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Conquest, Foreign and Domestic, in Fascist Italy
and Nazi Germany

MacGregor Knox
The University of Rochester

. . . between Germany and Italy there exists a community of destiny. . . . [Germany
and Italy] are congruent cases.
—Benito Mussolini, 1936

The brown shirt might perhaps not have arisen without the black shirt.
—Adolf Hitler, 1942

I. FascisM, GENERIC AND HISTORIC

Mussolini and Hitler have not been alone in emphasizing the common
origins, features, and destinies of Fascism and National Socialism. Theories
of “fascism’—that elusive generic phenomenon with a small “f ”—have
proliferated with abandon ever since the 1920s.! Definitions have ranged
from the Third International’s ““open terroristic dictatorship of the most
reactionary, chauvinistic, and imperialistic elements of finance capital”
through Ernst Nolte’s militant anti-Marxism, to the modernization the-
orists’ “mass-mobilizing developmental dictatorships under single-party
auspices.” Voices of caution have occasionally sounded, urging the “‘de-
flation” of a concept that ““exists in faith and is pursued by reason,” or
suggesting that fascism fails to encompass adequately the ultimate evil
of National Socialist Germany.?

But the notion is still with us, even if no two theories of fascism
coincide. Almost all Marxists equate fascism and capitalism ‘““in the final

!'I thank the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars and the John
Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for generous support during the research
and writing of this piece, which attempts to summarize the argument of a book
in progress. My thanks also to Hans W. Gatzke, Michael Geyer, Isabel V. Hull,
Adrian Lyttelton, and Williamson Murray for helpful comments and suggestions.
Initial quotations: Strunk minute, January 31, 1936, U.S. National Archives,
microcopy T-454/56/000226; Hitler, Monologe im Fiihrerhauptquartier 1941—
1944 (Hamburg, 1980), p. 43.

2 Nolte, Three Faces of Fascism (New York, 1966), pp. 20—1; Gilbert Allardyce,
“What Fascism is Not. Notes on the Deflation of a Concept,” American Historical
Review 84 (1979): 367-88; see also Berndt Martin, ‘“Zur Tauglichkeit eines
{ibergreifenden Faschismus-Begriffs,” Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte
(henceforth VFZG) 29 (1981): 48-73.
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analysis,” but tend to divide over fascism’s precise degree of subservience
to capital. In cases such as Germany, where the evidence is overwhelming
that the ““fascists’ actually ran the country, the more flexible Marxists
have had recourse to “Bonapartism,” that independent dictatorial executive
over rather than of the bourgeoisie.® But the Bonapartism Marx described
in his /18th Brumaire was not a mass movement like Fascism or National
Socialism, and although Marx apparently did not realize it, once he
conceded even temporary autonomy to politics, his essentially monocausal
philosophy of history would cease to illuminate events. Tim Mason has
attempted to resolve that dilemma with a Marxist version of Hermann
Rauschning’s Revolution of Nihilism.* The primacy of politics over eco-
nomics in Nazi Germany, Mason has argued, meant that the Nazi state
was by nature outside of history, incapable of “‘social reproduction,”
and thus doomed to self-destruction for violating the historical ‘“‘law of
motion” Engels claimed Marx had discovered. Sadly, the real Nazi Ger-
many was so un-self-destructive that it nearly achieved total victory in
1940-41, and defied a world of enemies that included the three remaining
world powers for three years after that. Its enemies literally had to blast
it flat; destruction was indeed its most striking characteristic, but it was
the destruction of others.

Ernst Nolte’s Three Faces of Fascism attempted to define fascism as
the “‘epochal phenomenon” of interwar Europe, a violent, militarily
organized anti-Marxism that World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution
had conjured up. Nolte’s definition had the advantage of eliminating
from consideration the likes of Khaddafi, Castro, and Perdn. Still, the
European societies in which the various fascisms arose were embarassingly
diverse, and the movements themselves even more so. A concept that
unites Nazis, Action Frangaise, the Rumanian Iron Guard, and the Estonian
Association of Freedom Fighters stretches belief. Nor does the lowest
common denominator or ‘““fascist minimum’’ that Nolte has chosen (militant
anti-Marxism) help much in characterizing the interwar movements or
regimes generally called fascist. Implicitly, it also contradicts Nolte’s
chronological boundaries.

Anti-Marxism helps explain the origins of many of the movements,
but it was not as central to their ideologies or policies as Nolte’s definition

3 Particularly August Thalheimer, “Uber den Faschismus,” (1930), now in
Faschismus und Kapitalismus, Wolfgang Abendroth, ed. (Frankfurt, 1967); see
also Jost Diilffer, ““Bonapartism, Fascism, and National Socialism,” Journal of
Contemporary History 11 (1976): 109-28.

* Mason, “The Primacy of Politics. Politics and Economics in National Socialist
Germany,” pp. 165-95 in The Nature of Fascism, Stuart J. Woolf, ed. (New
York, 1969); Rauschning, The Revolution of Nihilism (New York, 1939).
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requires. What it did was aid recruitment, and help make the movements
respectable at home and abroad. Hitler, the prophet of race, did not so
much object to Marxism as to its purported Jewish essence: “A Jew who
calls himself a Communist nevertheless remains a Jew.” The anti-Marxism
of his post-1919 world view was actually a compound of anti-semitism
and expansionism, and he rejoiced in 1941 at the “good turn”’ the Soviet
regime had done him by enslaving Russia’s peasants even before the
coming of the Herrenvolk. As for the anti-Marxism of the ex-socialist
Benito Mussolini, it fluctuated in intensity depending on momentary
usefulness, but was never central to his ideas.’

The third major approach is that of the social scientists, who have
attempted to relate fascism to that process known as modernization.
Unfortunately for this approach, modernization has acquired almost as
many definitions as fascism, and is equally vague. It tends either to
include everything that has happened in the West since the Renaissance —
and is thus analytically useless—or it rests on essentially arbitrary choices
of indicators whose relationship to one another is unclear and whose
measurement is problematic. At worst, the concept confuses chronology
with morality, and becomes a normative, teleological Whig theory of
history, unreflectively derived from the West, and imposed on the rest.®

Be that as it may, modernization theory has so far given rise to four
principal fascisms. Barrington Moore has argued that fascism is the out-
come of conservative modernization. While this is superficially plausible
for Germany and Japan (if an extra-European fascism is admissible), it
fails convincingly to include liberal Italy, which had neither Junkers nor
samurai. Others have argued that fascism is a political alternative char-
acteristic of the stage of economic growth at which industry begins to

5 Hitler: Edouard Calic, Ohne Maske. Hitler-Breiting Geheimgespriche 1931
(Frankfurt 1968), p. 108; Monologe, p. 62 (September 17—18, 1941); Mussolini
(at the founding meeting of the fasci): Bolshevism “would not scare us if it
demonstrated to us that it could guarantee a nation’s greatness” (Mussolini,
Opera omnia [Florence and Rome, 1951-1978] [henceforth OO, followed by
volume and page, 12:325 [March 23, 1919]); his fall 1939 remark that Stalin’s
regime was ‘““a kind of slavic Fascism” (Galeazzo Ciano, Diario 1937-1943
[Milan, 1980], October 16, 1939); and Philip V. Cannistraro and Edward D.
Wynot, Jr., “On the Dynamics of Anti-Communism as a Function of Fascist
Foreign Policy, 1933-1945,” Il Politico 38 (1973).

® The best example of all these defects is Horst Matzerath and Heinrich Volk-
mann, ‘“Modernisierungstheorie und Nationalsozialismus,” pp. 86—102 in Theorien
in der Praxis des Historikers, Jirgen Kocka, ed. (Gottingen, 1977). In the ensuing
discussion (pp. 102-16), Jirgen Kocka suggested that the only alternative to
constructs such as modernization theory is ‘“myths and ideologies”’—a remark
that establishes both a false dichotomy and a distinction without a difference.
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outweigh agriculture. Unfortunately, this theory only fits Italy and Ar-
gentina -- not a very useful assortment.” A third possibility is that fascisms
are ‘‘modernizing dictatorships.” This category presumably rules out
Hitler, since Germany was already highly industrialized. It also includes
everyone from Nkrumah to Mao, giving the concept all the rigor of india-
rubber, while excluding the single most powerful and dangerous regime
generally considered fascist.® Finally, modernization theory has provided
a possible negative definition of fascism as a revolt against the modern
world, a utopian anti-modernism. But regrettably for its opponents, the
chief example of this sort of fascism was Nazi Germany, a regime infatuated
with high technology and social engineering. Recognition of this has
prompted one commentator to describe the Nazis as ‘‘reactionary mod-
ernists,”” a paradoxical category that suggests that analyzing fascisms in
terms of modernization is unrewarding.’

After sixty years of debate, the scene resembles a desert battlefield
littered with the burnt-out, rusting hulks of failed theories. What alter-
natives exist? One largely unexplored possibility, which combines both
breadth and reasonable closeness to the evidence, is comparative history.
Except for Nolte, who has joined unsystematic but often shrewd com-
parisons to a theory of fascism, few have tried it. It is inherently difficult,
it lacks the sex appeal of ““isms,”” and, of necessity, it violates the sacred
principle of academic specialization. But it does offer considerable op-
portunity to understand phenomena by careful analysis of similarities
and differences.

Inevitably, the obvious candidates for comparative treatment are the
two principle ‘‘historic fascist” regimes of Italy and Germany. Both
arose in relatively advanced societies —northern Italy was different from
Bavaria, but no more backward economically. Both were in part responses
to affronts to the self-esteem of nations that were relative latecomers to
unification and industrialization, and that suffered from deep social,
regional, and, in Germany, religious cleavages. Finally, both were the
creation of leaders who combined conspicuous talents as agitators, political
tacticians, and ideological visionaries.

This last quality inevitably implies a collision between vision and
reality. Comparison of those visions and of their respective collisions

7 See A. F. K. Organski, “Fascism and Modernization,” pp. 19-41 in The
Nature of Fascism, Woolf, ed.

¥ See particularly A. James Gregor, [talian Fascism and Developmental Dic-
tatorship (Princeton, 1979), and Gregor's other works mentioned therein.

? Sce Henry Ashby Turner, Jr., “*Fascism and Modernization,” pp. 117-39 in
Reappraisals of Fascism, Turner, ed. (New York, 1975); Jeffrey Herf, “Reactionary
Modernism. Some Ideological Origins of the Primacy of Politics in the Third
Reich.” Theory and Society 10 (1981): 805-32.
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with reality may offer new insight into the nature of both movements
and regimes, and into possible distinctions between them and other varieties
of political evil. But any attempt to analyze Fascist and National Socialist
ideologies and final goals raises several questions. Did the movements
have ideologies worthy of the name? If they did, whose pronouncements
are authoritative sources, and which of those pronouncements are irrel-
evant, which are tactical, and which are fundamental? Attempts to answer
the first question have frequently fallen into two pitfalls: ‘““mirror-imaging”
and radical skepticism. Victims of the first pitfall have unreflectively
applied conventional categories of liberal and Marxist social thought to
phenomena that liberalism and Marxism are ill-equipped to explain. They
have attempted to understand Fascist and National Socialist ideologies
as social ideologies expressing the attitudes of particular classes, and
addressing the problems those classes faced in adapting to industrial
society.

Unfortunately for this approach, Fascist and National Socialist ideologies
were not expressions of particular classes and groups, but—Ilike Marxism—
above all the creation of individuals: Mussolini and Hitler. Despite Ro-
senbergs and Gentiles, Feders and Himmlers and Bottais, the two dictators
were the sole unimpeachable creators and interpreters of the doctrines
of their movements. The dictators were the doctrine, the word made
flesh, and understanding the success of their ideologies requires both
appreciation of the role of charismatic leadership in hammering doctrine
home, and analysis of the context in which they flourished. No pat social
interpretation (“‘the revolt of the petite bourgeoisie”’) can help explain
extreme nationalist political religions the first principle of which was the
denial of class, and which appealed to all classes, although in varying
degrees.

Nor has the widespread assumption that an ideology must be social
encouraged fruitful enquiry. Commentators have seized on whatever scraps
of doctrine fit their assumptions about what an ideology must contain,
especially Mussolini’s ““Doctrine of Fascism” essay, written in collab-
oration with Giovanni Gentile. But that pompous exercise had less to do
with Fascist ideology than with Mussolini’s intermittent tactical attempts
to achieve intellectual respectability. And even the Mussolini-Gentile
essay proclaimed that the true test of manhood and nationhood was war—
a curiously antisocial social ideology.!® As for Fascist corporativism,
which the regime itself touted as the answer to the social needs of the
age, it remained a sickly plant in which Mussolini himself took little
interest. In the German case, nothing even resembling a conventional

19 “The Doctrine of Fascism,” p. 47 in Italian Fascisms from Pareto to Gentile,
Adrian Lyttelton, ed. (New York, 1973).
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answer to the social problems of industrial society ever emerged. Only
recently have scholars begun to take Hitler’s ““status revolution” seriously,
although without relating it adequately to his wider ambitions.

Discarding the assumption that an ideology must be a variety of con-
ventional social thought makes it possible to examine Fascist and Nazi
ideology and goals in their own terms. But any such attempt inevitably
comes up against the second pitfall: the temptation to dismiss everything
as propaganda. In the Italian case, radical skepticism has been especially
fashionable. Roberto Vivarelli, in a witty essay on Mussolini’s transition
from socialism to fascism, has claimed that no logical connection existed
between Mussolini’s words and deeds, “which does not mean that ‘words’
counted for little in Mussolini’s life””!! Renzo De Felice, whom Vivarelli
was attacking, also concluded in the early volumes of his monumental
Mussolini biography that the Duce was always the man of day-to-day
improvisation, of “absolute relativism,” of power for power’s sake.!?
At least one prominent Italian Communist historian has concurred, and
another has dismissed Mussolini as a mere ‘‘gang leader preoccupied
with holding onto power.”!® In the German case, scholars have tended
to take Hitler’s ideological efforts more seriously. The man did, after
all, write a book. But some historians have gamely continued to deny
Hitler had ideas, or to argue that whatever ideas he had were irrelevant
to his political course.'

The case of the radical skeptics would be stronger if Hitler and Mussolini
had displayed the sort of erratic behavior consonant with the absence of
ideology and the nihilistic pursuit of power. But in both cases the dictators

Il Roberto Vivarelli, “Benito Mussolini dal socialismo al fascismo,” Rivista
storica italiana, 79 (1967): 448; see also his 1/ dopoguerra in Italia e I’ avvento
del fascismo (1918-1922), 1: 227-8, 260; on pp. 294-5 Vivarelli also makes
the ‘“social thought” argument.

12 De Felice, Mussolini il rivoluzionario, 1883—1920 (Turin, 1965), p- XXvi;
Mussolini il fascista (Turin, 1966), 1: 168, 464ff., 537.

13 Paolo Spriano, Sulla rivoluzione italiana (Milan, 1978), p. 56; Ernesto
Ragionieri, Storia d’Italia, 4 (Turin, 1976), p. 2215.

14 See particularly A. J. P. Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War (New
York, rev. paperback ed., 1966), pp. 70-2, and Norman Stone, Hitler (Boston,
1980), pp. 16, 67. Hans Mommsen, *“National Socialism,” in Marxism, Com-
munism, and Western Society (New York, 1973), 6: 67, finds Schumpeter’s “aimless
expansion” the best description of National Socialist policy. Gerhard Schulz,
Aufstieg des Nationalsozialismus (Frankfurt, 1975), p. 218, argues on the basis
of a Mein Kampf passage (p. 170 of the English edition, tr. Ralph Manheim
[New York, 1971] [henceforth MK]), that Hitler was a mere ‘““Machiavellist”
who did not care whether his ideology was ““true or false” (see also pp. 212—
3). But the Mein Kampf passage actually establishes only that Hitler thought
Marxism ‘‘false”; he viewed his own theoretical task as the establishment of
“absolute truth” (MK, p. 210).
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expressed at the beginning of their careers coherent ideologies that were
not necessarily entirely popular or plausible, and continued to profess
those ideas both publicly and privately throughout. The steady radical-
ization of their policies suggests an attempt to bring practice into line
with theory, and implies that their increasingly rare moderation was
tactical, and their extremism genuine. In the end, both provoked catas-
trophe by persisting, against steadily increasing risks, in their attempts
to bend the world to fit the idea. If that was opportunism and nihilism,
it was clearly a strangely elaborate and consistent variety.

II. FroM MissION TO PROGRAM

The Italian case is admittedly the more ambiguous of the two. Mussolini’s
pilgrimage from socialism to Fascism, and his apparently sincere although
private criticisms of Hitler as a doctrinaire, imply an unwillingness to
take principles seriously.!® The well-attested influence of Nietzsche, Sorel,
and of the prophet of the ““rape of the crowd by political propaganda,”
Gustave Le Bon, might suggest that for Mussolini, any myth would do.
In a December 1914 attack on critics of his conversion from socialist
pacifism to rabble-rousing interventismo, he declared that life was relative:
‘““the absolute does not exist except in cold and unfruitful abstraction.”
And in the summer of 1920 he insisted that ‘““nothing is eternal,” neither
political regimes nor modes of production nor systems of ideas; time and
chance happen to them all. But both these apparent confessions of rel-
ativism were no more than Mussolini’s habitual way of attacking the
millenarian silliness of the socialists.'® Mussolini himself, both as socialist
and Fascist, had a world view that rested on one underlying assumption,
and two political myths. The fixity of these ideas suggests that they were
not simply Nietzschean conceits or expressions of a nihilist will to power,
but ideas in which he actually believed. What Mussolini did not do was
to assemble his ideas into an all-embracing intellectual system or a mon-
ocausal, teleological philosophy of history. He may have been a visionary,
but unlike Hitler he was not a doctrinaire.

The later Duce’s underlying assumption, derived from sources as varied,
if mutually reinforcing, as Heraclitus, Nietzsche, Darwin, Marx, Pareto,
and Alfredo Oriani, was that life was struggle. History was an endless

15 See De Felice, Mussolini il duce (Turin, 1974), 1: 496.

100, 7: 81 (December 13, 1914); 15: 86-7 (July 11, 1920). For more on
Mussolini’s supposed relativism, see Emilio Gentile, Le origini dell’ideologia
fascista (1918—-1925) (Bari, 1975), pp. 1434, 147, 425.

17 Pareto, elites: 00, 1: 6-7, 73-5, 128 (1904-08); 3: 26 (1910); Marx and
Darwin: 2:9-10(1909); Oriani: note 21 below. ForPareto and Marx, see especially
Gregor, The Young Mussolini and the Intellectual Origins of Fascism (Berkeley,
1979). .




Knox

8

succession of conflicts between elites, states, and tribes. In each epoch
a particular elite or state set the tone. By definition, dominant elites or
states were the fittest, a conception Mussolini took not as rationalization
for resignation, but as a call to battle.!’

Mussolini’s two myths, revolution and the nation, determined the nature
of that battle. The first was inevitably that of revolution.!® This was the
myth of Mussolini’s childhood and youth in the red Romagna, a myth
that a career as socialist journalist-agitator, and reading Marx and Sorel,
reinforced. Not that Mussolini was the most orthodox of Marxists. The
Marx he preferred was Marx the revolutionary; for Marx the philosopher
of history, the economic theorist, the historian, the German patriot, or
the heir of the Enlightenment Mussolini had little use. These latter Marxes
he identified with the unadventurous stodginess of the reformist socialists.
What Mussolini instead proclaimed was Sorel’s ‘“barbarous notion of
socialism,’’ a revolution by an elite of primitives to iraugurate a ‘“new
civilization” of joyous paganism.!” This was precisely what Mussolini
later attempted as a Fascist. Even the terminology, the goal of a new
civilization, remained the same, as did most of Mussolini’s enemies: the
reformist socialists, the bourgeois establishment, the monarchy, the mil-
itary hierarchy, and the Church.

Mussolini’s second fixed idea was that of the nation and the national
mission, an idea also acquired in his socialist youth. Revolutionary ex-
pectations and adaptation to prevailing socialist dogma prompted occa-
sional antinational outbursts, such as his famous 1910 exhortation to
plant the Italian flag in a dunghill, or his neutralist September 1914 party
manifesto. But behind protestations that the proletariat had no fatherland

18 1 have throughout endeavored to use the term revolution in as neutral a
fashion as possible, without assuming that revolutions (violent attempts to achieve
rapid, fundamental changes in dominant values and myths, political institutions,
social structures, leadership, and government policies) are of necessity ““‘pro-
gressive.” I have also applied the term to relationships between states, to mean
an attempt to achieve violent, fundamental change in power relationships and
the distribution of territory. The widespread assumption that only the Left makes
revolutions contains a hidden but indefensible teleology, and when applied to
the twentieth century falls afoul of the obvious confusion between political ex-
tremes: was Stalin “Left” or “Right”’? (See, in general, Eugen Weber, ‘“Rev-
olution? Counterrevolution? What Revolution?,” Journal of Contemporary History
9 [1974]: 3—-47; Perez Zagorin, “Theories of Revolution in Contemporary His-
toriography,” Political Science Quarterly 88 [1973]: 23-52, and ‘‘Prolegomena
to the Comparative History of Revolution in Early Modern Europe,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History 18 [1976]: 151-74).

19 Barbarous socialism: 00, 3: 66 (1910); “I am a primitive,” 4: 183 (1912);
paganism (Nietzsche): 1: 174ff.; new civilization: 3: 87 (1910); revolutionary
elite: 1: 128 (1908), 3: 26 (1910).
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lurked the convictions of a radical nationalist. The Socialist Mussolini
displayed an unsocialist reverence for Mazzini, as well as public approval
of Giuseppe Prezzolini and his circle of quasi-nationalist litterateurs
grouped around La Voce. That journal’s attempt to further ““the spiritual
unity of [all] Italians” met with Mussolini’s emphatic approval.?’ He
occasionally let fly an anti-Austrian barb sharpened by his experience as
an agitator in the Trentino and his association with the irredentist socialist
Cesare Battisti. Finally, from 1909 if not earlier Mussolini was an ‘‘as-
siduous and devoted reader” of the eccentric nationalist philosopher-
historian Alfredo Oriani. Oriani was a bloodthirsty recluse (‘“blood will
always be the best warm rain for great ideas’) who insisted that only
war could make post-Risorgimento Italy whole, and demanded that the
nation take up Rome’s historic mission in Africa and the Mediterranean.
This last enthusiasm did not possess Mussolini until the war years, but
he could scarcely have called himself ““un orianista,” as he did in 1909,
without sharing much of Oriani’s world view.?!

It was the shock of European war in 1914 that removed the theoretical
opposition between the myths of revolution and the nation. Mussolini
greeted the collapse of the Socialist International with something ap-
proaching relief. When his attempt to lead the Socialists into support of
a “revolutionary war” failed, his last speech to his comrades before they
expelled him from the party in November 1914 was pure Oriani:

If Italy remains absent, it will be once more the land of the dead, the land of
cowards. I tell you that the duty of socialism is to shake this Italy of priests,
pro-Austrians, and monarchists . . . . Despite all your howls of protest, the war
will flatten the lot of you [vi travolgera tutti].

In the following months, the myths of revolution and of the nation
fused. War, and war alone could undermine the old Italy of priests,
kings, and fainthearted Socialists, assuage the national inferiority complex,
and make the nation whole. ‘“A nation old with fifty centuries of history
and young with fifty years of national life’” could not behave like “‘a
nation of rabbits.” War must destroy ‘‘the ignoble legend that Italians
do not fight, it must wipe out the shame of Lissa and Custoza, it must
show the world that Italy can fight a war, a great war; I say again: a great

20 Antimilitarism and internationalism: 2: 7, 2: 169—70 (1909); 3: 137 (1910);
4: 53 (1911); Mazzini: 3: 68 (1910); national unity: 2: 55 (1909); 38: 11-12
(1909).

2l Nationalism: 00, 2: 75 (1909); 3: 266-7 (1910); 6: 58—60 (January 20,
1920); Oriani: 38: 45-6; 2: 128 (1909). Gentile, Ideologia, p. 37, assumes
Oriani’s nationalism, and hence Mussolini’s, was cultural—a charitable inter-
pretation that ignores both ideologues’ thirst for blood.
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war.” No longer would foreigners see Italy as a land ‘“‘of travelling
storytellers, of peddlers of statuettes, of Calabrian banditi.”” And war
could also be a kind of revolution. The day Italian bayonets crossed the
Ringstrasse in Vienna, ‘“‘the Vatican’s death knell [would] sound.”??

Under the sign of perpetual struggle, internal and foreign policy, rev-
olution and war merged. The barbaric new man of Mussolini the socialist
became the ‘“‘impatient and generous youth,” the ‘“young rebels” of
interventismo.”> And despite stalemate and Caporetto, the war, as Mus-
solini put itin early 1918, had proved that this *““small, despised people,”
this “army of mandolin players,” could fight. Combat, and the fact that
Italy had willed it by deliberately entering the war, in turn confirmed the
nation’s historic mission and claim to ‘“‘higher destinies.”” And it was
the myth of Rome that shaped Mussolini’s conception of those destinies.
In December 1918, while proclaiming Italy’s right to expansion, he insisted
that Rome would “once again become the beacon of civilization for the
world.”?* Italy might of course choose to become an “‘archaeological
bordello or an Anglo-Saxon colony.” But the example of Rome, which
had “laid out roads and drawn boundaries and given the world the eternal
laws of its legal codes” placed modern Italians under ‘‘another universal
duty.”25 No one, in Theodor Mommsen’s words, could ‘“‘remain at Rome
without a universal idea.” Rome must again become ‘“the leading city
of the civilization of all of Western Europe,” and Italy “the leading
nation of world history.”?

The political content of this ‘““new civilization” was clear from very
early in Mussolini’s career as a Fascist. The world, Mussolini announced
in 1921 and 1922, was moving towards the right; as for Fascism, it was
“scarcely at the beginnings of its mission.”?’ By mid-1925, Mussolini
had taken to characterizing Fascism as ““one of the few creative ideas of
this tormented historical period.” In early 1926 he described Italy, the
last of the great powers to achieve maturity, as the first to construct a
truly modern state. Like the French Revolution, the Fascist revolution

200, 6: 429 (November 10, 1914); 7: 70 (December 11, 1914); 7: 197 (February
14, 1915); 7: 418 (May 24, 1915); 7: 394 (May 16, 1915).

2 1bid., 7: 57 (November 29, 1914).

2 The war and Italy’s mission: ibid., 11: 86 (May 19, 1918); 13: 147 (May
24, 1919); 18: 200 (May 24, 1922); 21: 443 (November 4, 1925); 23: 248 (No-
vember 4, 1928); beacon of civilization: 12: 77 (December 20, 1918); 16: 128
(January 25, 1921).

3 1bid., 14: 22 (September 24, 1919); also 15: 70, 16: 106, 17: 148; Rome:
15: 217-18 (September 24, 1920).

2 Ibid., 16: 159 (February 6, 1921); 18: 144 (April 6, 1922).

77 Ibid., 17: 18 (June 30, 1921); see also 18: 69, 71; 16: 142 (February 2,
1921).
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would have world-wide influence and epochal significance. By late 1926,
the Duce had become self-assured enough to claim that his movement
was the bearer of a ‘““new type of civilization.” The twentieth century
would not merely be the “‘century of Italian power,” it would also be
the century of universal Fascism.?®

If Mussolini’s fundamental ideas were not entirely unsystematic, Hitler’s
*“rock-hard convictions” amounted to a genuine philosophy of history,
an all-embracing, all-explanatory system of belief. Its first principle,
from which Hitler never wavered after his first recorded enunciation of
itin 1919, was pseudo-biological racism, the “anti-Semitism of reason.”?’
Race, he claimed in January 1921, was “the driving force of world
history”’; later, in Mein Kampf, he described it as “‘the key not only to
world history, but to all human culture.” History was the history of race
struggle. National Socialism was ultimately a science.*

Some historians have tended to argue that any attempt to interpret
Hitler’s ideology “as if it were systematic” is futile; others have suggested
that in the end the ideology’s function as a tool of totalitarian manipulation
was essential and its “‘intellectual substance” unimportant.’! Actually,
Hitler was neither a trendy relativist, nor a man who lacked respect for
convictions. In his way—and to the dismay of more up-to-date Party
ideologues such as Rosenberg-—Hitler was a good old nineteenth-century

‘positivist. Hitler’s ideas were at least as systematic as those of the Marx
who asserted that history was the history of class struggle. Both Marxism
and Hitler’s ideology were millenarian religions of world salvation: sal-
vation for man as a species reborn from the Proletariat in one case,
salvation for the reborn Aryan species of man in the other.3? Both required
the pitiless elimination of groups: the class enemy for Marxism, the
racial enemy for Nazism. Nor did Nazism’s alleged ‘‘lack of intellectual

2 1bid., 21: 389 (September 24, 1925); 22: