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Fascism is identified with a whole range of forces which crush any genuine human creativity of word or 
deed: totalitarianism, brainwashing, state terror, social engineering, fanaticism, orchestrated violence, 
blind obedience. A Reader devoted to fascism might thus be construed as endowing with a bogus aura of 
serious theoretical content, and even dignity, something which is best regarded as a perversion of the 
human mind and spirit. Yet there is no reason in principle why primary sources relating to negative aspects 
of the human condition should be any less worthy foreign scholarly or general interest than positive ones, 
a point underlined by the fact that one of the companion volumes in the Oxford Readers series is devoted 
to war. Moreover, with fascism back in the headlines as a phenomenon in the ascendant, it is arguably 
high time to renew rather than suspend attempts to come to grips with the ideas and mind-set which lie 
behind it. A second argument against such a Reader is the chronic lack of consensus among specialists 
about what constitutes the 'fascist minimum', that is, the lowest common denominator of defining 
features to be found in all manifestations of fascism. This is bound up with another unresolved issue, 
namely whether fascism possesses anything resembling a coherent ideology. Many would be tempted to 
agree with the historian Hugh Trevor-Roper's verdict that fascist 'ideology' is at bottom on more than 'an 
ill-sorted hodge-podge of ideas'. More recently the social scientist Stephen Turner conceded that: The 
puzzle of fascism remains, half a century after the conclusion of the war against the fascist regimes. No 
sociology of the interwar era grasped fascism fully or produced an unambiguously 'correct' political recipe 
for dealing with it. The continuing dispute over the character of fascism and the interwar 'fascist' regimes 
suggests that these are inappropriately high standards for social science. But the failure to meet them 
indicates that the pretensions to political wisdom of social science are inappropriate as well. 

What are the essentials of this approach? To summarize the elaborate methodological argument put 
forward in The Nature of Fascism, it starts by assuming that there can be no objective definition of fascism, 
since, like all generic concepts in the human sciences, 'fascism' is at bottom an ideal type. In other words, 
it ultimately results from an act of idealizing abstraction which produces an artificially tidy model of the 
kinship that exists within a group of phenomena which, despite their differences, are sensed to have 
certain features in common. The assumption that some such ideal-typical common denominator exists 
arguably lies at the basis of all Readers in political thought, be it liberalism, anarchism, socialism, 
communism, ecologism, feminism, conservatism, or any other 'Islam'. To turn fascism into a taxonomic 
term which can be used in scientific enquiry is to select certain attributes of phenomena associated with 
fascism as definitional or essential (thereby relegating others to being secondary or peripheral), and 
assemble these in sterile laboratory conditions into a schematic conceptual model. As Maximum Weber, 
who pioneered 'ideal type' theory, recognized, such a model is essentially a utopia, since it cannot 
correspond exactly to anything in empirical reality, which is always irreducibly complex, 'messy', and 
unique. Definitions of generic terms can thus never be 'true' to reality, but they can be more or less useful 
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in investigating it ('heuristically useful') when applied as conceptual tools of analysis. The continuing 
debate over what constitutes fascism merely indicates that no academic consensus has so far grown up 
about which of the many available ideal types of it is the most useful. The second premise of my approach 
is that it is possible to define fascism, or identify the 'fascist minimum', in terms not of a common 
ideological component, but of a common mythic core. This suggests that it is just as misguided to seek to 
establish that there is a common denominator between all forms of fascism at the level of articulated 
ideas as to deny fascism any coherent ideological content. The coherence exists not at the surface level of 
specific, verbalized 'ideas', but at the structural level of the core myth which underlies them, serving as a 
matrix which determines which types of thought are selected in certain national cultures and how they 
are arranged into a political ideology, whether at the level of theory, policies, propaganda, culture, or of 
semiotic 'behaviour', such as the use of symbols or the enactment of ritual. The term 'myth' here draws 
attention, not to the utopianism, irrationalism, or sheer madness of the claim it makes to interpret 
contemporary reality, but to its power to unleash strong affective energies through the evocative force of 
the image or vision of reality it contains for those susceptible to it.The generic mythic image, laden with 
potential mobilizing, and even mass-mobilizing, force, may, like any psychological matrix or archetype 
(such as the Hero, or Paradise), take on a wide variety of surface formulations according to the particular 
cultural and historical context in which it is expressed. The mythic core that forms the basis of my ideal 
type of generic fascism is the vision of the (perceived) crisis of the nation as betokening the birth-pangs of 
a new order. It crystallizes in the image of the national community, once purged and rejuvenated, rising 
phoenix-like from the ashes of a morally bankrupt state system and the decadent culture associated with 
it. We were drawn to exploring the heuristic value of this ideal type as a result of noticing recurrent 
refugees in Fascist texts to the alleged decay of the 'old Italy' (its senility, decadence, sickness, decline, 
disintegration, collapse, debilitation, etc) and the urgent need for its rebirth (reawakening, regeneration, 
health, revival, rejuvenation, invigoration, etc.) in a 'new' Italy. Such topoi bore an uncanny resemblance 
to the slogans of other 'putative' fascist movements, such as the Nazis' cry of 'Germany awake', the British 
Union of Fascists' campaign for a 'Greater Britain', or the Romanian Iron Guard's call for the appearance 
of omul nou, the New Man. 

The idea that a 'nation' is an entity which can 'decay' and be 'regenerated' implies something diametrically 
opposed to what liberals understand by it. It connotes an organism with its own life-cycle, collective 
psyche, and communal destiny, embracing in principle the whole people (not just its ruling elites), and in 
practice all those who ethnically or culturally are 'natural' members of it, and are not contaminated by 
forces hostile to nationhood. In this way of conceiving the nation — sometimes referred to by academics 
as 'integral nationalism', 'hyper-nationalism' or 'illiberal nationalism' — it becomes a higher reality 
transcending the individual's life, which only acquires meaning and value in so far as it contributes directly 
to the whole organism's well-being. Extensive study of the primary sources of Fascism and of other 
fascisms convinced me that at the core of its mentality was the idée fixe of devoting, and, if necessary 
sacrificing, individual existence to the struggle against the forces of degeneration which had seemingly 
brought the nation low, and of helping relaunch it towards greatness and glory. The fascist felt he (and it 
generally was a 'he') had been fatefully born at a watershed between national decline and national 
regeneration, a feeling that alchemically converted all pessimism and cultural despair into a manic sense 
of purpose and optimism. He knew himself to be one of the 'chosen' of an otherwise lost generation. His 
task it was to prepare the ground for the new breed of man, the homo fascistus, who would instinctively 
form part of the revitalized national community without having first to purge himself to the selfish reflexes 
inculcated by a civilization sapped by egotism and materialism. Within fascist studies the recurrent 
obsession with national rebirth and the need for a 'new man' seemed to have been frequently noted 
without being recognized as a candidate for the 'fascist minimum'. A deliberate exercise in 'idealizing 
abstraction' turned this theme into fascism's sole necessary definitional trait. To sum up the mythic core 
in a single concept involved resuscitating what is an obscure and obsolescent word in English, 
'palingenesis' (meaning rebirth), and coining the expression 'palingenetic ultranationalism'. The premise 
of this Reader is thus that generic fascism can be defined in terms of this expression, or to repeat the 
formula expounded at length elsewhere: Fascism is a genus of political ideology whose mythic core in its 
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various permutations is a palingenetic form of populist ultra-nationalism. From this assumption about the 
matrix of fascist ideology, a number of features of generic fascism follow which have a profound bearing 
on how it operates in practice both as an opposition movement and as a regime. 

Fascism is anti-liberal: 

Fascism's call for the regeneration of the national community through a heroic struggle against its alleged 
enemies and the forces undermining it involves the radical rejection of liberalism in all its aspects; 
pluralism, tolerance, individualism, gradualism, pacifism, parliamentary democracy, the separation of 
powers, the doctrine of 'natural rights', egalitarianism, the rectilinear theory of progress, the open society, 

cosmopolitanism, one-worldism, etc. The important proviso to this aspect of fascist 
movements is that, though they oppose parliamentary democracy and their policies would in practice 
inevitably lead to its destruction, they may well choose to operate tactically as democratic, electoral 
parties. Indeed, they may go to considerable lengths to camouflage the extent of their hostility to 
liberalism through euphemism and dishonesty, reserving their rhetoric of destruction of the 'system' and 
of revolution for the initiated. 

Fascism is anti-conservative: 

The centrality to fascism of a myth of the nation's regeneration within a new order implies a rejection of 
illiberal conservative politics (for example, an absolutist system in which sovereignty is invested in a 
hereditary monarchy or oligarchy), as well as of liberal and authoritarian conservative solutions to the 
current crisis which imply a restoration of law and order that does not involve social renewal. In other 
words, in the context of fascism 'rebirth' means 'new birth', a 'new order', one which might draw 
inspiration from the past but does not seek to turn the clock back. However, two factors have obscured 
fascism's revolutionary, forward-looking thrust. First, in order to achieve power in the inter-war period 
fascism was forced to ally itself or collude with conservative forces (the army, Civil Service, Church, 
industrialists, reactionary bourgeois, etc.) on the basis of common enemies (such as communism, 
cosmopolitanism) and common priorities (such as law and order, the family). Second, fascist ideologues 
frequently attach great importance to allegedly glorious epochs in the nation's past and the heroes which 
embody them. They do so not out of nostalgia, but to remind the people of the nation's 'true' nature and 
its destiny to rise once more to historical greatness. In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte Marx 
expressed an insight into the readiness of Napoleon Ill's regime to use myths based on the past to enlist 
popular support for the Second Empire which is equally pertinent to fascism. He saw that the 'awakening 
of the dead served the purpose of glorifying the new struggles, not parodying the old; of magnifying the 
given task in imagination, not fleeing from its solution in reality; of finding once more the spirit of 
revolution, not making a ghost walk around again'. 

Fascism tends to operate as a charismatic form of politics: 

Since, to use Weberian terminology, fascism rejects both the traditional politics of the ancient regime and 
the legal-rational politics of liberalism and socialism, it follows that it is predisposed to function as a 
charismatic form of politics. This does not necessarily involve the epitome of such politics, the leader cult. 
Historically, some forms of fascism (for example Valois's Legislative Faisceau) have opted for a 
technocratic, managerial model of the planned society, while others (for example, the French New Right) 
focus exclusively on the battle for cultural hegemony of ideas which would form the basis of a new order. 
In practice, though, there has been a marked tendency for fascist movements not to be containable within 
the framework of conventional party politics and to take the form of cadre of mass 'movements' with 
strong liturgical or cultic elements overtly appealing to highly charged collective emotions rather than to 
the individual's capacity for reasoned judgment. All political ideologies are prone to assume a charismatic 
aspect when they operate as revolutionary forces — liberalism did, for example, in the French Revolution. 
It is significant, though, that fascism remained a charismatic form of politics in the two cases where it 
managed to install itself in power. Symptoms of this trait are the 'oceanic assemblies' and all-pervasive 
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littorio (the fasces, or axe and rods carried as a symbol of power by lectors in ancient Rome) in the New 
Italy, and the Nuremberg rallies and the omnipresent Hakenkreuz (swastika) in the Third Reich. Both 
Fascism and Nazism as regimes were characterized by the centrality of the leader cult, the celebration of 
public over private space and time, and the constant attempt to use social engineering to regiment people 
into organizations with an ethos of activism and enthusiasm. Such phenomena have often led specialists 
to use religious terminology in the analysis of fascism, claiming that it is a 'secular', 'civic', 'lay' , or 'political' 
religion, replete with 'millenarian' or 'eschatological' energies. Such phrases are in order only so long as it 
is borne in mind that fascism sets out to operate on human society through human agency and within 
human history. It thus lacks a genuine meta-physical dimension and is the utter antithesis and destroyer 
of all genuine religious faith. Its compulsive use of the religious language of sacrifice, belief, resurrection, 
redemption, spirit, and its attacks on scepticism, doubt, materialism, consumerism, hedonism as the signs 
of moral decay are to be understood as the hallmarks of a modern political ideology seeking to offer a 
panacea to the malaise and anomie of contemporary society. They do not signify a literal regression to an 
earlier age of religious certainties. 

Fascism is anti-rational: 

Consistent with its tangentially charismatic nature is fascism's frequent repudiation of rationalism and 
it's over celebration of myth. It is not so much irrational as anti-rational seeing the most distinctive human 
faculty not in the reason celebrated in the Enlightenment, humanist, and positivist tradition, but in the 
capacity to be inspired to heroic action and self-sacrifice through the power of belief, myth, symbols, and 
idée's-forces such as the nation, the leader, identity, or the regeneration of history. It should be stressed 
that fascism's anti-rationalism has not prevented it from producing a vast amount of highly articulate 
ideological writings, some of them displaying great erudition and theoretical verve, or from turning 
selected components of the Western philosophical and scientific traditions into grist for its own mill. 

Fascist 'socialism': 

If it is the core mobilizing myth of the imminent (or, under a regime, ongoing) rebirth of the nation that 
forms the definitional core of fascism, it follows that the various fascist negations (anti -communism, ant 
liberalism, etc.) are corollaries of this 'positive' belief, not definitional components. The same myth 
explains the recurrent claim by fascist ideologues that their vision of the new order is far from antisocialist. 
Clearly it axiomatically rejects the internationalism and materialism of Marxism, but many well present 
the rejuvenation of the national community as transcending class conflict, destroying traditional hierarchy, 
expunging parasitism, rewarding all productive members of the new nation, and harnessing the energies 
of capitalism and technology in a new order in which they cease to be exploitative and enslaving. 

Indeed, in the inter-war period, when Bolsheviks were confident that their cause represented the next 
stage of human progress, many fascists made the counter-claim that their solution to the crisis of 
civilization embodied the only 'true' socialism, an assertion often associated with a commitment to 
corporatist economics, national syndicalism, and a high degree of state planning. 

Fascism's link to totalitarianism: 

Also implicit in fascism's mythic core is the drive towards totalitarianism. Far from being driven by nihilism 
or barbarism, the convinced fascist is a utopian, conceiving the homogeneous, perfectly coordinated 
national community as a total solution to the problems of modern society. Yet any attempt to expunge all 
decadence necessarily leads to the creation of a highly centralized 'total' State with draconian powers to 
carry out a comprehensive scheme of social engineering. This will involve massive exercises in regimenting 
peoples live, and the creation of an elaborate machinery for manufacturing consensus through 
propaganda and indoctrination combined with repression and terror directed against alleged enemies, 
both internal and external, of the new order. In this way any regime's attempt to realize the fascist utopia 
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would lead in practice to an Orwellian dystopia, though the actual scale of destruction and atrocities it 
caused would vary considerably according to how the ideal 'national community' was conceived and the 
degree of co-operation in the general public and crucial areas of State power that it could count on. As a 
result the 'totalitarian State' in Italy became a grim travesty of what Mussolini intended, namely a new 
order in which the individual's life was to be infused with moral purpose and heroism by becoming 
symbiotically linked to that of the State. The term thus acquired instead its chilling post-war connotations. 
It is worth remembering, however, that modern society is intrinsically and irreducibly heterogeneous, and 
that no 'totalitarian' regime, fascist or not, has ever managed to stamp out elements of pluralism and 
polycentrism, no matter what lengths it has gone to. Fortunately for humanity only two fascist movements 
have been in a position to attempt to implement their total solutions to societVs alleged woes, namely 
Fascism and Nazism. All others have so far in one way or another been marginalized, emasculated, or 
crushed, though in the inter-war period some conservative authoritarian regimes (such as Franco's Spain 
or Antonescu's Romania) temporarily incorporated fascist movements, a ploy used by the Third Reich in 
several of its puppet states (for example, Norway and Hungary). 

The heterogeneity of fascism's social support: 

The sociological implication of this ideal type of fascism is that it has no specific class basis in its support. 
If the middle classes were over-represented in the membership of Fascism and Nazism, this is because 
specific socio-political conditions made a significant percentage of them more susceptible to a 
palingenetic form of ultranationalism than to a palingenetic form of Marxism or liberalism. There is 
nothing in principle which precludes an employed or unemployed member of the working classes or an 
aristocrat, a city-dweller or a peasant, a graduate, or someone 'educationally challenged' from being 
susceptible to fascist myth. Nor is the fascist mentality exclusively the domain of men or the young, though 
its stress on heroism and the need for a new elite easily lends itself to militarism and hence to male 
chauvinism, especially when heroism is associated with physical courage, violence, war, and imperialism. 

Fascist racism: 

By its nature fascism is racist, since all ultra-nationalists are racist in their celebration of the alleged virtues 
and greatness of an organically conceived nation or culture. However, fascist ultra-nationalism does not 
necessarily involve biological or Social Darwinian concepts of race leading to eugenics, euthanasia, and 
attempted genocide. Nor does it necessarily involve anti-Semitism, or hatred directed against any 
particular group perceived as culturally or genetically different, or simply 'internal enemies' of the nation 
(such as Roma/Gypsies, Muslims, Hungarians, homosexuals, blacks). Obviously, if such elements of 
'heterophobia' (fear and hatred of those felt to be 'different') are already present in the particular political 
culture of the nation where fascism arises, it is more than likely that they will be incorporated into its 
myth of national decadence and hence into the policies for creating the new order.Fascism is also 
intrinsically anticosmopolitan, axiomatically rejecting as decadent the liberal vision of the multi-cultural, 
multi-religious, multi-racial society. However, this does not necessarily lead to a call for other races to be 
persecuted per se, but may express itself 'merely' in a campaign of propaganda and violence against their 
presence as 'immigrants' who have abandoned their 'natural' homeland. This type of fascism thus tends 
to produce an apartheid mentality calling for ethnically pure nation-states, for 'foreigners' to go back, or 
be returned, to 'where they belong', and a vitriolic hatred of 'mixed marriages' and cultural 
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Fascist internationalism: 

Fascism, though anti-internationalist in the sense of regarding national distinctiveness as primordial 
values, is quite capable of generating its own form of universalism or internationalism by fostering a 
kindred spirit and bond with fascists in other countries engaged in an equivalent struggle for their own 
nation's palingenesis, often against common enemies (for example, liberals, communists, and, if they are 
white supremacists, non-white races). In Europe this may well lead to a sense of fighting for a common 
European homeland on the basis of Europe's alleged cultural, historical, or even genetic unity in contrast 
to non-Christian, nonlndo-European/Aryan peoples (for instance, Muslims, 'Asian' Soviet or Chinese 
communists) or degenerate ones (citizens of the USA or the 'Third World'). Within such a Europe, national 
or ethnic identities would, according to the fascist blueprint, be strengthened, and not diluted. (The 
practical impossibility of realizing such a scheme does not worry fascists, since the nebulousness and 
impracticality of all their long-term goals is crucial to the mythic power they exert). 

Fascist eclecticism: 

Perhaps the most important corollary of our ideal type for the purposes of this Reader, however, is its 
suggestion that fascism pre-exists any particular externalization in the form of articulated or concretized 
thought. Inevitably each fascism will be made in the image or 'imaging' of a particular national culture, but 
even within the same movement or party its most influential ideologues will inevitably represent a wide 
range of ideas and theories, sometimes quite incompatible with each other except at the level of a shared 
mythic core of palingenetic ultra-nationalism. Fascism is thus inherently syncretic, bringing heterogeneous 
currents of ideas into a loose alliance united only by the common struggle for a new order. As a result 
there is in fascist thought a recurrent element of (and sometimes declared intention of) synthesis. This 
befits a latecomer to the European political scene which not only had to fight for its own 
political space against rival modern ideologies (liberalism, conservatism, socialism, communism), but 
legitimate itself ideologically in a culture teeming with well-established ideas and thinkers. What 
conditions the content and thrust of fascist eclecticism is the myth of national rebirth. It is worth adding 
that, in its self-creation through synthesis, fascist ideology can draw just as easily on right-wing forms of 
thought (such as mutations of Christianity, racism, elitist and decadent aesthetics, Nietzscheism, 
occultism, forms of illiberalism, integral nationalism, etc.) as on forms of leftwing thought (for example, 
derivatives of anti-materialist or utopian socialism, such as syndical ism). It is also implicit in what has been 
said that fascism is not necessarily confined to inter-war Europe, but can flourish wherever the stability 
of Western-style liberal democracy is threatened by a particular conjuncture of destabilizing forces. If read 
in the light of the above considerations, many of the excerpts of fascist writings will not appear simply as 
isolated samples of an aberrant genus of political thought. They should cumulatively acquire a deeper 
resonance as different products of the same ideological matrix, as permutations of the same rationale for 
a war of 'creative destruction' to be waged against a particular status quo. Within the shell of their 
utopianism lies the seed of a totalitarian nightmare for all those who in one way or other are not deemed 
to belong within the regenerated national community or fit into the new order. Whether their author is a 
lone dreamer, the mouthpiece of a purely 'cultural' think-tank, the spokesman of an activist paramilitary 
movement, the propagandist of a campaigning electoral party, the policy-maker of an organization within 
a fascist regime, or the charismatic leader himself, he is giving specific form to the latent mythic core which 
defines fascism and determines its various attributes in historical reality.  
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