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    Part I: A Confederacy of Dunces 
 
      
 
    December 1989 
 
      
 
    The first question that comes when writing a history of fascism is often simply where to begin? And if one must chose the obvious and decide upon the beginning, the question becomes what beginning? Is it the March on Rome? Gabriele D’Annunzio’s Regency of Carnaro and its poetic, if melodramatic, charter? Or the deeper and greater socio-political processes that developed in the 19th century – nationalism, corporatism, social-darwinism, racialism, etcetera? As I neither wish nor need to waste much time cataloguing the peculiarities and idiosyncrasies of each and every fascist movement, or write a history of modernity itself, I’ll present a simplified overview of fascism as an international phenomenon and try to chart its evolution from its beginnings in the 1920s – and, perhaps, even discover what fascism is today, nearly seventy years after its inception. Indeed, it has become quite clear, in the last few years especially, that the traditional, clear-cut definition of fascism one might encounter in any political encyclopedia or even school dictionary is becoming increasingly difficult to apply to the fascisms of today. Any axiom, tenant or grandiloquent definition made at the very birth of the fascist movement by its founders in Carnaro, Rome or Montreux is perhaps as removed from our historical reality as Caesar was from Byzantium, and as Romulus was from Caesar. Even if, to this day, the Fascist parties, movements and organizations of the world still send their representatives every year to the beautiful city of Montreux in the Alps to follow the old rituals, say the old words and hoist the black banners, the fascism of today is not by any means the fascism of sixty years ago. It has evolved, it has shifted, it has grown and it has split and it has shrunk and it has remained the same and it has been loyal to its roots and it has betrayed its roots.  
 
    Sixty years ago, fascism had barely taken hold of Italy and it only existed in the form of nearly a dozen small-time organizations, barely-existent parties and disorganized street-gangs spread over Europe. Today its various elements boost tens of millions of members, adherents and sympathizers, at the cost of becoming but a fading memory in many of the countries that once had been bastions of fascist thought and turning into a minority movement within Europe itself, the only exceptions found in countries like Greece, Turkey and the fringes of Eastern Europe, where it still has a strong base of support, as well as Italy itself, where its bastardized descendants still fight with the old guard over names and banners. Indeed, if one was asked why he was a Fascist today, it is more likely that he would speak Hindi or Portuguese rather than Italian or German, salute the Sigma of Brazilian Integralism or the Red Ashoka Chakra of the Bharatavarsha Movement, and speak of Foucault and the French October of 1958 rather than Mussolini, D’Annunzio or the March on Rome.  
 
     This is of course no accident, but the result of a long, drawn-out process that began in Montreux, precisely sixty years ago.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   





 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    	 The Cradle of International Fascism  
 
   
 
      
 
    L'anima della terra è notturna, ma la luce del sole la nasconde più che non la nasconda la tenebra. 
 
    Gabriele D'Annunzio 
 
      
 
    The early history of fascism is, undeniably, very much the history of an Italian political movement, born to the strangest of figures: a militarist and one-time socialist agitator, a daring – not to say eccentric – aviator, poet and adventurer with a sense of the dramatic; and, behind them, that disparate assortment of intellectuals, nationalists and street thugs, veritable legions drawn from the disenfranchised and angry masses of Italy, those left embittered by what they saw as the betrayal of Versailles and fearful of the wave of communist revolutions that were spreading through Europe after the war, from Petrograd to the Po Valley. The rise of Mussolini, at the time a small-time politician and journalist, is an unlikely tale riddled with unlikely events and unlikely results, even in such a context. He, who had begun as journalist denouncing the Libyan war and would one day march his own armies to Ethiopia, who had been a socialist firebrand and would eventually become the bane of the European Left, had gambled and won with his March on Rome and been handsomely rewarded; Italy was his, and so was the rule of what he and the world were convinced was a purely Italian phenomenon. 
 
    But, as time progressed and his role as master of movement and nation was consolidated, Mussolini’s attitude towards fascism’s place in the world and the very idea of Fascist Internationalism had changed. From viewing Italian fascism as “merchandise not fit for export”, as he had famously declared, the Duce had taken to appreciating the merits of creating a “Fascist International”, in the vein of organizations such as the Third Socialist International of Moscow – the famous and infamous Comintern. The first steps to achieve such an end came in the twilight years of the decade; Mussolini set up the Circolo Filologico Milanese Centro di Studio Internazionali sul Fascismo in early 1929, which propagated a body of literature that detailed fascism’s universal mission for Europe,[1] a discourse further disseminated in Italian journals such as Universalita Fascista and Anti-Europa. At the same time, leading Italian philosophers, intellectuals and ideologues started working towards the promotion of the Fascist ideal through the Comitati d'Azione per l'Universalità di Roma – Action Committees for the University of Rome, or CAUR – under the guidance of Eugenio Coselschi, an otherwise obscure figure within the Fascist machine who could trace his history in the movement to the days of the Gabriele D’Annunzio (with whom Coselschi was a close friend and collaborator) and the Regency of Carnaro.[2] 
 
    That Coselschi was elected was no coincidence; in fact there have been persistent rumors, even to this day, claiming that he was only picked after D’Annunzio himself had refused to take a role in the Conference, owing to his personal and political enmity with the Duce. Thus, while the Fascist government acknowledged the debt of gratitude it owed to the poet and the seeds he had planted at Carnaro and in its famed Charter, it also lacked any qualms with relegating its founding fathers, D’Annunzio and Alceste de Ambris, to obscurity and exile, respectively; a preview of the shape of things to come. Having finally found himself a fitting role under his new master, Coselschi proved a skilled propagandist, and rose to the challenge of implementing the institutionalization and universalization of fascism itself, as well as bringing the legions of dispersed like-minded movements and figures across the globe under a single banner. For this purpose, the city of Montreux, a small town on the shores of Lake Geneva, famous for its beauty and grand hotels, was chosen as the venue for the conference, and December of 1929 as the date for the gathering.  
 
    The philosophical framework necessary for the realization of Mussolini’s vision was laid down by men such as Giovanni Gentili, an Actualist and neo-Hegelian idealist; Sergio Panunzio, a theorist of both fascism and revolutionary syndicalism; Alfredo Rocco, a leading figure in the early development of Corporatism; and the novelist Enrico Corradini, among others, who worked zealously under Coselschi in the months leading to the big event. The conference at Montreux would draw many more rightist and fascist intellectuals and ideologues from throughout Europe to further collaborate on the definition of the fascist ideology and its ideals, a task that the very first conference was meant to undertake, and which for many reasons would not complete, neither that year nor the next.  
 
    Between January and June of 1929, the CAUR worked on three separate goals: a universal definition of fascism, an aim later picked up at the Conference of Montreux in 1929 and 1930; to identify the criteria that an organization must fulfill in order to qualify as truly “fascist”; and, finally, to laid the groundwork for the Conference, to be held on December of that year. The first major obstacle, that of creating a proper and official definition of fascism, proved to the particularly troublesome and ultimately led to the rather loose criteria being used for the first conference, which was opened to all who had “their spirits oriented towards the principles of a political, economic and social renovation based on the concepts of the hierarchy of the state and the principles of collaboration between the classes”. In practical terms, this meant using criteria such as adherence to anti-communist ideals, the principle of “National Revolution” and corporatism, which was in itself loosely defined and allowed for the potential inclusion of any conservative or rightist groups – and, indeed, regimes which were “merely” corporatist.[3] 
 
    Thus, nearly two dozen European movements were identified as “fascist” by the CAUR and invited to the Conference held in the Swiss city of Montreux on December 11, 1929. Among the representatives, there were of course the men of the CAUR and the Circolo Filologico Milanese, led by Gentili and Panunzio, along with delegates of the Grand Fascist Council and Mussolini’s government, to oversee all activities, whereas the world was represented chiefly by the small organizations of Europe: Rotha Lintorn-Orman, Neil Francis Hawkins and Arnold Leese representing the British Fascists; Ion Mota, Corneliu Codreanu and Octavian Goga of the Romanian National Christian Defense League; representatives from Lithuania’s Tautininkai (Lithuanian Nationalist Union); men from the Croatian Revolutionary Movement (unofficially, given the difficult relations with Yugoslavia); Giuliano Gozi of the Sanmarinese Fascist Party; Jozef Tiso of the Slovak People’s Party; delegates of Radola Gajda’s National Fascist Community of Czechoslovakia; and several French observers such as Marcel Bucard and others involved with Action Française, the far-right leagues and some from the then-defunct Le Faisceau organization. Among the guests there were also two observers from the German National Socialist Worker’s Party, Hermann Goering and Alfred Rosenberg.  
 
    As was to be expected, the Italians dominated the conference; faced with nearly two dozen self-proclaimed fascist movements very much lacking in terms of organization, ideological unity or intellectual and social respectability or legitimacy, Italy stood up as a shining example of success that even some in the “decadent liberal democracies” would come to admire as a guarantor of order and bulwark against Bolshevism. For Mussolini, the First Conference at Montreux gave his movement a veneer of internationalism and respectability, set up the Italian Fascist movement as the brightest star in the constellation of International Fascism – even if at the time they were little more than lackluster satellites orbiting around Rome – and presented him with a grand opportunity to make new friends, allies and, should the opportunity present itself, future puppets; for the International Fascist movement, also called the panfascist movement on occasion, Montreux was a cradle; for the various leaders, ideologues, theoreticians and far-right demagogues drawn by the Italian example, Mussolini and Montreux meant an opportunity to find guidance, ideological unity, international allies, and – most importantly of all – funding.  
 
     The first Conference was, by itself, of little consequence, and could be seen as nothing more than a show put up by Mussolini, a far cry from the organization that was the Third International and Moscow’s grand army of socialist and communist movements. Circumstances would nevertheless conspire in favor of the Fascist International: the Black Thursday of 1929 had shocked the world to its very core barely two months before Montreux, a harbinger of the Great Depression of 1930 that would destroy the established political and economic order of the world, drain support from liberal democracies towards communist and fascist extremes in the early 1930s, and end the era of laissez-faire economics, sending the world plummeting to the verge of disaster. The consequences are well known: the collapse of international trade, rampant unemployment and inflation, economies and industry in shambles, the governments of the world turning to increasing interventionism and protectionism, not to mention authoritarianism. It seemed as if an era had ended – and died quite a dramatic death, at that – and given way to a greater, worthier one, in which the decadent, rotten system of old was to be replaced, and in which democracy and capitalism themselves were on the retreat.  
 
    A multitude of fascist movements sprung up, like flowers in the first days of spring, throughout the world, gained still more followers and came to topple and replace a number of constitutional regimes. In Germany, Hitler’s National Socialist movement made its big breakthrough, gaining 18% of the vote in 1930 having previously garnered a share of 2% just two years prior, a number that rose to just above 44% in 1933 and led to Hitler becoming Chancellor and ruling by decree later that year; in Austria, Engelbert Dollfuss’ Austrofascist movement came to power and Dollfuss himself came to rule the country by decree in 1933. In Romania, King Carol II – a notorious autocrat and fascist sympathizer – invited Alexandru Cuza’s National Christian Defense League and his allies to form a government; in Hungary, the Szeged Idea of National Unity and its leader Gyula Gömbös came to power in 1932. In Spain, Primo de Rivera and his followers established the Falange Española, later taking part in the bloody civil war of 1934 and forming part of General Sanjurjo’s regime; in Portugal, Antonio de Salazar established his Estado Novo in 1933. In Peru, General Luis Miguel Sánchez Cerro became President in 1931 and ruled through his Revolutionary Union, which joined the International in 1935; in Belgium, Leon Degrelle formed the Rexist movement in 1935. Vidkun Quisling’s National Union movement in Norway, the Dutch National Socialist Party, the Latvian Thunder Cross Movement, Plinio Salgado’s Integralist Movement in Brazil and many others also came forth in the first half of the 1930s and eventually became participants of the Montreux movement. 
 
    The role of the Fascist International in these developments has been the source of heated discussion: was the Montreux Conference of 1929 decisive in the triumph of fascism in so many countries throughout the 1930s, or just coincidental? Was the recognition and legitimacy provided by Montreux a factor in the events of the early 1930s? Mussolini and many others in Rome came to see the crisis of the liberal democracies and the capitalist system as an incomparable opportunity and thus vastly increased Italy’s participation in the development of the Fascist International, providing funding and expertise for the International network of fascist movements starting with the Third Montreux Conference of 1931. And yet, historians have tended to ultimately dismiss the first conferences as having little value other than the symbolic in the development of 1930s fascism, and instead argue that the Great Depression and the collaboration of intellectuals, industrialists, the clergy and sectors of the middle and upper classes in the face of a resurgent Soviet threat played bigger roles in the fascist wave.  
 
    The question of the material role that the International played, if any, is of course the question of the role played by Italy and Mussolini himself, and in this case, as in many that one may find in Mussolini’s rule, the truth varied from case to case, as the Duce’s ambitious designs often clashed with his own erratic policies, ill-defined goals and micromanaging problems. In truth, the movements most benefited by Italy’s close supervision and generous funding were often those tied with Mussolini’s personal interests and political goals – as could be seen in the continuous outpouring of money and resources on the Croats and Albanians – or with preexisting ties within the fascist network but who did not represent true “mass movements” with real chances of attaining power, such as the case of Primo de Rivera and Giménez Caballero in Spain. In contrast, the greatest success of the time, that of Adolf Hitler in Germany, who had taken a minuscule Bavarian party and led it to absolute power, had happened with minimal Italian support.  
 
    Whatever the cause, the result was nevertheless the same: fascism was on the rise and liberal democracies on the retreat. By the time of the Third Montreux Conference, held in November 1931, the CAUR had identified fascist movements in forty countries throughout Europe, Asia, South Africa, Latin America, Australia and Canada. By the time of the Fifth Conference, held in April 1933, Montreux was more or less recognized as the world capital of fascism and the meetings received representatives from Eoin O’Duffy’s Blueshirts, George S. Mercouris’s Greek National Socialist Party, the American Silver Legion, General Nicolás Rodríguez Carrasco’s Golden Shirts (Revolutionary Mexicanist Action), Plinio Salgado’s Brazilian Integralists and the Spanish Falange. Even the revisionist Zionist Brit HaBirionim claimed to have had observers in the International as early as 1933.  
 
    The Fascist International had, by this point, grown from a mere nuisance and pet project of Mussolini to a force to be reckoned with; one could find a fascist movement, party or organization with a seat at Montreux in nearly every European country and a good deal of American and Asian ones as well, of which no less than half a dozen could be considered to preside over a fascist government, a number that grew to a full dozen if one were to use the looser definitions and criteria of the 1929 conference.  
 
    The general program first laid out by Eugenio Coselschi calling for national revolution, the establishment of corporatist states, the cult of action, the denunciation of traditional capitalism, communism and the Comintern, the exaltation of the youth, political palingenesis, modernism and totalitarianism was refined and expanded by the European ideologues that came to Montreux in 1930 and 1931, although always under the surveillance and supervision of their Italian patrons. This point, more than any other, has been used by more than a few historians to declare a technical birth of fascism as a coherent political ideology, and the Declaration of Montreux of 1931 as the point at which fascism as we know it today began, rather than the strange mix of sentiments, policies and ideas spouted incoherently by Mussolini throughout the 1920s. Others, of course, disagree, and consider Mussolini’s early fascism, that of the Squadristi in the Po Valley and the Arditi of D’Annunzio at Carnaro, as the perfect embodiment of the movement’s ideals, contrasting the first Fascists of 1919-1921 with the fascism crafted by the compromises and personal whims of Mussolini’s regime, but the quarrels of historians and ideologues need not concern us much in this particular case.  
 
    What we will note is that the establishment of a Fascist program and charter was perhaps the single most decisive moment in the Movement’s history since the March on Rome; it more or less set in stone the movement’s own definition of fascism, effectively drawing a line in the sand and turning the International into a proper organization and network of fascist movements and parties of the world rather than the mismatched collection of misfits and far-right ideologues of 1929 and 1930. Furthermore, it laid the foundations for the Nazi-Fascist split – the first in a series of many in the history of Fascism – over the issues of Race and the Jewish Question. 


 
   



 
      
 
    
    	 The German Question 
 
   
 
    The Brown shirt would probably not have existed without the Black shirt.  
 
    Adolf Hitler 
 
    For nearly 60 years historians, ideologues, philosophers, and political scientists of every political strain and persuasion have argued about the relation between Fascism and National Socialism. The result? A cornucopia of articles, books, debates, discussions, theses, opinion pieces, recriminations, attacks, analyses and fights that have revolved around the need to answer the same fundamental questions: “Is Nazism a form of Fascism?” and “What is the relation between Fascism and Nazism?”, being the most common. Are they but sides of the same coin, or completely incomparable dogmas that merely share a context and a couple of key elements that cannot overcome the differences between them? Are they true ideologies, or the framework employed by demagogues who cannibalized the corpse of modernity and were in turn cannibalized by their successors?  
 
    Rivers of ink have been spilled and entire forests have been sacrificed in the search of what Eric Blair once famously called “sorting out different shades of black”, and while we do not intend to bore the reader by retreading old philosophical or historical fights,[4] we are obligated to at least provide some context and distinguish the two main positions regarding the issue, which can be simplified as follows: 
 
    
    	 Fascism and Nazism are two distinct and unrelated movements, as defended by the likes of Mussolini biographer and noted historian, Renzo di Felice, and Polish historian and writer Zeev Sternhell, one of Fascism foremost chroniclers, who famously synthetized the divide when he said “Nazism cannot, as I see it, be treated as a mere variant of fascism; its emphasis on biological determinism rules out all efforts to deal with it as such.” The French School and its Latin American adherents are especially prone to agreeing with Sternhell, as are the more orthodox literati of the Milan School.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Nazism is fundamentally an offshoot of fascism: a view postulated by the London School, New Wave philosophers, Marxist historians and other historical materialists, thinkers and philosophers from the Western world – mainly the English-speaking world – and the Soviet Union. Eric Blair, H.G. Wells, Hannah Arendt and Alan Taylor are quoted as the foremost champions of this camp, even if many of the London and Leningrad Schools have chosen to ignore them in the past few years in support of post-structuralist or neo-Marxist theories.[5] 
 
   
 
    Which is not to say that 60 years of debate can be reduced to two sides arguing over the semantics of “to be or not to be”, as there have been many attempts to either transcend, ignore or reconcile the divide, including theories regarding Nazism as a form of degenerated fascism that grew a life of its own and eventually became a beast of its own, or that it was a truer version of fascism, Mussolini’s movement having either become corrupt or born corrupt and decadent, a bloated, crude replica of D’Annunzio’s Carnaro. And so on and so forth.  
 
    Italian Fascists often derided Germany’s National Socialist movement: famously, ultra-fascist extremists such as Roberto Farinacci and Giovanni Preziosi wrote that Nazism, with its parochial and exclusivist racism, was offensive to the conscience of mankind and would push Europe into communism, and even Mussolini itself mocked Hitler’s racial ideas, opining that Germans did not constitute a race at all, but rather the blend of six different peoples. Fascist publications further focused on stressing fascism’s respect for individual rights and attacking Nazism as too socialistic, too anti-individualistic and too anti-Catholic.[6] 
 
    Ultimately, what the first group argues is that Nazism is a movement wholly of its own: that its foundation is linked irremediably with “biological determinism” and the issue of race and destiny, which in turn are inseparable from German irredentism and anti-semitism, making it purely a German ideology that could not be replicated elsewhere. Hitler’s dream was in the end a German dream, the group has argued, and its ideas about a German Master Reich, the Herrenvolk, are incompatible with the outline and core of fascist ideology as laid down in every document, declaration, speech and bit of text from the Charter of Carnaro to the Montreux Declaration and the Fascist Manifesto. Latin American fascists (especially the Integralists and Falangists) and the Orthodox Milanese School further argue that Nazism’s blatant state atheism and promotion of “Positive Christianity” are explicitly contrary to Fascist ideology and even basic human morality.  
 
    A reason for this divide can be found in Mussolini’s own beliefs. While the Duce had a more romantic and spiritual, rather than biological, concept of race, Hitler and the National Socialist movement were heirs of the 19th century’s racialist beliefs, biological determinism and nascent Social Darwinism. For Mussolini, who believed that there existed spiritual values specific to certain peoples and that in certain periods of history different values coalesce in a given nation to form a ‘race’, it was clear that it had been the genius of the Italian people which had made possible the birth of a fascist state, and for them it would not be impossible to ‘turn even the Jews into Aryans’. Such a sentiment was, of course, an ideological impossibility for the blood-obsessed National Socialists.  
 
    Renzo de Felice in turn deems National Socialism’s Blut-und-Boden-Ideologie (blood and soil ideology) and tradition of race a sort of ‘tragic optimism’ which exists in contrast with the vitality and enthusiasm found in Italian Fascism’s own idea of struggle for life and desire to create a new fascist society and a new fascist man. In this regards, the NSDAP was closer to the Romanian Iron Guard and the Hungarian Iron Cross and Szeged Idea, as well as deeply anti-semitic mass movements which stood in opposition to the ‘cosmopolitan’ city in defense of the “true” country. Of course this idea if far from universally accepted, even with those who agree with de Felice’s thesis. Indeed, a different and wholy legitimate contrast could be established between the religious mysticism and transcendental aims of Codrenau’s movement in Romania and the ‘tragic optimism’ of Hitler’s Blut-und-Boden dogma.  
 
    On the other side of the issue there are those who argue that the differences were purely superficial, temporal and motivated more by historical and political circumstance than by any form of loyalty to a perceived ideological canon or purity of the fascist movement. In favor of this position, one might see the high number of Jewish people in positions of power throughout Italy which Mussolini would not forsake, from regular members of the National Fascist Party to men such as Dr. Aldo Finzi, member of the Grand Fascist Council and personal friend of Mussolini’s, or Gino Arias, chief fascist theorist of the Stato Corporativo and Fascist Economic Theory at Montreux, among others, and their influence within the Italian Fascist Regime. The influence of men like Ettore Ovanzza, one of Mussolini’s financial patrons and founder of the newspaper La Nostra Bandiera, is also seen by some as supporting this position.[7] This stands in contrast to the policies and stances of many other members of the Fascist International, especially the Romanian National-Christian Union and Hungary’s Gömbös government, which were known to be virulently anti-Semitic and yet remained part of Rome’s aegis when the Italian-German split came. Whether it was institutional inertia, the influence of Italian funding or some semblance of reverence held for Mussolini’s position as a head of sorts for International Fascism, it is interesting to note that those who threw their lot in with Germany were few and far between, even when one might have expected ideological considerations to hold more weight.  
 
     The more recent issue regarding Fascism and Religion – which did not really became part of the Montreaux charter until the 1940s, and not on paper until the Venice Conference of 1946 – has also been tackled from several angles, with many having pointed that Mussolini signing the Lateran Treaties owed more to political pragmatism rather than to any sort of Catholic devotion. Such arguments may fall flat when dealing with Latin American Falangism or Integralism, but the difficult and rather mercurial relations between the Fascist State and the Catholic Church are not the issue that concerns us the most. Suffice to say that, despite many attempts to paint the Italo-German split as a religious one and paint Hitler and his ilk as anti-clerical heathens, the German dictator knew how to play the pragmatist just as well as Mussolini, as could be seen in the signing of the Concordat with the Vatican in 1933, and the continued support of the Codrenau Group, amongst others.  
 
    Were the twin issues of German racial theory and territorial irredentism then an irreparable rift? The first holds the superiority of the Aryan race over all others and the need to purge Europe of those races deemed “inferior” (Slavs, Jews, Roma) in order to create a “Homeland” for the German people, to give Raum (space) to the Volk. Why such conceits would result in clashes with the rest of the fascist world hardly needs an explanation, and even if Mussolini hadn’t been emboldened by his self-appointed position as “Leader of International Fascism” or his role as founder of the national movement, it’s doubtful – as many historians like to claim – that even without that position and Mussolini’s own egomania he would have sat idly and let Hitler dictate terms to him, knowing that he’d be considered, according to Nazi racial theory, an “Untermensch”.  
 
     The issue of irredentism is more complicated, and also linked to that of National Identity, one of the greater hurdles that the Fascist International had to sort during its early years. As the fascist movement encouraged ardent nationalism, totalitarianism and a “Cult of Action”, it was common for the European fascist movements to spouse irredentist, militarist and expansionist views, as was the case in Italy, Hungary, Romania and a few others, motivated in some cases by desires of national greatness or redemption following the war, achieving a self-appointed historical and national destiny, or simply securing safer borders for pragmatic or vindictive reasons
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