphasis upon space and movement, and characterized all 
theater as group art. The influence of the modern dance as practiced by 
Rudolf Laban (1879–1958) and Mary Wigman (1886–1973) is of impor-
tance here; Brandenburg was captivated by “dancing choirs which make 
a statement,” as Wigman put it. The plays performed must be dramas 
conceived as symbolical action, analogous to cultic rites. Brandenburg 
contrasted this German drama to the supposed shallowness of the French 
and the Italian Renaissance stage. Clearly, the manifesto treats theater  
as a cultic rite that was capable of renewing the nation. The stage was to 
be extended into the audience in order to abolish the difference between 
spectator and performer, while the auditorium should be modeled after 
the Roman amphitheater.32
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 The manifesto was signed by a wide variety of intellectuals, ranging 
from the humanist socialist Gustav Landauer (1870–1919) (murdered 
before it was printed), Thomas Mann, and Richard Dehmel (1863–1920) 
to Hans Blüher (1888–1955) of the youth movement and the future Nazi 
poet Will Vesper (1882–1962). They all joined Brandenburg’s Bund für 
das Neue Theater (League for a New Theater). The Bund soon failed, and 
Brandenburg then pinned his hope upon the lay plays of the youth move-
ment.33 Meanwhile, he had refined his Aufruf, envisioning national drama 
as an instrument to fight modern mechanization and materialism. The 
neo-romantic tone, present but subdued in the original manifesto, took 
over.34 While Brandenburg took no part in the NS-Kampfbühne itself, as 
far as I can determine, he welcomed the advent of the Third Reich as the 
opportunity to fulfill the promise of this Aufruf and Bund. The time had 
come for a festive drama, one that would move “between masses and 
hero, Volk and Führer.”35 The Nazis, without mentioning the manifesto, 
adopted Brandenburg and praised his agitation for a national stage.36

 Brandenburg called for a national theater that would transmit its mes-
sage through drama, group symbolism (such as the Kampfbühne used fre-
quently), and the use of movement and space. These were theatrical forms 
that also preoccupied the Nazi stage. But side by side with such attempts 
at national theater, amateur groups continued to play as a part of the youth 
movement. This amateur play movement was an obvious influence on 
groups like the Brown Shirts and Storm Troopers, and it would remain 
highly popular throughout the Third Reich. After the First World War 
the amateur play was becoming increasingly nationalistic and formalized. 
Whereas medieval mystery plays had captivated the enthusiasm of the 
prewar youth movement, now Rudolf Mirbt (1896–1974), prominent in 
the amateur theater movement, recommended dramas like Hanns Johst’s 
Propheten (Prophets, 1922), which contrasted the Catholic to the German 
man, and whose hero was Martin Luther. The symbolism and the simplic-
ity of the staging would remain.37

 In fact, the amateur play had already been used as a weapon of  
political propaganda. The Free Corps Rossbach attempted to use Spiel-
schaaren (troupes of young amateur actors) directly after the war as a 
way to mobilize the nation against the Poles and the Republic. Gerhard 
Roßbach (1893–1967) himself saw in such troupes a secret weapon in 
the hands of a poor and unprotected nation, a continuation of military 
action by other means.38 But the Roßbach Spielschaaren were not imi-
tated, even by other Free Corps, and had little influence on the profes-
sional theater.
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 More important were those amateur play groups that performed folk 
plays or folk festivals in the villages or in the countryside, known as the 
Heimatspiele, thirty-one of which were officially recognized as worthy  
of support by the German government after the First World War. The 
vast majority of these, unlike the Oberammergau Passion Play, were not 
religious but either patriotic or concerned with a historical episode that 
had taken place in the locality. Thus, in Ahide, some two hundred ama-
teur players reenacted the heroism and martyrdom of Andreas Hofer,  
the leader of the Tyrolean struggle against Italy, while other plays re- 
created the Hermannschlacht, which the Germans won against Rome,  
or the saga of Wittekind. Wilhelm Tell, Goetz von Berlichingen, Andreas 
Hofer, and the Niebelungenlied provided the most popular themes for 
these Heimatspiele.39

 Amateur plays themselves were performed through the Hitler Youth, 
the “Strength through Joy” movement, and the Arbeitsdienst (Compul-
sory Labor Service). Amateur actors engaged in simple productions, some-
times merely folk plays, at other times Kampfbühnen.40 The Nazis were 
fearful that the amateur theater might lead to dilettantism and perhaps 
through the enthusiasm that it generated among the young escape their 
control; so amateur play educational camps (Laienspielschullager) were 
instituted, where lay actors could receive a minimal training for the stage.41

 The Heimatspiele were viewed as a national theater in which the people 
themselves acted out their traditions and battles for survival. But side by 
side with the quest for a national theater, which extended from the nine-
teenth century into the postwar world, we must set the Vereinstheater in 
all its parochialism and artificiality. Eventually, the Nazis gave such plays 
performed by trade associations a high priority as true expressions of  
the Volk soul. If the quest for national theater determined the ambition 
and tone of the NS-Kampfbühne, the Vereinsbühne is directly related to 
its content.
 The Vereinstheater was widespread and popular,42 and we know little 
about it (though as the Nazis rightly claimed, every Verein had such a 
theater, even the Kleintierhalterverband or pet owners association,43 but 
for lack of accessible records, I must confine myself to one such theater. 
The Association of Catholic Apprentices, founded by Adolph Kolping 
(1813–1865) in 1851, loved to perform plays that were an integral part 
of the educational program of the “Kolping family.” The apprentice was 
meant to become a modest and industrious craftsman, who knew how to 
work, to pray, and to shun easy wealth and monetary speculation. Adolph 
Kolping’s motto was that “Religion and work are the golden soil of the 
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Volk.”44 But there was no Protestant harshness to this morality; the 
Kolping family spent their evenings sharing play and song, and listening 
to popular lectures on history and natural science.45

 The plays, like the short stories Adolph Kolping wrote, contained 
simple messages, such as “Thou shalt not steal,” or lauded the triumph 
of love and devotion over a hard-headed businessman. The villain, the 
enemy of all “honest work,” was the speculator, the capitalist, the Jew 
greedy for gold and riches.46 There is hardly a play where the Jew does 
not appear as the symbol of evil. If we take as our example plays per-
formed between 1874 and 1884, we can see a hardening of the polemic 
and of the racism which in notable contrast to Adolph Kolping’s own 
stories comes to pervade such plays.
 Joseph Becks (1846–1918) was the most prolific playwright of these 
years; a Catholic priest, he had become the president of the St. Joseph’s 
Guild of Kolping Apprentices in Cologne. Kolping himself in his short 
stories had been careful to distinguish between the evil gold-loving Jew 
who refuses Christian conversion and the converted Jew who became a 
noble figure.47 Becks no longer makes such fine distinctions.
 For example, Becks’s Wurst wider Wurst (The Tom-Fool, 1880) shows 
a Jew trying to cheat a master-craftsman. But the craftsman’s loyal appren-
tices trick the Jew instead. The Jew is not only the foil; he inevitably loses 
throughout these plays. Becks used traditional comedy, which featured 
the peasant dolt as the foil. This peasant still appears in the Kolping the-
ater, but by and large it is the Jew who takes the peasant’s place, though 
treated with a brutality largely absent in traditional comedy. Becks con-
stantly stresses the Jewish stereotype, and his Jews talk “jargon”—that 
mixture of Yiddish and German used in most antisemitic writing and found 
again in the Kampfbühne as well. Such plays are crude and polemical, very 
much like the later performances of the Storm Troops or Brown Shirts. 
For example, a play written by a teacher called Peter Sturm, Die schönste 
Nase, oder das Recht gewinnt den Sieg (The Beautiful Nose, or Justice 
Triumphs, 1878) is typical. A Jew in his greed sells his nose to the highest 
bidder, only to finally buy it back at an exorbitant price. The content of 
a play entitled Hyman Levy as Soldier (1877) does not need elucidation.
 These plays spread well beyond the Kolping families and even Cath- 
olic circles. After the First World War, the Bühnenvolksbund took up  
the heritage of this Vereinstheater. Founded in 1919 in order to counter 
the modern “immoral” and “atheistic” theater, it was supported by such 
organizations as those of Catholic apprentices (including Kolping), Cath-
olic trade unions, and the Protestant Union of Commercial Employees 
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(Deutschnationaler Handlungs Gehilfen Verband). The Catholics were in 
the forefront attempting to influence national culture in this way.48 The 
Protestants were less active in exploiting the stage for their purposes.  
The Bund began with 700 individual and twenty corporate members; by 
1928, it had gained 300 local affiliates and counted between 220,000 and 
300,000 members.49 This was almost exactly half the membership that 
had joined the rival leftist Volksbühnenbewegung.
 The plays given in the first years after its founding were anti-French, 
anti-socialist, and anti-Jewish. The morality presented was the same the 
Kolping theater had already proclaimed. Thus one hero exclaims: “Happy 
are those unemployed who have a wife to pray for them and keep them 
from falling into the hands of the Volksverhetzer [meaning the social-
ists]!” Alois Ausserer, a Catholic theologian and Gymnasium professor  
in Salzburg, contributed a play, Die Wiege (The Cradle), in which a Jew 
deprives a peasant of his farm. Some plays glorified a pious peasantry,50 
always close to the heart of Catholicism. The theme of the peasant deprived 
of his land by the Jew was a commonplace one in all völkisch literature.51 
There were other plays which showed the horror of revolution and, again 
through the example of a Jew, that “Hochmut kommt vor dem fall” (pride 
goeth before the fall).52 Such themes are almost identical with those of the 
later Volksbühne.
 The physical stereotypes were present as well. Thus we learn from the 
Dictionary of the Theater published by the Bund for amateur players in 
1925 how to make a “Jewish mask”: dark skin, sharply marked facial 
lines, thick eyebrows, bent nose. The “usurer” is made up in similar fash-
ion, but as these were always conceived as old men, pale skin and deep-
set eyes had to be created.53 Yet by that time such antisemitic plays had 
largely disappeared from the repertoire. At the same point, the national 
Bund repudiated an anti-Jewish resolution passed by its Dresden branch 
and refused the pressure of younger members to haul down the flag of  
the Weimar Republic at one of its meetings.54 The Bühnenvolksbund had 
made its peace with the Republic (as had the Catholic associations that 
sponsored it).
 The Bund declined by 1928, perhaps because of the tensions between 
the younger and the older generations.55 The last years of the Weimar 
Republic required a greater radicalization than the Volksbühnenbund now 
desired. The biblical dramas it produced and the shallow comedies (such 
as The Gambler of Monte Carlo)56 could not meet this need. These were 
years when people flocked to see polemical plays hostile to the Republic 
or to plays like The Threepenny Opera where the middle classes could 
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safely enjoy being derided and spat upon.57 Though most people came for 
amusement, nevertheless this was surely one sign of the transformation 
of middle-class values into their own negation, something closely related 
to the later Nazi experience.
 The building blocks of the Nazi Kampfbühne were laid through the 
debate about a national theater, by the amateur play movement, the Ver-
einstheater, and the Volksbühnenbund. Surely as the Kampfbühne increas-
ingly becomes an object of scholarly investigation, other building blocks 
will be discovered. The tradition of the Kampfbühne was continued into 
the Third Reich mainly by the Hitler Youth, but also by the “Strength 
through Joy” movement and the Labor Service. Baldur von Schirach 
(1907–1974) in 1936 made the renewal of the German theater a special 
task of the Hitler Youth.58 Beginning the following year, theatrical con-
gresses were held. The first, in Bochum, included not only the Kampfbühne 
but also liturgical theater (in the same year in which the Thing theater itself 
was discontinued). Thus Eberhard Wolfgang Möller’s Frankenburger Wür-
felspiel (The Dice Game of Frankenburg, 1936) was performed with the 
participation of the Hitler Youth.
 This play had been produced originally for the Thing theater, and 
required 1,200 participants. When it opened in 1936 as a Weihespiel (a 
pseudo-religious play) to accompany the Olympic Games, the Labor Ser-
vice provided the choruses and the crowds.59 The play pictured the Ger-
man peasants accusing tyrants who had oppressed it throughout history 
in front of seven judges; the audience was drawn into the drama as the 
actors addressed them directly from the stage. But the NS-Volksbühne 
was also represented at Bochum through Möller’s Rothschild Siegt bei 
Waterloo, which concluded the Congress. The Hitler Youth now attempted 
to advance young dramatists from its own ranks, not only Eberhard Wolf-
gang Möller but also men like Friedrich Wilhelm Hymmen (1913–1995) 
and Heinz Schwitzke (1908–1991) who wrote historical dramas very 
similar to those the NS-Volksbühne had performed.60

 But the Dramatists of the Hitler Youth (to cite the title of an official 
publication) also included men like Paul Alverdes (1897–1979), of an 
older generation. Alverdes, for example, brought to the drama performed 
by Hitler Youth the memory of his war experiences. In a play written for 
the Hitler Youth, Das Winterlager (The Winter Camp, 1935), he called 
for discipline and obedience to the leader, using as his example a danger-
ous adventure in which Hitler Youth are lost in a snow storm because 
they had broken the discipline of the group. However, Alverdes returns 
to his obsession at the end of the play when two war veterans draw the 
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proper moral and refer to their experience in battle.61 Das Winterlager 
was performed over the radio; indeed, the radio play provided one of the 
principal forums for the play groups of the Hitler Youth. But they were 
also sent into the countryside in order to stem the flight from the land and 
to help preserve peasant culture.62 Thus the Hitler Youth took up where 
they had left off in their pre-1933 election propaganda. The Spielschaaren 
performed popular cabaret in the villages, consisting of singing, dancing, 
and folk plays, but Nazi polemics also remained part of their repertoire. 
During the Second World War they would first take a communal meal 
with the villagers.63

 If little enough is known about the actual plays these Hitler Youth 
troupes performed, still less is known about those of the “Strength through 
Joy,” movement, which also encouraged Spielgruppen in factories. Such 
factory groups were called the Vanguard (Stosstruppen) and were meant 
to urge their fellow workers to sing, dance, and stage plays.64 The Labor 
Service in its plays does seem to have stressed what one official called the 
manly, heroic worldview as against the attitude of a nomadic and trad- 
ing people.65 We are back to the Jewish stereotype so easily presented on 
the “fighting stage.” Such amateur theaters seem to have been the true 
continuation of the Kampfbühne. Although the professional theater did 
present some of the plays of the NS-Volksbühne, I have found hardly a 
trace of those writers whose dramas were performed before the seizure of 
power and whom we have mentioned earlier.
 However, it is clear that the Kampfbühne exemplified the thrust of 
Nazi ideology and in its roots points to a theatrical tradition of impor-
tance. Surely neither the Vereinstheater nor the call for a national stage 
were without influence upon the attitudes of important sections of the 
population. Surely, too, the polemical theater during the Weimar Repub-
lic must be seen as a whole, in its impact upon the right as well as the  
left, though the actual interaction between them may have been slight. 
We know much about the Piscator theater because it was innovative and 
important in putting forward a new dramatic style, while the Kampfbühne 
was crude and primitive. However, the latter’s enthusiastic SA or Hitler 
Youth play troupes may well have struck a spark because of their very 
crudeness and traditionalism. Nor was the NS-Volksbühne without an 
audience, though it could never rival the famous older Volksbühne itself.
 This theater must be placed next to the Thing theater as the objectifi-
cation of Nazi ideology—an important function in a modern mass move-
ment that relied on empathy, participation, and “enlightenment.” For the 
Nazis themselves, the theater belonged to the most elementary expressions 
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of life, as they put it.66 That alone makes the Kampfbühne worth investi-
gating, even if it is largely devoid of literary merit.
 The Nazis did innovate within the relatively new media of film and 
photography. Some time late in the 1920s they began to use projectors to 
show a rapidly changing series of photographs: “pictures without words.” 
These contrasted, for example, slum housing to the high life of a Reichstag 
deputy. They were fond of projecting the so-called Jewish faces of the 
republican statesmen, or showing Bernhard Weiß (1880–1951), the deputy 
police chief of Berlin, whom they hated, in a riding outfit. This kind of 
kaleidoscope seems to have been a success with audiences. The Nazis also 
at times used photomontage, and did not disdain the newest avant-garde 
film techniques pioneered during the Weimer Republic.67 However, such 
innovation was always embedded in traditionalism. The stream of history 
which the Nazis claimed was on their side had to be kept alive—the past 
must determine the artistic and literary forms of the present. The crude 
and simplistic Kampfbühne exemplified not only Nazi literature and art 
but also the Nazi historical consciousness.
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On Homosexuality and  
French Fascism

The literature analyzing fascist attitudes towards homosexuals is growing 
rapidly after many years of silence. We can now, for the first time, begin 
to discern the difference between the Nazi and the Italian Fascist persecu-
tion of homosexuals: the Nazi’s tightening and applying laws against 
them, while in Italy homosexuality was not criminalized, but if need be, 
could be persecuted for disturbing the public order. However, the racial 
laws of 1938 made the persecution of homosexuals easier as well, as they 
could be accused of undermining the racial health of the Italian nation.1 
Racism provided the justification for the persecution of homosexuals 
under fascism, together with the attempt to maintain ideals of manliness 
and virility unsullied by the imputation of sexuality which was crucial for 
fascist self-representation.
 But what about homosexual attitudes towards fascism? This question 
has received little notice and is indeed difficult to address, if only because 
anti-fascists tried to defame the Nazi leadership through the imputation 
of homosexuality. However, an investigation of the dialectic relationship 
between persecutor and persecuted is important for an understanding of 
the process of annihilation. Robert Lifton’s Nazi Doctors (1986) can pro-
vide a model here, because of its detailed discussion of the relationship 
between SS doctors and prisoner-physicians at Auschwitz. While in Ger-
many or Italy such a relationship has to be addressed through an analysis 
of homosexual reactions to their persecution, France under the German 
occupation was a special case, for, with some exceptions, the Germans 
themselves did not actively persecute homosexuals in occupied countries 
but left it to the local authorities who, as in the case of the Netherlands, 
obtained few convictions.2 And in France, the Germans overruled the 
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Vichy government when it wanted to ban one of Jean Cocteau’s plays.3 
Here, in France, the attitudes of homosexuals could develop without much 
outside interference, free from many of the pressures of persecution which 
prevailed in Germany and the territories annexed outright during the war.
 Homosexual attitudes towards the occupation were questioned in 
France after the Second World War when elsewhere the subject was passed 
over in silence. Anti-fascist intellectuals commented upon what they per-
ceived as the collaboration of some conspicuous homosexuals with the 
occupation. We do not know the stand of the vast majority of homo- 
sexuals, many of whom did serve in the resistance, while others adopted 
a more favorable attitude toward fascism. Here we are concerned with 
the collaborationists, some of whom occupied prominent or highly visi-
ble positions. Moreover, perceptions of homosexuality are sometimes dif-
ferent from reality, as some who through their male orientation seemed 
to be homosexuals may have been married, or even if single might have 
rejected gay sex. The very concept of homosexuality sometimes shades 
over into homoeroticism without observers being able to make the proper 
distinction.
 I shall draw my examples largely from the writings of Robert Brasil-
lach, as well as from Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, who may have been a spe-
cial case, though I could have added other examples from the circle of 
their friends. Anti-fascist polemics, as I have mentioned, often accused 
fascists of being closet homosexuals, citing as proof fascism’s preoccu- 
pation with images of manliness. The poet Jean Queval (1913–1990), for 
example, writing immediately after the war, attacked Abel Bonnard (1883–
1968), Jean Cocteau and Maurice Rostand (1891–1968), all known homo-
sexuals and collaborators, as pederasts who attempted to draw French 
youth into the fascist camp, and who painted a rosy picture of French life 
under the occupation. “Et pourqois d’ailleurs no serait-on pas pederaste 
a Paris sous l’occupation?” (“and why should one not be a pederast 
under the occupation?” and he goes on to cite Jean Cocteau’s aphorism, 
“tous est dans tous.”4

 Jean-Paul Sartre and Jean Guéhenno (1890–1978) asked without any 
polemics why so many homosexuals supported the occupation, Sartre 
emphasizing the case of Drieu La Rochelle.5 When André Halimi (1930–
2013) came to interview various writers and artists for his Chansons sur 
l’occupation (1976), he asked Jean-Louis Bory (1919–1979) if he would 
care to defend homosexuals against such charges. Bory, who was gay 
himself, did not deny the premise of homosexual collaboration, but put 
it down to the “myth of virility” which signified power and courage. 
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Moreover, “on retrouve par la le cote femelle qu’il peut avoir en effet chez 
l’homosexuel” (“their womanish nature could have affected the homo-
sexuals”).6 Fascist preoccupation with masculinity struck a deep cord not 
merely among so-called homosexuals but among a whole range of men. 
Masculinity in fascism stood for youthful energy, male camaraderie, and 
the aesthetics of the male body which came to symbolize true manliness.
 Such masculinity held a special attraction for the young French right-
ists of the 1930s, intoxicated by youth, in quest of passionate engagement, 
and in revolt against what they considered to be a passive and degenerate 
society.7 Robert Brasillach defined what he called the “douceur de vivre” 
(“sweetness of life”) as commitment, love for life, and, above all, close 
male friendships. “C’est l’esprit meme de l’amitié dons nous aurons volu 
qu’il s’elevat jusqu’a l’amitié nationale” (“It is the spirit of friendship 
itself which we want to elevate into a national spirit of friendship”).8 
Male friendship and male camaraderie gave body to the ideal of manli-
ness. The Nazi Party, for example, first presented itself as such a camara-
derie to its supporters.9 But what about the sexuality inherent in such a 
concept of masculinity?
 Drieu La Rochelle best exemplifies this problem, for in his thought, as 
Robert Soucy has shown, the cult of the male body and the cult of friend-
ship were closely linked. Strength of body signified strength of mind as 
well, and both were made public through male friendships. “For me,” 
Drieu La Rochelle wrote, “the drama of friendship between men is at the 
heart of politics.”10 The Nazi Party rally at Nuremberg which he attended 
in 1935 came to symbolize for Drieu La Rochelle the aesthetic of politics, 
and he couched his appreciation in language which was similar to Brasil-
lach’s own description of these rallies: “il y a une espèce de volupté virile 
qui flotte partout et quin’est pas sexuelle mais très envirante” (“There is 
a virile male voluptuousness which courses everywhere and which is not 
sexual but uplifting”).11

 Drieu La Rochelle despised homosexuals who, along with women and 
Jews, were the infernal triangle of decadence.12 He was a great woman-
izer though he thought that true friendship with a woman was never pos-
sible. Brasillach was married and the accusation of homosexuality levelled 
against him at his trial for collaboration was not supported by the evi-
dence brought forward at the time. What Sartre and the other anti-fascist 
intellectuals called the “pederastic attraction to fascism” was a homoerotic 
attraction which went much beyond that small circle of men stigmatized 
by Sartre, Guéhenno, or Jean Queval. The aesthetics of politics in fascism 
appealed to a large and distinguished group of European intellectuals. 
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The idealized male body was an integral part of this aesthetic. Sculptures 
of nude Greek youth, for example, were thought indispensable to Nazi 
self-representation. The classical ideal of male beauty symbolized mascu-
line qualities as understood by generations of young Germans, and by 
Brasillach’s anthology of Greek poetry. Here Greece is eternally young 
surrounded by “perfect men.”13

 The young French right devalued women. Brasillach’s women were 
“êtres immatérielles”14 (“immaterial beings”), and even though he wrote 
one of the most explicit scenes of heterosexual love-making in French 
literature,15 they apparently lacked profound meaning in his private life. 
It seems to me that Brasillach and his équipe, who remained together 
from the Lyceé Louis-le-Grand, to the École Normale, to their common 
venture in editing the pro-fascist newspaper Je Suis Partout, were on the 
border between homosexuality and homoeroticism. There are hints of this 
in Brasillach’s writings not cited at the trial, and in the polemical reply by 
d’Étiemble to the special issue of Le Monde at the twenty-fifth anniver-
sary of his execution.16 Drieu La Rochelle wrote that after the First World 
War one might have thought that he was especially interested in women; 
in fact, he was much more interested in men.17 Many other examples of 
such attitudes towards women come to mind: thus for the writer Henry de 
Montherlant any woman who enters a man’s life threatens to destroy it.18

 Male camaraderie, regarded by the Nazis as the cell from which the 
state grew, gave political direction to the cult of masculinity. Brasillach 
wrote that for their adversaries Je Suis Partout was an official mouthpiece 
of international fascism, “mais nous savions que nous étions surtout le 
journal de notre amitié et de notre amour de vie” (“But we knew that it 
was, above all, a testimony to our friendship and to our love for life”).19 
As far as I know, the meaning of équipe or even of friendship in French 
cultural history has never been investigated. However, nationalism, which 
furthered the Männerbund in Germany was not so closely tied to the 
French équipe. While nationalism played an important role in that équipe 
of friends which Brasillach describes in his autobiography, Notre Avant 
Guerre (Before the War, 1941), it was not at the heart of their friend-
ships. After all, the German tradition of the Männerbund with its youth 
movements and Stefan George Circle was missing in France: all of which 
appealed to the male eros principally in order to regenerate the nation.
 Nevertheless, the ideal of friendship in France also had an erotic  
component, as Arthur Mitzman has shown, analyzing the nineteenth-
century fraternal utopia of the historian Jules Michelet (1798–1874) and 
his friends.20 Michelet himself wrote about male friendship as a means of 
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progress, as the prerequisite for the love of the nation. Family, nursemaid, 
and even the mother give way in childhood before the attachment to a 
male comrade, until such friendships are destroyed as man is enslaved by 
passion, broken by a harsh education and soured by rivalry.21 Neverthe-
less, the ideal of camaraderie as an équipe of men was apparently not so 
fully developed in France as it was, for example, in Nazi Germany. There, 
these Männerbünde encompassed not only the cult of male friendship, 
male eros, or a shared love for life, but above all meant the subordination 
of each individual to shared ideals which must be put into practice. Per-
haps the French équipe implied such a self-contained world, but it seemed 
to lack the firm contours of the German Bünde.
 However, the definition of masculinity these French fascists and young 
Germans brought to their ideal of camaraderie was much the same and 
so was the need for a leader as a role model for their group. Drieu La 
Rochelle wanted a leader, “un homme a son plein, l’homme qui donne et 
qui prend dans la meme éjaculation” (“A real man, a man who gives and 
takes at the same time”).22 Such a leader symbolized Drieu La Rochelle’s 
longing for discipline and power. Brasillach, in turn, praised leaders who 
were “masters of violence.”23

 This love of violence was part of the cult of virility, yet it was never 
supposed to be anarchic but disciplined instead. Precisely such a concept 
of disciplined power was symbolized by the Greek sculptures of naked 
youths. “The Führer tells me,” Céline wrote, “that might makes right, 
and I know where I am,”24 while for Ezra Pound fascism put an end to  
all uncertainty.25 Male camaraderie reflected qualities of leadership, self-
control, and a carefully moderated strength ready to use force if need be, 
all of which were thought to have been a Greek heritage.
 It seems to me that one of Germany’s principal attractions for such 
French fascists was that here they found a firm ideal of the Männerbund. 
The passages from Brasillach’s writings used against him at his trial, declar-
ing his love for German soldiers with whom he wants to shake hands and 
whom he wants to embrace,26 reflect not homosexuality but an idealiza-
tion of such a Bund. The power of male eros, together with love of the 
nation, played a crucial role in defining the Männerbund, and this was 
bound to prove attractive to youths for whom idealized male friendships 
in school and university had been at the center of their lives.
 Ideals of male friendship, the aesthetics of politics, and the search for 
a true Männerbund determined the attitudes of prominent homosexuals 
to fascism, attitudes that were not specifically homosexual but shared by 
many others as well. Certainly, this relationship cannot be characterized 
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solely through the use of the term homosexual, but was informed instead 
by a homoeroticism which had always played a role in male friendship, 
camaraderie and nationalism.27 All of these concepts need further inves-
tigation as to their role in homosexual attitudes towards fascism, includ-
ing the ideal of masculinity which informed all of them. For example, was 
the Männerbund, as conceived by French youth, a means to test their man-
liness? Such a test became an obsession to many a youth after the First 
World War, a time when, for example, Christopher Isherwood (1904–
1986) in England saw himself quite often confronted with the question, 
are you really a man?
 This interpretation which makes the attraction of the ideals of manli-
ness and camaraderie central to the attitudes of these intellectuals towards 
fascism seems to omit what has been represented as the true dividing line 
between those who were pro-fascist—which in the French situation meant 
willing collaborators—and those who joined the French resistance. Anti-
semitism was said to have determined the divide between the left and the 
radical right in France ever since the Dreyfus Affair,28 more important than 
the fascist ideal of masculinity and the beauty, camaraderie and virility 
for which it stood. There is no doubt that in general the strength of anti-
semitism was a crucial factor in determining such political allegiance. 
However, this argument is irrelevant to the fact that homoerotic attrac-
tion played a key role in determining the political attitudes of a certain 
group of young men once they were confronted with a movement which 
took the masculine ideal as one of its prime symbols.
 The ideals of camaraderie, friendship, and of male intimacy involved 
can tell us something about the effectiveness of the widespread use which 
all of fascism made of so-called male virtues and the male image.29 This 
is why within a larger framework it is important to analyze the attitudes 
of some homosexuals towards fascism, which were noted at the time and 
which transcend the specifically sexual, pointing to basic fascist ideals like 
the cult of masculinity and the aesthetic of politics.
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Nazi Aesthetics
Beauty Without Sensuality and the 

Exhibition of Degenerate Art

Beauty without sensuality: this title refers not only to the specific relation-
ship between National Socialism and art but also summarizes the back-
ground which led to the Exhibition of Degenerate Art in 1937 and the 
great success that this exhibition enjoyed at the time.
 The National Socialist view of art was based upon the idealized people 
and sentimental landscapes which had informed nineteenth-century popu-
lar taste, and upon neo-classical themes which were Adolf Hitler’s favor-
ites. National Socialism annexed neo-romantic and neo-classical art as its 
own, defining it as racially pure, an art that could easily be understood 
and whose pictured men and women exemplified the Germanic race. This 
was the official art of the regime which dominated the annual German 
Exhibitions of Art in Munich whose paintings were often selected by Hit-
ler himself.
 There was deeper purpose to the acceptance of such art: it symbol- 
ized a certain standard of beauty which might serve to cement the unity 
of the nation and project a moral standard to which everyone should 
aspire. What was and is called respectability was supposed to inform per-
sonal and public morality which true art must support and reflect. The 
men and women depicted in Nazi painting and sculpture thus stood for 
the proper morality and sexual behavior. Beauty without sensuality was 
demanded of artists and sculptors—a beauty which must reflect generally 
accepted moral standards which the Nazis championed as their own. For 
it was the strength and appeal of National Socialism that it did not invent 
anything new in its effort at self-representation, but simply annexed long-
term traditions and popular tastes.
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 The Exhibition of Degenerate Art was put on in the same year as  
the Exhibition of German Art and featured paintings and sculpture which 
reflected the Nazi view of life under the Weimar Republic as concrete 
evidence that the Nazis had saved German society. The Weimar Republic 
was viewed as an onslaught upon all the moral values people held dear: 
marriage, the family, chastity, and a steady harmonious life. Weimar cul-
ture was “bolshevist culture,” manipulated by the Jews, as the inscriptions 
at the exhibition and its catalogue make clear. The destruction of respect-
ability and the destruction of society and the nation were linked.
 The Exhibition of Degenerate Art must not be seen simply as Nazi 
propaganda for it played upon basic moral attitudes which have informed 
all of modern society. After all, respectability has lasted, and while the 
Nazis through the Exhibition of Degenerate Art used modern art as an 
example of those forces which would destroy it, even today modern art  
is condemned if it transgresses the normative morality in too shocking  
a fashion. That the Exhibition of Degenerate Art stands in a continu- 
ity, however tenuous, is demonstrated by the removal in 1989 of Robert 
Mapplethorpe’s (1946–1986) homoerotic photographs from a Washington 
gallery because they were supposed to offend against decency and popu-
lar taste. Beauty with sensuality presented a danger to society because of 
what it symbolized, namely the revolt against respectability as a principle 
of unity and order: the destruction of the immutable values upon which 
society supposedly rested. If we are to understand the true significance of 
the Exhibition of Degenerate Art we must refer back to some of the rele- 
vant history in order to see how respectability coped with its enemies  
and what was at stake, for the exhibition itself is like the tip of an iceberg 
which has not yet melted.
 Adolf Hitler himself pointed out at the 1934 Nuremberg party rally 
what art—and morality—were chiefly about, remarks that were reprinted 
in the catalogue accompanying the Exhibition of Degenerate Art: “Any-
one who seeks the new for the sake of the new strays all too easily into 
the realm of folly.” What was at issue, rather, was art as the expression 
of supposedly unchanging values in a society in search of such values. The 
modern age seemed to threaten the coherence of life itself. The accelerated 
pace of industrial and technological change at the turn of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries meant a certain disorientation, a “simultaneity  
of experience” with which people must cope. Already by mid-century we 
hear complaints that railroad travel had destroyed nature as the landscape 
performed a wild dance before the trains’ windows. Just so, the invention 
of the telephone, the motor car, or the cinema introduced a new speed of 



Nazi Aesthetics

147

time which menaced the unhurried pace of life of an earlier age. Such con-
cerns were reflected in the heightened quest for order against nervousness 
and instability.
 Respectability ensured security and order, the maintenance of val- 
ues, apparently taming the chaos that seemed always to threaten society. 
Respectability had been a political issue from the very beginning: it re- 
flected people’s lifestyle, their attitude toward all that was “different” and 
to themselves as well. The enemies of respectability, it was said, could not 
control themselves; they were creatures of instinct with their unbridled 
passions. Such accusations are scarcely to be found before the age of the 
French Revolution, but from now on they become common: whether it 
was Englishmen at the time of the Napoleonic Wars claiming that the 
French were sending dancers to England in order to undermine the island-
ers’ morality, or whether it was First World War propaganda which sought 
by means of words and pictures to impute to the enemy every kind of 
“sexual perversion”—it was always morality and its enemies that were 
involved. During the course of the nineteenth century, an increasingly clear 
distinction was drawn between “normal” and “abnormal” sexuality, and 
between “normal” behavior and what was branded as “immoral.” It was 
above all doctors, using categories of health and sickness, who threw their 
weight behind society’s constantly threatened moral norms, lending them 
legitimacy and thus defining the stereotypes of what was “abnormal.”
 Those whom society treated as outsiders were now furnished with all 
those characteristics which ran counter to the image which society had of 
itself. The mentally ill, Jews, homosexuals, and criminals were all said to 
be physically unbalanced. Nervousness was regarded as the chief enemy 
of bourgeois, mainstream morality with its emphasis upon steadiness and 
restraint—an illness that led from onanism to sexual excess. Nervousness 
was designated as a serious illness by such famous doctors as Jean-Martin 
Charcot (1825–1893) in the 1880s, and, in common with the iconography 
of illness in general (exhaustion, contortions, and grimaces), was thought 
to symbolize the opposite of the normative standard of beauty. The Exhi-
bition of Degenerate Art was built upon such views of the outsider and 
used modern art to construct a so-called cabinet of horrors.
 The term “degeneration” summed up the fears which haunted society 
from the fin de siècle onwards. Degeneration was in its origins a medical 
term used by physicians during the second half of the nineteenth century 
in order to identify those who had departed from the so-called normal 
human type because their nerves were shattered, inherited abnormali- 
ties or the practice of moral and sexual excess. Such conditions started a 
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process which would inevitably lead to destruction. Degenerates could  
be identified by their appearance: bodily deformities, red eyes, feebleness 
and exhaustion. Max Nordau in his book Degeneration (1892) did most 
to popularize the term as he applied it to modern literature and art. Mod-
ern artists, whether Expressionists or Impressionists, were incapable of 
reproducing nature because they had lost the faculty of accurate observa-
tion and instead painted distorted and irregular forms mirroring their own 
nervous deformities and stunted growth. Not only humans but nations  
as well could degenerate, a process thought to have started because of the 
falling birth rates in nations like France. Thus those who refused to con-
form to the moral dictates of society and its norms were labelled degen- 
erate, and as they themselves were doomed to destruction they might 
destroy society as well.
 In Hitler’s view the artists in the 1937 exhibition symbolized degen-
eracy: “And what do they fabricate?” the exhibition catalogue quotes 
Hitler as asking, “misshapen cripples and cretins, women who can arouse 
only revulsion, [ . . . ] and this as the expression of something that the 
present age has fashioned and which has left its mark on it.” Against this 
background of attempts to define the boundaries of bourgeois morality, 
Hitler’s pronouncement resurrects the nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century iconography of the outsider as described by physicians like Max 
Nordau. Moreover, it had the identical purpose which was to advance  
a certain concept of beauty as a readily understood symbol of society’s 
values.
 Looked at closely, nervousness itself was a product of modernity. The 
home of all these outsiders was always the city, further proof of the fact 
that the outsider scorned the tranquility of eternal values: for him, time 
never stood still. One of the most despicable Nazi propagandists, Johannes 
von Leers (1902–1965), expressed it in this way, no doubt speaking for 
many others in doing so: the city was the refuge of immorality and crime, 
and it was here that the “Jewish conspiracy” tried to gain control over 
German hearts and minds in order to drive them insane with frenzy and 
lust. For all its exaggeration and racial hatred, this view was still indebted 
to the nineteenth-century tradition of respectability with its emphasis on 
controlling the passions and on the consequences of losing that control. 
There is a continuity here which we shall constantly encounter: the National 
Socialists’ attitude toward sexuality and art cannot be separated from the 
general history of respectability.
 The ideal of beauty played a dominant role as a symbol of morality 
extending far beyond the realm of art. Beauty helped to maintain control 
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over the passions. Friedrich Schiller, for example, in his series of letters 
On the Aesthetic Education of Mankind of 1795, wrote that beauty 
ennobled the otherwise merely instinctive sexual act, transcending it by 
virtue of its eternal values. But what is “beauty”? This question pene-
trates to the very heart of society’s morals. For beauty, in neo-romantic or 
neo-classical art, like the iconography of the outsider already mentioned, 
becomes the self-portrayal of society, the view it liked to have of itself. 
Morality and its symbols (of which beauty was positive and nervousness 
negative) were a political issue of the first order in an age when society 
believed itself on the very brink of chaos as a result of the new pace of 
change and the Great War. In this context the term “degenerate art” is 
merely part of a general sense of anxiety. Hitler himself boasted that with 
his seizure of power the “nervous nineteenth century” had finally come 
to an end.
 Beauty without sensuality presented a special problem as far as the 
representation of the ideal male was concerned, for his beauty was inspired 
by Greek models. Thus during the late nineteenth century, but especially 
under the Nazis, he was often represented in the nude. For the Nazis such 
men, through their harmonious form, the play of muscles, and their con-
trolled strength, symbolized the true German upon whose commitment 
the Third Reich depended. The evolution of bourgeois morality went hand 
in hand with the rediscovery of classical sculptures. As described by J. J. 
Winckelmann in his History of the Art of Antiquity of 1764, male Greek 
statuary were paradigms of beauty for all time. Winckelmann made Greek 
art acceptable to the middle classes by raising the statues of naked youths 
to an abstract plane and turning them into a stylistic principle. Their beauty 
was conceived of as somehow sexless, a conviction shared by others, too, 
at a later date and inspired by the belief that the almost transparent white-
ness of these figures raised them above the personal and sensual.
 This was a male ideal of beauty: women, by contrast, were turned into 
passive figures such as Germania or Queen Louise (1776–1810), herself 
stylized as the “Prussian Madonna.” From the moment when bourgeois 
morality was first established, the male and female ideals of beauty dif-
fered radically, a circumstance which largely determined the political role 
of women as a national symbol. The masculine was regarded as dynamic, 
promising to bring about a timeless order and to cure an ailing world. 
Thus, for example, Friedrich Theodor Vischer (1807–1887), the nineteenth 
century’s foremost German writer on aesthetics, assigned to beauty and 
manliness the task of preventing chaos. And yet, for all the differences 
between male and female symbolism, they had one important point in 
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common in that both transcended sensuality. Nonetheless, while the male 
was often depicted nude, the woman, by contrast, was almost always fully 
clothed, at least to the extent that she functioned as a national symbol.
 Male symbolism could not be stripped of all physicality. Quite the 
opposite. The beauty of Greek youths—lithe and supple bodies, muscular 
and harmonious—lay precisely in their nakedness. It was the physicality 
or corporeality of Greek sculptures that expressed strength and harmony, 
order and dynamism—in other words, the ideal qualities of both burgher 
and nation. This ideal of beauty must once again be seen in contrast to the 
figure of the outsider who was weak, exhausted, unmuscular, and nervous. 
The youthfulness of the male stereotype symbolized the dynamic of bour-
geois society and of the nation as well; outsider figures, by contrast, were 
generally old. Thus, for example, we do not find many young Jews on the 
nineteenth-century German stage: they were, almost without exception, 
old and lonely.
 Society expressed its morality in terms of generally accepted ideals  
of beauty, while projecting its fears and ideas of ugliness onto Jews, 
homosexuals, criminals, and the mentally disturbed—the very groups the 
National Socialists eventually determined to exterminate. And, once again, 
this was no accident, since as mentioned earlier, National Socialism claimed 
to have saved bourgeois morality from collapse. Or was it only Albert 
Speer’s mother who voted for the Nazis because the youngsters marching 
through the streets looked so “neat?” Even before the Nazis’ electoral 
victory in 1930 had not Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi ideologist, written in 
his characteristically entitled book The Swamp, “Democracy has appar-
ently been stabilized. Yet with its pederasty, lesbianism, and procuration, it 
has been defeated all along the line.” And yet it was precisely during the 
period of National Socialism that the problematical nature of “nakedness 
without sensuality” found its clearest expression.
 The open homosexuality of Ernst Röhm, the powerful chief of the 
SA—the Storm Troopers—and other Nazi leaders, indicates the ambiv- 
alent attitude toward bourgeois respectability on the part of members of 
the early National Socialist movement. This is also true of Hitler, who 
defended Röhm against attacks by pointing out that the latter’s private 
life was his own affair as long as he used some discretion. The 1934 mur-
der of Röhm and other leaders of the SA who were known homosexu- 
als had, in turn, little to do with their sexual inclinations. The SA was 
now threatening Hitler’s own power and destroying his relations with the 
regular army. Be that as it may, the opportunity was seized to underline 
the role of the party and of the regime as the defender of respectability. 
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Show trials were held in which Catholic priests were accused of homo-
sexuality, and the family was given a central role to play in National Social-
ist propaganda.
 The foundations for such a development had already been laid im- 
mediately after Hitler’s seizure of power on January 30, 1933. As early  
as February 23, all so-called pornographic literature had been banned 
and prostitution drastically curbed. It is no wonder that organizations 
such as the German Evangelical Morality League welcomed Hitler’s sei-
zure of power since it apparently brought an end to the moral chaos of 
the postwar period—and this was by no means the only organization of 
its kind that saw the Nazis as the saviors of bourgeois morality. But the 
threat to respectability remained as before. The Nazi Party sought to build 
upon wartime experiences and first presented itself as a continuation of 
the male camaraderie which had existed in the trenches. Even when it 
broadened its base and appeal it never lost its characteristic as a Män-
nerbund, a camaraderie of males, a concept which, in any case, had a 
long tradition in Germany. Important sub-groups of the party like the  
SA or the SS were proud of being male organizations which excluded so-
called unmanly men. But such conscious male bonding raised the danger 
of homoeroticism or even homosexuality, a possibility which frightened 
some of the leadership.
 The driving force behind the purge of all that might pose a threat to 
respectability was Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the SS. More clearly 
than anyone else, he articulated the sexual policies of the Third Reich  
and its underlying fears. These fears went into the making of the Exhibi-
tion of Degenerate Art, which would demonstrate to anyone who could 
see, the consequences of the rejection of social and sexual norms. For 
Himmler, deviants from the sexual norm were not only outsiders, they 
were also racial enemies. His concern was directed in the first place at the 
Männerbund—after all, his own SS often represented itself through the 
image of an idealized, semi-nude male—and if he emphasized the con-
trast between homosexuality and manliness, it was because of his fear that 
the one could easily turn into the other. Himmler’s obsessional regard for 
respectability and his fear of all sensuality encouraged him to magnify the 
homoerotic or even homosexual components of the Männerbund. At the 
same time he affirmed that the Third Reich was a Männerstaat, a state 
based upon the comradeship of men: “For centuries, yea, millennia, the 
Germans have been ruled as a Männerstaat.”
 But that state was now threatened with self-destruction as a result of 
homosexuality, as Himmler made clear in November 1937 in a speech 
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delivered to his SS leadership in Bad Tölz. In it even prostitution—other-
wise strictly prohibited—was suggested as a remedy. Himmler regarded 
homosexuality as a sickness which poisoned both body and mind, but he 
now went a stage further than the metaphorical language of sickness and 
health and drew on the imagery of “naturalness” and “unnaturalness.” 
In the good old days of the Teutonic tribes, Himmler told his Bad Tölz 
audience, homosexuals were drowned in the swamps: “This was no pun-
ishment, but simply the extinction of abnormal life.” Nature simply rec- 
tifies her own mistake, and Himmler laments that this kind of extinction 
is no longer possible today. The death of the outsider, presented here as 
the goal of the struggle for purity and respectability, points the way to the 
Holocaust.
 It must be stressed that doctors such as Jean-Martin Charcot, who 
described Jews as subject to nervous diseases, had never for a moment 
thought of killing them: for Charcot, anyone who was ill could be cured. 
It was racism which determined Himmler’s offensive against outsiders, but 
also the wish to protect respectability, no matter what the price.
 The nakedness of the male stereotype displayed on so many Nazi 
buildings and monuments played a role that never lost its unsettling and 
latently threatening effect. In this context it is not without significance 
that nudism was banned immediately after the Nazis came to power. It 
was said to deaden women’s natural shame. On much the same level is a 
warning, issued by the Ministry of the Interior in 1935, to the effect that 
nude bathing by people of the same sex could be seen as the first step 
toward the violation of paragraph 175, which was directed against homo-
sexual acts.
 In its attempt to strip nakedness of its sensuality, the Third Reich not 
only banned nudism (a ban which, given the powerful influence of the 
ideal stereotype, was scarcely relevant) but, more especially, drew a sharp 
distinction between the private and the representational. Arno Breker’s 
nude male sculptures continued to be in official demand, and semi-nude 
men and women decorated public spaces. But it was an abstract, smooth, 
almost transparent nakedness and a frozen posture which dominated the 
representational sphere, a dominance achieved by recourse to Winckel-
mann’s purified concept of beauty.
 The Nazis encouraged physical training and here the problem of nudity 
arose once more. Hans Surén (1885–1972) in his German Gymnastics, 
Physical Beauty and Training (1925), a book which went through several 
editions during the Third Reich summed up the effort to strip the nude 
body of its sensuousness in this particular setting. He advocates nearly 
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complete nudity in the pursuit of sport or while roaming through the coun-
tryside. But the male body had to be prepared carefully before it could be 
offered to public scrutiny: the skin must be hairless, smooth, and bronzed. 
The body had become the abstract symbol of Aryan beauty, as it was, 
also, in Leni Riefenstahl’s film of the 1936 Olympic Games. Sensuality is 
transcended by being aligned with Greek forms—figures that could be 
worshipped but neither desired nor loved.
 And women? Goebbels insisted that girls should be strong, healthy, 
and good to look at, which meant that as he put it, in contrast to the 
male, the muscles of their arms and legs should not be visible. The impor-
tance of iconography can be judged from the extent to which the Nazis 
described physical detail. But how can this ideal of womankind be recon-
ciled with the naked sportswoman, for the latter did indeed exist? The 
simple answer is that the female athlete’s body was often approximated to 
that of the male. Without obvious feminine contours, it was thus, in prin-
ciple, identical with that of the male youth: nakedness without sensuality. 
While, on the one hand, Goebbels launched his attacks on “sports girls,” 
the League of German Girls (Bund Deutscher Mädel, BDM) was liberat-
ing the mass of young girls for the first time in their history from some 
home and family commitments, an act of emancipation achieved through 
sport and country walks. The National Socialist view of women was clearly 
not free of contradictions, even if those contradictions existed within only 
a limited framework. Perhaps the reason for this is that National Social-
ism was based on a consciously male society that often behaved in a con-
tradictory way toward women. Male homosexuality, for example, was 
strenuously persecuted, as we have seen, but the same was not true of 
lesbianism which was largely ignored.
 In this area, too, the main concern was to separate the private from 
the representational. In the private sphere, women could be completely 
naked and sensual—for how else can we interpret the paintings by Hit-
ler’s favorite artist, Adolf Ziegler (1892–1959), paintings which hung  
not only in the Führer’s private apartments but also in exhibitions of  
German Art? Ziegler’s fleshy and full-bosomed nudes which left nothing 
to the imagination hung side by side with Gretchen-like figures, chaste, 
with blonde plaits—the so-called typical German maiden. The represen-
tational world, by contrast, was the political world, and here the aim was 
to integrate the masses into the Third Reich with the aid of stereotypes 
that would treat the beautiful as a reflection of the eternal and immuta-
ble, revealing it as something pure and removed from all materialism and 
sensuality.
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 How deeply respectability and its concept of beauty were embedded 
in society can be inferred from the different ways in which the term was 
justified long before National Socialism. At the beginning of the nineteenth 
century it was religion—and especially Protestantism—that had taken 
upon itself the task of justifying respectability, whereas by the end of  
the century that role had been taken over by the people themselves. The 
stricter attitude towards sodomy, which was made a criminal offense in 
many countries in fin-de-siècle Europe, appealed no longer to religion  
but to popular sentiment. The clear and unambiguous distinction between 
the socially normal and the deviant, a distinction that was now medically 
and iconographically supported—as well as by religion and education—
had been internalized. Goebbels knew exactly what he was doing when, 
in 1936, he banned art criticism on the grounds that the general public 
should make up its own mind—he was risking very little. That same year 
the paintings on offer at the Exhibition of German Art sold better than 
those at almost all earlier art exhibitions.
 All this is the indispensable background to the Exhibition of Degener-
ate Art. It was an exhibition designed to be out of the ordinary, a survey of 
all that was indecent and ugly and that represented an assault on bourgeois 
morality through the latter’s concept of beauty. Works by modern artists 
were treated not as evidence of individual creativity but as representative 
of something else: they were accorded no individual value but only a sym-
bolic status. This, of course, was a mockery of those artists who vaunted 
their individualism above all else, yet it was the reaction of a society which 
felt under constant threat, a society, moreover, bonded together by respect-
ability with its eternal values and by the security which it radiated.
 And yet foreign newspapers like the Manchester Guardian or the New 
York Times reported in 1937 that far more people had visited the Exhibi-
tion of Degenerate Art than the parallel exhibit devoted to German art. 
According to the Manchester Guardian there were five times as many 
visitors each day while the New York Times reported that there had been 
396,000 visitors, as against 120,000, within the space of a week. What  
is the explanation? Curiosity? It is a question that is difficult to answer, 
but it is unlikely that an interest in modern art played a part here. More-
over, the Nazis themselves encouraged people to visit the exhibition. Or 
had the contradiction between bourgeois respectability and the ever-latent 
temptation to act unconventionally become acute once more, a temptation 
contained in the regime’s anti-bourgeois rhetoric?
 Notwithstanding the latent contradictions that it involved, respecta-
bility—and all that it implied—remained an essential part of the regime, 
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and in the exhibition catalogue all those outsiders were blamed for the 
degeneration of art which had threatened society’s conformist principles 
since the beginning of the last century. The paintings on display were the 
work of madmen disfigured by sexual excesses: they represented Marxist 
and Jewish attacks on all that was German. The text of the catalogue 
sums up a tradition that sought to draw an increasingly sharp distinction 
between respectability as something normal, and abnormality; between 
the healthy and the sick, and between the natural and the unnatural. 
Thus people could resist the chaos of the age and accept a “slice of eter-
nity” into their lives.
 What was sacrificed in the process was sensuality, passion and, to a 
great extent, individuality itself. The analysis of “beauty without sensual-
ity” undertaken here can be seen as a critique of bourgeois morality with 
its division of labor according to sex, and as a critique, finally, of the 
never-ending attempt to draw a distinction between this morality, viewed 
as the norm, and what was seen as “abnormal.” But we must never forget 
that for most people respectability is much more than merely a form of 
behavior or an ideal of beauty for their spare time; for many—perhaps 
even for the vast majority—it offers cogent proof of the cohesiveness of 
society, a cohesiveness necessary for all systems of government, not just 
for National Socialism. Hence the favorable response which the Exhibi-
tion of Degenerate Art encountered, even in places where we might not 
expect it. The New Statesman, for example, an English left-wing journal, 
wrote that the exhibition was the best thing Mr. Hitler had done so far.
 The smooth running of a generally accepted morality was just as impor-
tant for the cohesion of society as the oft-quoted economic and social fac-
tors, while, at the same time, it was something that people understood, 
something that impinged on their daily lives in a wholly concrete and 
comprehensive way. The ideal of beauty as exemplifying such norms was 
influenced not only by sentimentalism or Romanticism, it had a social 
function as well. The aesthetics of politics, of daily life, involved a degree 
of social control which it had assumed ever since bourgeois morality first 
came into being. The sculpture that I have mentioned, together with much 
of the popular literature, is filled with a passion and love that are suppos-
edly devoid of sensuality. For example, Agnes Günther’s (1863–1911) 
novel Die Heilige und ihr Narr (The Saint and Her Fool, 1913), a run-
away bestseller during the Weimar Republic, was a sentimental love story 
in which sensuality is equated with sickness. Seen from such a standpoint, 
the sculpture and the popular literature that was read at this time readily 
fall into a tradition which the National Socialists merely took to its extreme.
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 And today? If my analysis is correct, I can only say that the same 
needs still exist; that, notwithstanding our modern tolerance toward the 
individual and sensuality, what seems involved here is more an exten- 
sion of what is permissible than an actual breach in the principle of re- 
spectability. There may be additional proof of this in the fact that, after 
periods of greater sexual tolerance, the limits are always imposed once 
again. We are seeing this rhythm repeated once more today, in episodes 
like that of the Mapplethorpe exhibit mentioned earlier, and in the con-
tinued effort in the United States to control the erotic content of publicly 
funded art. Marcel Proust gave perhaps the finest expression to that recip-
rocal relationship between conformism and tolerance that we can see 
around us today: Swann, the Jewish hero of In Search of Lost Time (À la 
recherche du temps perdu, 1913), is welcomed among the aristocratic and 
snobbish Guermantes as an exotic plant until such time as he becomes  
a Dreyfusard—defending the captain against his reactionary accusers—
when they see him as a threat to their political and social position. This 
seems to me to symbolize the reality of a situation in which we continue 
to find ourselves today; bourgeois morality, once a newcomer in our midst, 
now appears so much a part of the way we see ourselves, so essential to 
our society, that we can scarcely imagine a different kind of morality. We 
forget that, like everything else in this world of ours, it is the result of 
historical evolution.
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