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A few days after Donald J. Trump lost his reelection bid in November 
2020, I wrote an op-ed in the Washington Post, warning of the pos-
sibility of a coup attempt if the defeated president continued to 
deny the election results.1 I argued that Trump was edging away 
from being a typical right-wing populist and moving toward becom-
ing a fascist—a dire threat to our democracy. While some consid-
ered this to be an alarmist take, the storming of the Capitol on 
January 6, 2021, proved otherwise. My op-ed wasn’t the first time I 
had published a warning. Before Jair Bolsonaro was elected presi-
dent of Brazil in 2018, I outlined the parallels between Bolsonaro’s 
tactics and those of the Nazis in an article for Foreign Policy. These 
pieces, among others, point to my primary concern as both a histo-
rian and a citizen: global populism is turning into fascism and this 
trend represents a major threat to the future of democracy.2

The subject of this book is personal to me. I was born in Argentina 
one year before a gruesome dictatorship took shape.3 Like many 
other Argentines, I am still trying to come to terms with the  
fascist crimes against humanity committed in the country of my 
childhood—the disappearances, the concentration camps, the citi-
zens tortured, drugged, and thrown into the Atlantic from military 
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planes. Official estimates range from ten thousand to fifteen thou-
sand murder victims. Human rights groups estimate that thirty thou-
sand disappeared. There was also the theft of babies born to illegally 
detained mothers. One of the reasons I became a historian was 
because I wanted to understand how the so-called Dirty War and its 
fascist ideology became a reality in a modern nation with a strong, 
progressive civil society. I migrated to the Unites States in 2001 and 
even here the presence of fascism continues to shape my focus as a 
writer and citizen. As in Argentina and other parts of the world, “the 
long shadow of fascism” is a clear and present danger in the United 
States, but it appears under the guise of a new breed of politician 
whom I call the wannabe fascist. Like the fascists and dictators of my 
youth, this new political archetype aspires to destroy democratic 
institutions, yet has, so far, failed to succeed. I see this book as con-
tributing to the historical and present understanding of this peril to 
democracy. Trump may no longer be president, but he and his follow-
ers are still flying alarmingly close to fascism. The more we know 
about past fascist attempts to deny the workings of democracy, the 
more alarming these wannabe fascists appear.

Wannabe fascism is an incomplete version of fascism, charac-
teristic of those who seek to destroy democracy for short-term per-
sonal gain but are not fully committed to the fascist cause. In 1924, 
the first fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, explained the difference 
between true fascists and fake ones: “I will distinguish between the 
fascists by will, by passion and by faith and, on the other hand, 
those fascists who are semi-wandering men, who have always 
raised their ears to feel the voice of public opinion.”4 For Mussolini, 
the former were the true fascists who did not stumble on the road 
to power, while the latter aspired to fascism but lacked resolve and 
ultimately wavered, proving to be weak and ineffectual.
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While Mussolini might have been disappointed by the wan-
nabe fascists, I see them as a dangerous threat to democracy, 
extremists who have not (yet) reached the levels of ideological fer-
vor, violence, and lies achieved by historical fascists. Wannabe fas-
cists do not openly advocate for fascism, but they gravitate toward 
fascist political styles and behaviors. The historical fascists, wan-
nabe fascists, and many populists are traveling different but inter-
connected paths.

Trump’s hesitation to go full fascist in 2021 put him in the cat-
egory of wannabe fascist, a semi- or pseudofascist wannabe dicta-
tor who lacked the ideological commitment and extremism of 
Adolf Hitler and Mussolini. The same, of course, applies to a long 
list of mini-Trumps: Jair Bolsonaro, Nayib Bukele, Narendra Modi, 
Viktor Orbán, and others. They have blurred but not erased the 
separation of powers. They have not succeeded in unifying the 
state and civil society. They have not fully destroyed the legal sys-
tem. In terms of violence and militarization, they have not matched 
the extremism of classic fascism. In terms of hatred, they have not 
unlocked its genocidal potential. They employ propaganda and lies 
but have not fully developed an Orwellian state machine. 
Somewhere along the road to creating totalitarian dictatorships, 
they faltered. Their fascism is aspirational.5 Today’s wannabe fas-
cists are weaker and more incompetent than classical fascists, but 
this should not ease our minds.

Since they travel the same paths, and since they seek fascist 
politics as a vocation, we should not shy away from using the f-word 
to call out the violence, xenophobia, lies, and dictatorial behavior 
of the wannabe fascists. Leaders like Trump, Bolsonaro, Modi, and 
Orbán are helping to take contemporary far-right populism back  
to its fascist roots. Their style and behavior display key features of 
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fascist rule: the glorification of violence and the militarization of 
politics; racism and discrimination; and propaganda techniques 
that were pioneered by Nazi propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels.

This book defines and is organized around the four key ele-
ments of fascism: political violence, propaganda and misinforma-
tion, xenophobia, and dictatorship. In order to underscore the risk 
of fascism in the present, I will explain how new challenges to 
democracy can be countered by learning some of the lessons from 
history. The antidemocratic radicalization of populist movements 
such as Trumpism echo the fascist era of the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, when dictatorial regimes adopted xenophobia, violence, 
coups, and anti-science to seize and retain power. Paraphrasing the 
philosopher Walter Benjamin, my idea is to brush Trumpism and 
its global associates against the grain of previous histories. More 
precisely, I will consider them as representing a different chapter 
in the long history of antidemocratic politics. In other words, they 
represent different “documents of barbarism” to think about in the 
present.6 Learning about the connected histories of fascism and 
populism, but also their contextual distinctions, reminds us why 
democracy matters and why wannabe fascists need to be stopped.

Additionally, this book will challenge two mutually exclusive 
assumptions of the prevailing wisdom, that either we are currently 
witnessing extreme cases of populism, or that fascism and not pop-
ulism is the key to analyzing the present. While populism leads to 
democracy’s deterioration, fascism destroys it. In this context, see-
ing something like Trumpism as a populism-only approach does 
not fully appreciate that democracy is in grave danger, while seeing 
it as a fascism-only approach often does not recognize that democ-
racy can still be defended and saved from fascism. I don’t believe 
these views are incompatible, and I will locate the source of the 
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present danger of fascism in the histories of both fascism and pop-
ulism and explain how it has led to the present outcome: the wan-
nabe fascist leader.

The recent debates that scholars have undertaken around the 
use of the f-word with regard to Trump have, to my mind, only 
yielded more confusion. Many of them are centered on arcane 
epistemological issues, simplistic ideas about the lack of correla-
tions, and ignorance about the historiography of fascism. Indeed, 
it is peculiar that although many of these scholars are not experts 
on fascism, they often stress an essentialist reading of what is and 
what is not fascism.7 I also part ways with these scholars on impor-
tant issues, such as the relevance of non-European and non-US 
sources; nearly all of these approaches fail to take a larger, global 
view of the question. Indeed, as a specialist in both Latin American 
history and European history who is also interested in primary and 
secondary sources from and about India, Egypt, China, Japan, and 
the Philippines, among others, I take a global perspective on fas-
cism and populism. In this book, as in my work as a whole, I let 
these sources speak for themselves, giving the reader a clear view 
of the problems.

As a historian of fascism and populism, I am frequently asked 
whether the recent rise of right-wing populists really represents a 
threat to democracy around the world. Are we living on the edge of 
a new dark age of fascism? People ask me whether Trump and oth-
ers, like the leaders of India, Brazil, Hungary, and El Salvador, are 
really populist demagogues, and what fascism actually is. Drawing 
on my three decades of research on the histories of fascism and 
populism in Latin America and Europe, I will answer these ques-
tions in this book and explain clearly the current state of world 
autocracy. My aim is to help establish a better understanding of 
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this dangerous and frightening political turn for those may want to 
push back against these antidemocratic threats. It will examine the 
ideologies and actions of autocratic leaders both past and present 
and will offer lessons on how to quash them in the future.

What is fascism? In historical terms, fascism can be defined as 
a global ideology with separate national movements and regimes. 
A counter-revolutionary formation of the extreme right, it was 
ultranationalist and xenophobic. Fascists were essentially anti-
egalitarian and despised liberalism and socialism.8 The primary 
aim of fascism was to destroy democracy from within in order to 
create a modern dictatorship from above. Fascists proposed a total-
itarian state in which plurality and civil society would be silenced 
and there would be few distinctions between the public and the pri-
vate, or between the state and its citizens. Fascist regimes shut 
down the independent press and destroyed the rule of law.

Fascism defended a divine, messianic, and charismatic form of 
leadership that conceived of the leader as organically linked to the 
people and the nation. It considered popular sovereignty to be fully 
delegated to the dictator, who acted in the name of the community 
of the people and knew better than they what they truly wanted. 
Fascists replaced history and empirically based notions of truth 
with political myth. They had an extreme conception of the enemy, 
regarding it as an existential threat to the nation and to its people. 
Such an enemy had to be first persecuted and then deported or 
eliminated. Fascism aimed to create a new and epochal world 
order through an incremental continuum of extreme political vio-
lence and war. Global unity came through conquest and domina-
tion. A global ideology, fascism constantly reformulated itself in 
different national contexts and underwent constant national 
permutations.
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Fascism was officially founded in Italy in 1919, but the anti- 
liberal and anti-Marxist politics it represented appeared simulta-
neously across the world. From Japan to Brazil and Germany, and 
from Argentina to India, Nicaragua, and France, the antidemo-
cratic, violent, and racist revolution of the right that fascism epito-
mized was adopted in other countries under different names: 
Nazism in Germany, nacionalismo in Argentina, integralismo in 
Brazil, and so on. Fascism was transnational even before Mussolini 
used the word fascismo, but when fascism became a regime in Italy 
in 1922, the term received worldwide attention and acquired differ-
ent meanings in local contexts.

What is populism? Populism is an authoritarian form of democ-
racy. It first came to power after 1945 as an original historical refor-
mulation of fascism. Historically, it has subsequently thrived dur-
ing political crises, when it has offered itself as the antidote to the 
politics of the day.9

While fascism involves fanatical right-wing ideological beliefs, 
populist leaders and followers are more pragmatic in their antidem-
ocratic beliefs than fascist. Unlike with fascism, which is always a 
right-wing ideology, movement, and regime, populists can identify 
with the right and left of the ideological spectrum. Like the classic 
fascists, wannabe fascists are always right-wing populists.

Populist leaders claim to do the work of politics while keeping 
themselves free from politics. They increase the political participa-
tion of their own followers while excluding others, notably limiting 
the rights of political, sexual, ethnic, and religious minorities. 
Populism conceives of the people as One—a single entity consist-
ing of leader, followers, and nation. This trinity is rooted in fascism 
but is confirmed by votes and elections, which populist leaders 
embrace. While populism stands against liberalism, it abides by 
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the ballot box. Populism’s homogenizing view of the people con-
ceives of political opponents as the antipeople. Opponents become 
enemies—nemeses who, consciously or unconsciously, stand for 
the oligarchical elites and traitors to the nation. Populism defends 
an illuminated nationalist leader who speaks and decides for the 
people. It downplays the separation of powers, the independence 
and legitimacy of a free press, and the rule of law.

The relapse of populism into fascism or semi-fascism is not a 
new phenomenon. A few significant historical examples of this 
relapse have appeared in the past century, ranging from neofascist 
Peronism in the 1970s to the Golden Dawn in Greece and other 
European movements of the extreme right. Even if it does not 
renounce democratic electoral procedures, populism as a move-
ment can become neofascism when it transitions from viewing its 
population as homogenous to basing its national identity on a par-
ticular ethnic community, while simultaneously sharpening its 
rhetoric about the nation’s enemies from the general (elites, trai-
tors, outsiders, etc.) to a specific racial or religious foe who is the 
target of political violence. As a regime, populism becomes a dicta-
torship (fascist, neofascist, or nonfascist) when it voids its associa-
tion with its defining democratic features. To put it differently, 
when elections are finally banned or are no longer free, when the 
intimidation of the independent press leads to its suppression, 
when dissent is not only deemed illegitimate by those in power but 
is also prohibited and punished, when undermining the separation 
of powers morphs into unifying them under the leader, and when 
the populist logic of polarization is translated into actual political 
persecution, populism ceases to be populist. In these cases, the 
populist tendency to corrupt constitutional democracy leads to its 
violent elimination.
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Populism and fascism are connected and yet separate forms of 
autocratic leadership. Fascists and populist leaders are autocrats in 
the sense that their politics aim to impose their undisputed author-
ity. However, only fascists seek to become full-fledged dictators, 
wishing to fully impose their will with permanent power. By con-
trast, populist leaders challenge but do not destroy democracy.

After 1945, it was believed that fascism had been stamped out 
forever. It had not. Fascist thought and fascist movements retained 
some of their strength and appeal even though they no longer  
controlled states and they were significantly diminished in num-
bers and legitimacy. The fact that Trumpism rose to the center  
of world power must now give us pause. This book will examine  
the national and international implications of this new type of 
post-fascist politics that reformulated right-wing populism and 
fascism and materialized in America on the escalator of a golden 
Manhattan tower on June 16, 2015, when Trump launched his can-
didacy for the presidency. When Trump was elected president the 
following year, the United States became the epitome of what a 
twenty-first-century novel threat to democracy looks like, a newer 
version of fascism and semi-fascism mixed with previous populist 
traditions.

By reconnecting fascism and populism in unexpected ways, 
Trump represents a new type of global autocratic ruler: the “wan-
nabe” fascist. This new type of populist politician is typically a 
legally elected leader who, unlike previous populists who were 
eager to distance themselves from fascism, turns to totalitarian 
lies, racism, and illegal means to destroy democracy from within. 
The wannabe fascist can be defined as a populist aspirant to fas-
cism. Wannabe fascism remains a vocational form. It is not full-
fledged fascism because it has not yet descended into dictatorship 
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and has not fully relied on terror to monopolize violence and use it 
without restraint.10

To understand the wannabe fascist, we need to go back to the 
moment in history when populism was for the first time born out of 
fascism after World War II, initially with Juan Perón in Argentina and 
then with other Latin American leaders like Getúlio Vargas in Brazil, 
Rómulo Betancourt in Venezuela, and Víctor Paz Estenssoro in 
Bolivia. These populist leaders created a new form of political regime 
that combined democracy with illiberalism. Populists invoked the 
name of the people to stress a form of highly hierarchical leadership, 
to downplay political dialogue, and to solve a perceived crisis of  
representation, increasingly by attacking institutional checks and 
balances. They asserted a direct link between the people and the 
leader, relying on a form of leadership that might best be described 
as religious, namely, a political theology. Populists bolstered social 
and political polarization. In their view, fewer public spaces should be 
left for the expression of the views of political minorities. The politi-
cal rights of these minorities are not eliminated, but their democratic 
legitimacy is undermined. Populists conceive of these minorities as 
enemies of the people and the nation. Populism, in short, is an author-
itarian form of democracy.

Nonetheless, populists rejected key aspects of fascism, includ-
ing extreme forms of repression and racism, and although they 
were intolerant of political diversity they recognized that, by 1945, 
a continuation of fascism would need to renounce some of its dic-
tatorial dimensions, reforming its legacy in a democratic key.

Consider the case of Juan Perón and Peronism, the movement 
he created in Argentina. Perón was the strongman in a military 
junta dictatorship that ruled from 1943 to 1946. As a young officer 
he had participated in the pro-fascist coup of 1930 and was later 
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deployed as a military observer in Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. 
Despite coming to power by force in 1943, Perón encouraged and 
participated in free democratic elections in 1946. Modern pop-
ulism was first proposed as a third position aimed at overcoming 
the Cold War dilemma of choosing between communism and lib-
eralism. Rather than adopting a preformatted version of neofas-
cism, Peronism was the first movement that attempted to adapt the 
legacy of fascism to a novel democratic framework and became the 
first example of a modern populist regime.

After the global defeat of fascism at the end of World War II, 
fascism, coups, and military dictatorships had become toxic to 
most societies. So former fascists and militant dictators tried to 
regain power through democratic means. Politicians like Perón 
understood that elections provided a critical source of political 
legitimacy. Drawing on the charisma, celebrity, and political skills 
of his second wife, the actor Evita Perón, Colonel Juan Perón won 
the 1946 presidential election, becoming the first populist leader in 
history to be democratically elected head of state.

Populism borrowed elements of fascism. Like Mussolini and 
Hitler, leaders like Perón and Vargas transformed political argu-
ments into all-or-nothing fights for a new moral order. They claimed 
to be the solution to an impending cataclysm. They denounced the 
ruling elites, thwarted independent journalism, and advanced a 
deep dislike for pluralism and political tolerance. But because Perón 
and Vargas remained popularly elected, they stand apart from the 
fascists with whom they are otherwise linked. Peronism and 
Varguism also renounced racism, the glorification of violence, the 
militarization of politics, and totalitarian propaganda.

Like Perón and Vargas, other Latin American populists in 
Ecuador, Venezuela, and Bolivia came to power by affirming the 
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legitimacy of electoral results in the late 1940s and early 1950s. 
Holding power depended upon winning real elections and putting 
aside the fascist politics of xenophobia, with its endless lies and 
extreme repressive methods. Perón and his Latin American popu-
list counterparts were popular. When they were ousted from power, 
it was often by coups, not elections—which their movements kept 
winning.

More recent populist leaders, like Silvio Berlusconi in Italy and 
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, followed a similar pattern. Instead of 
making baseless accusations of electoral fraud, they staked their 
grandiose claims upon the democratic idea that elections represent 
the will of the people. Berlusconi lost elections in 1996 and 2006, 
while Chávez lost the 2007 Venezuelan constitutional referendum 
that attempted to abolish presidential term limits. Both accepted 
the results even though they lost by extremely slim margins. 
Populism affirms the authoritarian idea that one person can fully 
personify “the people” and the nation, but it must be confirmed  
via democratic procedures. Although populism has traditionally 
respected the ballot box, it hasn’t always advanced democracy; 
indeed, it frequently manipulates it. But it still derives power from, 
and depends on, the integrity of the electoral system.

The wannabe fascists, on the other hand, follow the fascist 
playbook and lie their way out of electoral defeat. Italian fascists 
and German Nazis in the 1930s saw no value in the electoral system 
and only used it to claim legitimacy and leadership when it bene-
fited them. They then worked to destroy democracy from within. 
Fascism denies the very nature of democracy, the legitimacy of 
democratic procedures, and their electoral outcomes. Its propo-
nents claim that votes are only legitimate when they confirm by 
referendum the autocratic will of their leader.
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So, there is a clear conceptual divide between historical  
populists who abide by the truth of the ballot box and fascists and 
wannabe fascists who lie about electoral results and subvert 
democracy. For traditional populists, electoral results matter.

But this distinction is beginning to fade. Donald Trump blazed 
a trail for other aspiring autocrats. By denying the 2020 election 
results and fomenting the Big Lie about voter fraud, Trump repre-
sents a turning point in populist politics, enabling and inspiring 
others to deny the electoral legitimacy of their opponents. Leaders 
like Bolsonaro in Brazil, Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel, and Keiko 
Fujimori in Peru have used falsehoods about legality and elections 
deception to create an alternative reality where they can rule, now 
or in the future, without the burdens and limitations of democratic 
procedures.

Trump is a major influencer of wannabe fascism, but he is not 
unique. Like the classic fascists and populists that preceded them, 
the wannabe fascists represent a global phenomenon that has been 
generally ignored by prevailing American- or European-centric 
views. Writing against these reductive, and paternalistic, tradi-
tional narratives, this book contributes to decentering them.

Global South experiences are not a mere by-product or mimetic 
reflection of the history of fascism and right-wing politics in the 
North. This book will show the dissemination of converging ide-
ologies, practices, and discourses from North to South and South 
to North, while also paying attention to the peculiarities and differ-
ences of fascist, populist, and wannabe fascist leaders and ideo-
logues in their own contexts.

Of the many explanations for Trump’s attacks on democracy, 
the most erratic are those that invert his nationalism by claiming 
that he represents an anomaly situated outside of American  
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traditions and history. Trump, it is claimed, cannot be a fascist, or 
fascistic, because there is no such thing as fascism in America. 
Trump therefore belongs to a special historical pathway that sepa-
rates him from global fascism and post-fascism.11

According to these arguments, America is either too good for 
fascism or its right wingers are too inarticulate and unintelligent to 
engage in fascism, while its institutions are strong enough to with-
stand the crude Trumpian threat to democracy. Rather than being 
a by-product of global and American racist, populist, and fascist 
traditions, Trumpism is an empty-headed phenomenon that can 
be historically bracketed and summarily dismissed. This book will 
argue that the more we know about past fascist attempts to deny 
the workings of democracy, the more worried we should be about 
present post-fascist and populist forms.

As students, citizens, and readers, we need to shine a light on 
these connections between past and present because we are living 
in a time when human rights, secularism, and democracy are 
under attack. The aim of this book is to recognize the fascist danger 
of Trumpism and future Trumpists and their global populist allies. 
We need to know them better before it is too late.

The different chapters in this book address the following ques-
tions: why has current populism been morphing into fascism, and 
why and how is the answer to that question connected through 
transnational histories and collective national experiences?

Fascism is a global nationalist ideology with distinctive national 
movements, but it always comprises four essential features. 
Defining these four pillars allows us to clearly understand fascist 
history and its playbook. This introduction presents the current 
turning point in the histories of fascism and populism, while the 
four chapters address each of the pillars of fascism. Finally, the epi-
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logue briefly addresses the impact of this new fascist turn by global 
autocrats and how history offers lessons to stop them.

This book explains how the ongoing recalibration of populism 
signifies a third autocratic wave of attacks against democracy after 
the first wave of fascism (1919–1945) and the second wave of pop-
ulism in power (1945–2000s). The first wave of fascism was exem-
plified by leaders like Mussolini, Hitler, and Plínio Salgado in 
Brazil. The fascist model was extremely influential, inspiring lead-
ers who ranged widely across the political spectrum in the interwar 
years, from Georges Valois in France to Ahmad Husayn in Egypt. 
As a response to liberalism and communism, they stressed  
the need for totalitarian racist and nativist dictatorships. The  
second wave of modern populism emerged from a Cold War 
defacement of fascism. After 1945, first in Latin America and then 
in other places, populist regimes reformulated democracy in a 
more authoritarian way that nonetheless rejected key ingredients 
of fascism.

Earlier populists left behind the four fascist pillars, instead 
engaging in more conventional lies, as well as relatively low levels 
of demonization, violence, and repression. This is essentially the 
main difference between historical populists and fascists. 
Twentieth-century populism was an attempt to return the fascist 
experience to the democratic path, creating an authoritarian 
regime that operated within democracy, stressing social participa-
tion combined with intolerance and the rejection of plurality. In 
populist regimes, political rights have been highly constrained but 
never eradicated, as they had been under fascism.

In recent years, there has been a resurgence of interest in fas-
cism, which has become a threat to democracy across the globe. 
Simply put, fascism is no longer relegated to the past.
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The aim of this book is not to discuss the uniqueness of 
Trumpism, its place in American history, its function within 
American politics, or the events of Trump’s presidency. Several 
books already cover such topics in great detail. Instead, I offer a 
precise historical explanation of why Trumpism and its minions 
belong to a new political breed, a movement and sometimes a 
regime with a new type of autocrat that is the final outcome of the 
combined histories of fascism and populism: the wannabe fascist. 
It is puzzling that although fascism and populism are two historical 
formations that are contextually connected, they are rarely ana-
lyzed together. My work fills this gap and offers a new way to under-
stand a new historical phenomenon: the morphing of right-wing 
populism into something closer to fascism.12

Fascism is knocking at our door and this book presents a guide 
for assessing the four pillars of fascism in our world today. Each 
chapter addresses one pillar. Chapter 1 addresses a key component 
of fascism: violence and the militarization of politics. Fascists see 
politics as a form of war involving enemies who shall be dealt with 
violently, often fatally. This fascist idea of politics, as driven by 
para military formations, is first conceived internally as civil war by 
way of physical punishment and violence in the streets, and then 
later externally as total war. Fascism’s methods against the enemy 
are persecution, imprisonment, torture, and elimination. In fascist 
ideology, violence and aggression are considered the best expres-
sions of power, as embodied in the leader. Fascists attack political 
and ethnic minorities in the name of the leader, the nation, and the 
sacred. Fascism in its many transnational variations does not hesi-
tate to kill its own citizens, as well as its colonial subjects. These 
gruesome acts of violence and repression define fascism’s distinct 
form of political domination.
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Chapter 2 addresses the second pillar of fascism: lies, myths, 
and propaganda. These three elements are part of a single process 
where myths are manufactured and falsely presented as the truth. 
The fascist way of lying is different from other forms of political 
lying. Fascists believe their big lies and try to transform reality to 
resemble their lies. Fascists lie in specific ways and their lies differ 
in both qualitative and quantitative terms from other political lies. 
Fascist political power is significantly derived from the co-opting 
of truth and the widespread promulgation of lies. Fascists defend a 
messianic cult of leadership based on manufactured myths and 
fantasies. They consider the leader to be sacredly linked to the peo-
ple and the nation; the leader always knows what they truly want.

Chapter 3 deals with the third pillar: the politics of xenophobia. 
There is no fascism without racism, an extreme politics that 
demonizes enemies and hates diversity. Fascism denies rights for 
people who are ethnically or racially distinct or who behave, iden-
tify, or think differently. Fascists transform traditional binaries 
such as “us versus them” or “civilization versus barbarism” into an 
idea of the other as a total, existential enemy. Fascism always puts 
hatred and xenophobia at the very center of politics.

Finally, chapter 4 addresses the last pillar of fascism: dictator-
ship. Not all dictatorships are fascist, but there is no fascism  
without dictatorship. Fascist dictatorships fully eliminate poli-
tical  discussion and all opposition. They also enforce counter- 
revolutionary, ultranationalist, anti-liberal, and anti-socialist prin-
ciples. These dictatorships initially took shape in the perfect storm 
of the interwar years, with the dual crises of capitalism and liberal-
ism fueled by the depression and the widespread questioning and 
undermining of democratic practices and procedures that affected 
all levels of government, from voting rights to religious rights to 
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economic rights. In fascism, the discretionary power of the dicta-
tor prevails over the rule of law, and this is facilitated by enablers, 
ambitious conservatives, and careerist officials who ingratiate 
themselves with their new masters. For example, in Nazi Germany, 
most jurists, prosecutors, judges, and public officials under Nazism 
accepted Hitler’s transformation of the democratic system. The 
distortion of legality for the sake of the leader’s legitimacy there-
fore becomes the rule, and human and political rights are pushed 
to the side. Fascists justify the most absolute illegality in legal 
terms. The primary aim of fascism then is to destroy democracy 
from within or without—via coup or autocoup, civil war and/or for-
eign invasion—and create a totalitarian dictatorship. Destroying 
democracy will in turn destroy civil society, political tolerance, and 
pluralism, followed by the gradual or rapid dismantling of the law, 
the separation of powers, electoral procedures, and the independ-
ent press. Fascism is formulated on the basis of a modern idea of 
popular power, but one in which political representation is elimi-
nated and power is fully delegated to the dictator, who acts in the 
name of the people.

Well before January 6, 2021, Trump had already established (to 
some alarming extent) three of the four pillars of fascism: violence 
and the militarization of politics, racism, and lies. The element that 
Trumpism was missing was dictatorship. And then the attempted 
coup d’état happened. How else can you define the rule of a presi-
dent who was determined to retain power despite losing reelection 
by seven million votes? Had his attempt succeeded, Trump would 
have become a dictator. In that scenario, it would have been more 
appropriate to think of him as a fascist. Because he wavered and 
failed, I call him a wannabe fascist. Trump behaved as a fascist up 
to the point that, for whatever reason, he backtracked and decided 
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not to join his mob at the Capitol. Perhaps he feared that joining the 
insurrection would lead to personal or legal implications, but more 
importantly, he saw that his vice president, key players in the GOP, 
the armed forces, and the Supreme Court were not supporting his 
actions. An interwar-era classic fascist would not have backed 
down, but Trump did. Of course, it is not yet possible to predict how 
this is going to end, and this book concludes with unanswered 
questions about history and the future of global autocrats.

This book pays attention to how fascists and populists under-
stand themselves vis-à-vis violence, xenophobia, propaganda, and 
dictatorship, but it is not the only dimension to be considered. 
Actions matter equally. Sometimes a leader’s words meant the 
opposite of what they stated. Hitler always accused Jews of being 
what he actually was, namely, a master of lies. Similarly, Trump 
projected fascism and dictatorial wishes on his enemies, while he 
actively engaged in fascist behaviors. Regarding populism, Trump 
seemed to view himself as such a leader, as shown, for example, in 
this exchange on populism with his then-guru Steve Bannon:

“I love that. That’s what I am,” Trump said, “a popularist.” He 

mangled the word.

“No, no,” Bannon said. “It’s populist.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Trump insisted. “A popularist.”

Ironically, perhaps, Trump was right in his erroneous self- 
proclamation as a “popularist.” It is highly probable that his 
Freudian slip was pointing to the fact that his politics were not the 
classical kind of populism.13

Leaders like Trump and Bolsonaro are still experimenting with 
how to effectively destroy democracy. Trump has been continually 
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trying out a combination of populist and fascist strategies and then 
repeating those that seem to appeal most to his base supporters. 
His natural instinct is to increase the danger to democracy while 
affirming his power and his cult. These basic tendencies make him 
almost fascist.

Despite Trump’s praise for Hitler, and the fact that whisperers 
and speech writers like Steve Bannon and Stephen Miller can be 
considered fascist intellectuals, it is highly improbable that Trump 
has read the history of fascism (or populism) and planned to adhere 
so closely to the fascist playbook.14 Like Hitler, wannabe fascist 
leaders like Trump and Bolsonaro are not fascist theorists, nor are 
they engaged in deep autonomous thought. It is their behavioral 
tendencies that put them close to fascism. Fascism has never been 
a deep intellectual enterprise anyway, but merely a radical form of 
subordination and repression, and a conscious form of racism, 
propaganda, violence, and dictatorial power. Fascist ideology is not 
a closed body of thought but rather the glorification of very basic 
and destructive ideas.

Fascists do not need to understand their history and theory, but 
they always act upon the premise that their leader is always right 
and that equality is essentially bad. It was Hitler who said, “One 
can die only for an idea which one does not understand.”15 Similarly, 
Trump famously told his followers, “What you’re seeing and what 
you’re reading is not what’s happening.”16 Without knowing it, or 
even thinking about it, Trump is carrying on a long political tradi-
tion of fascist leaders who impose ideology onto reality. And yet, 
populist leaders like Trump are not yet fascists because they have 
not (yet) destroyed democracy. But they are not typical populists, 
in the sense that their threats against democracy go beyond the 
standard populist downplaying of democracy. We are living what 
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could be a possible new historical transformation from populism to 
fascism. It is clear that Trump, Bolsonaro, and many others have 
deep admiration for dictators and autocrats, and also limited 
knowledge of their histories. In contrast with their myth of origins, 
I place the wannabe fascists in historical context. My point is to 
highlight how they constitute a dire threat to democracy.

There have been plenty of books that have tried to explain the 
reasons for the rise of Trump and Trumpism. This is not one of 
them. Instead, this book explains why and how Trump and others 
like him are behaving like fascists in the making.
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On July 3, 2020, at Mount Rushmore, then-US president Donald 
Trump warned about the threat of a new kind of fascism: “In our 
schools, our newsrooms, even our corporate boardrooms, there is a 
new far-left fascism that demands absolute allegiance. If you do not 
speak its language, perform its rituals, recite its mantras, and follow 
its commandments, then you will be censored, banished, black-
listed, persecuted, and punished. It’s not going to happen to us.”1

We are living in confusing times when wannabe fascists depict 
themselves as democratic while falsely presenting fascism as an 
ideology of the left—as Trump did at Mount Rushmore and as 
Brazil’s far-right former president Jair Bolsonaro has done for 
years.

As with the fascist leaders of the past, Trump’s denunciation of 
tyrannical invisible forces is contradicted by his violent fascist 
leanings. In fact, Trump echoed a classic technique: fascists tend 
to deny what they are and ascribe their own features and their own 
totalitarian politics to their enemies. The first and foremost of 
these features is the threat of violence.

Along with radical lies, the politics of xenophobia, and dictator-
ship, violence is one of the four main pillars of fascism. Fascism 

1 Violence and the 
Militarization of Politics
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presents violence as a beautiful, moral force—the source of great-
ness, purity, and power—and it practices violence through its mili-
tarization of politics, the ultimate consequences of which are war 
and genocide. The violence of fascism is extreme in terms of both 
its execution and its long-term effects and legacies.2 Violence has 
been a key historical dimension of fascism as an ideology, as a 
movement, and as a regime.

It’s no coincidence that fascist violence is always preemptive. 
As Trump and Bolsonaro portray it, violence is falsely presented as 
a necessary response to an imagined threat. This type of anticipa-
tory violence is what jump-started the Holocaust and justified it in 
the minds of its Nazi perpetrators.

Think of Adolf Hitler’s infamous self-fulfilling prophecy in his 
speech on January 30, 1939, two years before the Holocaust began: 
“Today I will once more be a prophet: If the international Jewish 
financiers in and outside Europe should succeed in plunging  
the nations once more into a world war, then the result will not  
be the Bolshevization of the earth, and thus the victory of Jewry, 
but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe!”3 Hitler inverted 
the terms of the equation, accusing others of plunging the world 
into a war that he himself intended to launch.

At Mount Rushmore, Trump argued that “the radical ideology 
attacking our country advances under the banner of social justice. 
But in truth, it would demolish both justice and society. It would 
transform justice into an instrument of division and vengeance, 
and it would turn our free and inclusive society into a place of 
repression, domination, and exclusion.”4 Trump’s own sense of 
urgency and his claims of an imminent threat to the nation—as he 
narrowly conceived of it—show how close he is to making a fascist 
argument, where the threat of imagined violence justifies its 
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preemptive practice under the leader’s command. Contrary to 
what he proclaimed at Mount Rushmore, it was Trump who was 
and is constantly undermining democracy and inclusion, promot-
ing violence, repression, and coup attempts, and enabling domes-
tic terrorists and mobs. His nativist right-wing populism echoes the 
fascist past.

The Centrality of Violence in Fascism

There is no fascism without extreme violence. Historically, fascism 
has been a radical violent revolt against widely held democratic 
values. Benito Mussolini created the first fascist movement in Italy 
in 1919 and the movement reached power in 1922, but its politics 
were shared by antidemocratic forces worldwide.

Fascism was an anti-left and anti-liberal counterrevolution, 
and while it appropriated the vocabulary of the left—it bears 
remembering that the Nazi movement’s official name was the 
National Socialist German Workers’ Party—it used this vocabulary 
in the service of right-wing domination and oppression. Hitler 
liked to tell a story about how he once lost an argument with leftists 
when they told him that if he continued speaking they would throw 
him off the scaffolding. In the story, Hitler had to stop arguing and 
leave. He concluded that violence always defeated reasoned argu-
ments. In this context, as Hitler explained in Mein Kampf, winners 
in politics are those who resort to “the weapon which most readily 
conquers reason: terror and violence.”5

Hitler first ascribed this terror and violence to his main ene-
mies: Jews and the left. But he also advocated violence because 
“terror is not broken by the mind, but by terror.” For Hitler, vio-
lence needed to go beyond self-defense; it needed to be elevated 
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by an ideology. Hitler said that he personified such a “new spiritual 
doctrine.”6 So did countless other fascists worldwide. In Italy, 
Mussolini grandiosely declared, “I have made the apology of vio-
lence for most of my life.”7

Across the globe, antidemocratic ideologues made the apology 
of violence. Violence was not just the aim of fascism; it was also the 
starting point of its politics. Fascism had violence in its DNA. As the 
Portuguese Blue Shirts stated, “Violence is the essential and intelli-
gent start of all good politics because without violence and in adver-
sity, conquest is impossible.” In fascism, violence became the out-
come of blind faith in the leader. Spanish fascists talked of the 
“sacred violence of action.” Egyptian Blue Shirts also stressed that 
“obedience and struggle” (al-tcah wa al-jihad) were rooted in faith. 
They pledged, “I swear by almighty God, by my honour and by the 
fatherland that I will be a faithful and obedient soldier, fighting for 
the sake of Egypt.” Far from the Middle East, the Chinese Blue Shirts 
maintained that violence was at the center of politics: “There must 
be a determination to shed blood—that is, there must be a kind of 
unprecedented violence to eliminate all enemies of the people.”8

Fascists regarded violence as a natural “cleansing” force.9 The 
Brazilian fascist leader Plínio Salgado explained “the sense of our 
violence” as entirely different from that of the left. Brazilian fas-
cists did not have quantifiable ends but spiritual ones: “Our strug-
gle, in Brazil, is not subordinated to the materialism of the ‘struggle 
for life’ applied to the class struggle, according to the Hegelian dia-
lectic and the Marxist conception of history. Our violence must 
have a sense of the Spirit, of its intervention in the course of events, 
of the imposition of a new meaning of life.”10

Inayatullah Khan Mashriqi, also known as Allama Mashriqi, the 
fascist supreme leader of the Khaksar movement in Punjab, said, 
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“We do believe in violence. Nonviolent people must be stamped out 
from the face of the world. Nonviolence is unnatural.”11 Similarly, 
Nicaraguan fascist Pablo Cuadra argued, “We are Fascist in our will 
to organize our disorganized lands in their truth and tradition. We 
use violence against those challenging the advance of our resur-
gence with their incomprehensible stupidity.”12

Mussolini warned that enemies of fascism had no right to com-
plain about “our violence” because it was a response to their vio-
lence, which was for him more extreme than fascist violence. The 
Duce, as Mussolini was known, insisted on the need for “our vio-
lence” to have “specific fascist dimensions.” He repudiated the vio-
lence of all against one. He also condemned “the violence that is 
not explained.” Mussolini identified those forms of violence with 
his enemies. He said that while fascist violence has a liberating 
power, socialist violence constrained the individual: “There is a 
violence that frees and a violence that chains; there is a violence 
that is moral and a violence that is stupid and immoral.”13 Mussolini 
made a “profound distinction” between forms of violence: on the 
one hand, those that were unacceptable because they were egotis-
tical, individualistic, socialist, or liberal, and on the other hand, 
fascist violence, which was absolutely sacred and moral in nature.

Without specific ends, violence was potentially limitless and 
self-legitimizing. As historian Paul Corner argues, “Because of 
what was considered its moral function, violence was seen as 
totally legitimate—something essential to the cause of national 
transformation.” Violence was the fascist path to power.14

In this way, fascism cannot be simply defined by what it stood 
against—liberalism, Marxism, and democracy—but also as a the-
ory of violence with extreme practical consequences, including, in 
some cases, genocide. Fascism promoted violence to undermine 
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the political tendency toward liberal conciliation. Fascists consid-
ered discussions fruitless. They saw no point in engaging with 
other traditions.15 Violence defined all stages of fascism.16 For these 
reasons, Norberto Bobbio, an Italian political scientist and a major 
interpreter of fascism and politics, said, “Violence was the ideol-
ogy of fascism.”17

But what is ideology? Ideologies are moralistic systems of com-
mon opinions and ideas intended to justify and motivate political 
action. They stress rhetorical points rather than logical arguments 
and are often resistant to evidence. They are often circular. 
Ideologies don’t to need be complex; in fact, they are more success-
ful when they are simple, or even simplistic. As Hannah Arendt 
noted, ideologies “can explain everything and every occurrence by 
deducing it from a single premise.”18 This is a needed frame of ref-
erence to understand why and how violence, and its appeal and 
glorification, was not a mere tool but a major foundation of fascist 
ideology and practice.

But what kind of violence? Was fascist violence different from 
the violence of other political systems? While most political ideolo-
gies regard violence, even extreme violence, as a means to an end, 
in fascism violence becomes an end in itself. For fascists, violence 
is transcendental, linking humanity to a heroic mythological world.

Across the globe, fascists equated political violence with the 
source of political power. While liberals and communists viewed 
power as the result of the state’s monopoly on violence, fascists 
equated power with the exercise of political violence. Fascists saw 
the state’s restriction of violence as the opposite of political power. 
They believed that unleashing violence created and increased 
their own power. They envisioned violence as the source of a new 
authoritarian society where nationalism, racism, and (centrally 
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planned) capitalism could be integrated. For similar reasons, they 
also believed that a free press and an open public sphere were 
against their own interests. Fascism identified the pacification of 
national and international spaces with political weakness. At the 
same time, fascists conceived of their own violence as “sacred.” 
Nationalist myths inspired and legitimized violence as a key 
dimension of the fascist political religion. According to fascist ide-
ology, these myths preceded and transcended historical time. 
Central to this conception was a sacred contest against internal 
and external enemies. Fascism imagined an existential enemy that 
it subsequently identified and repressed. Brute force was consid-
ered necessary against those who were perceived to oppose the fas-
cist trinity of people, nation, and leader.19 Mussolini argued that 
fascist violence was the decisive solution for the “gangrenous” 
political situation that preceded him. He said that “our violence” is 
“extremely moral, sacrosanct and necessary.”20

In India, fascists like M. S. Golwalkar argued that understand-
ing “[our] history” would provide Hindus with an image of “our-
selves” not as “the degenerate, downtrodden, uncivilised slaves 
that we are taught to believe we are today, but a nation, a free 
nation of illustrious heroes fighting the forces of destruction for the 
last thousand years.” This imagined “history” implied a notion of 
mythical violence that was needed again in the present. National 
ardor and the “race spirit” called on Indians to “carry on the strug-
gle to the bitter end.” This struggle meant the elimination of all 
enemies: “National consciousness blazes forth and we Hindus 
rally to the Hindu Standard, the Bhagawa Dhwaja, set our teeth in 
grim determination to wipe out the opposing forces.”21

In this view, fascist violence was a defense mechanism against 
the violence of the enemy, generally presented as a conspiracy of 
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communists, liberals, and Jews. This fantasy was disseminated by 
fascists across the world. One of the most famous representatives 
of American fascism, Father Charles Coughlin, a radio personality 
who, according to the New York Times, commanded a weekly audi-
ence of ninety million listeners, stated in 1938 that “Nazism was 
conceived as a political defense mechanism against Communism.” 
Those who fought against fascists were enemies of God. Coughlin 
included the president of the United States among these enemies. 
In an address before a National Union for Social Justice rally, he 
was quoted as having referred to President Roosevelt as “anti-
God” and advocated the use of bullets “when an upstart dictator in 
the United States succeeds in making a one-party government and 
when the ballot is useless.”22 Another cleric—fascist radio person-
ality Father Virgilio Filippo of Argentina—similarly believed that 
fascists, willingly or unwillingly, acted in the name of God against 
the existential threat represented by communist, Jewish, and secu-
lar enemies of the nation. He assured his followers that “God pun-
ishes his enemies with the methods they used to defile him.”23

Fascists argued that violence was good when it was noble, 
sacred, and mythical. Words like bloodbath were meaningful to fas-
cists insofar as they related the violence to a sense of regeneration 
and purification through violence. But whereas Mussolini espe-
cially liked the violence of “one on one,” other fascists praised the 
idea of the unlimited bloodbath, the purification of an absolute and 
impersonal violence.24

This was the message that Heinrich Himmler, the leader of the 
SS, gave when he talked to a select group of Nazis at Posen in 
German-occupied Poland in 1943. In his secret speech, Himmler 
explained that the extensive number of victims was a cause for pride 
and their domination an opportunity for feelings of redemption and 
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regeneration.25 Himmler used explicit language: “I am referring 
here to the evacuation of the Jews, the extermination of the Jewish 
people. This is one of the things that are easily said: ‘The Jewish peo-
ple are going to be exterminated.’ ”26 With these remarks, Himmler 
highlighted the difference between the discourse of victimization 
and the actual experience of victimizing others, between saying and 
doing. For him the latter was a privilege reserved for a select few. 
Referring to the first group of perpetrators, he said, “Of all those who 
talk like that, not one has seen it happen, not one has had to go 
through with it. Most of you men know what it is like to see 100 
corpses side by side, or 500 or 1,000. To have stood fast through this 
and except for cases of human weakness to have stayed decent, that 
has made us hard.”27

Decency was a key element of the Nazis’ vision of an essential 
and moral genocide. Himmler believed that “this is an unwritten 
and never-to-be-written page of glory in our history, for we know 
how difficult it would be for us if today under bombing raids and 
the hardships and deprivations of war if we were still to have the 
Jews in every city as secret saboteurs, agitators, and inciters. If the 
Jews were still lodged in the body of the German nation, we would 
probably by now have reached the stage of 1916–17.”28

In his novel Kaputt (1944), the maverick fascist writer Curzio 
Malaparte criticized this form of violence, even saying that one 
could find more humanity in the artificial eye of a German killer 
than in the real one. Similarly, Mussolini stated that “violence is 
immoral when it is cold and calculated but not anymore when it’s 
instinctive and impulsive.”29 Nazism presented a more detached 
form of violence, one that led to further dehumanization and legiti-
mized the Holocaust in the eyes of its perpetrators, but for most 
fascists, violence was entirely moral when applied to the cause. 



Violence and the Militarization of Politics [ 31 ]

Moreover, it was a “good” thing to “exterminate” enemies, as 
Himmler grotesquely put it in a speech in 1944.30

To sum up, in fascism, extreme violence was conceived as a way 
to preempt national disaster and was justified as a defense of the 
homeland against an imagined conspiracy of existential enemies. 
But fascists also thought that violence was the source of all power. In 
contrast with all other political traditions, they believed that the state 
monopoly on violence needed to be extensively used rather than 
restricted. Peace—internal or external—was anathema to fascists. 
This is one of the reasons why Hitler, after having established total 
domination at home, started the Second World War and the 
Holocaust. When he joined Hitler’s war, Mussolini declared that it 
was “the logical development of our revolution.” Fighting alongside 
Nazism was an obligation emanating from the “laws of fascist moral-
ity.”31 External war was a direct consequence of having finished the 
internal one. Fascism was rooted in the militarization of politics at 
home, but its idea of politics-as-war implied the need for total war. 
Just as the politics of fascism was conceived as the opposite of poli-
tics as usual, fascist war was the opposite of conventional war.

Violence and Terror

Hitler stated that “coercion is broken only by coercion and terror 
by terror.” For Hitler, violence and terror were deep foundations of 
Nazism: “Political parties are inclined to compromises; philoso-
phies never. Political parties even reckon with opponents; philoso-
phies proclaim their infallibility.”32 This self-understood rising to 
the level of a philosophical, aesthetic, moral, and even transcen-
dental status is what defines fascist violence and makes this pillar 
of fascism so unique.
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Brutality per se—even in the most extreme forms, such as the 
Soviet Gulags or the American use of napalm in Vietnam and 
atomic bombs in Japan—does not make its users fascists.33

Violence is intrinsic to fascism, but, of course, it is not exclusive 
to fascism. The same applies to other thinkers of the left and the 
right. Karl Marx, for example, said that violence is the midwife of 
history and thus unavoidable, but at least as the story is told, in 
Marxism as well as in liberalism and conservatism, that violence is 
always a means to an end.34 Bobbio thought that renouncing vio-
lence to achieve and exert power is a key feature of democratic pol-
itics. If democratic regimes, at least in principle, avoid producing 
violent outcomes to solve social conflicts, fascism actively pro-
motes them. Fascism does not limit but actually expands institu-
tional violence.35 This is partly because it bases its legitimacy in 
violence and partly because its ideology and practice of violence 
are not separated; they are one and the same.36

In his “Doctrine of Fascism,” Mussolini argued that fascism 
was born out of a need for action and it became action.37 On another 
occasion he argued that “violence is decisive” and said that “by 
forty-eight hours of systematic, warrior violence we have obtained 
what we would not have obtained in forty-eight hours of preaching 
and propaganda.”38

Fascism was violence incarnated. But we need to think more 
deeply about the historical reasons why its antidemocratic views 
were fused with racism, oppression, and mythology to create such 
a distinctive form of political violence. The context of World War I 
and the extreme brutalization of its trenches led to the idea that 
soldiers could form a “trenchocracy,” as Mussolini and others put 
it. Once the war was over, it was not a great leap for former soldiers 
to view politics as another instance of the war they had just experi-
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enced. Colonialism and imperialism also served as “laboratories of 
fascism,” with their extreme racialization and oppression in the 
forms of mass killings, “absolute destruction” warfare, and con-
centration camps.39 Think of the German colonial extermination of 
the Herero in Namibia, or the words of the Kaiser when he asked 
his troops in China in 1900 to avenge injustice via the use of total 
violence: “When you meet the enemy, you will beat him; you will 
give no pardon and take no prisoners. Those whom you capture are 
at your mercy.” The Kaiser presented his violence, in typically rac-
ist terms, as a response to the putative inferiority of the Chinese 
people and their supposed ignorance of the law. In this context, 
extreme violence was for him unavoidable: “As the Huns a thou-
sand years ago under King Etzel made a name for themselves that 
has lasted mightily in memory, so may the name ‘Germany’ be 
known in China, such that no Chinese will ever again even dare to 
look askance at a German.”40

In the few instances when fascism became a regime, it took a 
little more than a decade (Italy) or six years (Germany) to move 
from total internal war to absolute external war and empire. Fascist 
empires radicalized previous imperial traditions—including the 
idea of war as a civilizing mission, and the uses of violence and 
repression and racial hierarchies—and fused them with their own 
dreams of a homogeneous national regeneration. In this context 
the obliteration of the colonized was a foregone conclusion.41

What started in the colonies expanded to Europe. As Hannah 
Arendt explained, colonial administrators of violence soon formed 
a new bureaucracy that was ready to influence home politics with 
the idea that violence and power were intimately linked and repre-
sented the essence of every political system. Another major influ-
ence on the development of fascism’s philosophy of violence was 
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WWI. Some members of the front generation displayed a combina-
tion of “antihumanist, antiliberal, anti-individualist, and anticul-
tural instincts.” They praised violence, power, and cruelty, linking 
these things back to the imperialist rationale. They equated terror 
with everyday politics.42 These precedents opened the way for a 
total transformation of political language; the classic myth of the 
warrior was combined with a “new man forged by total warfare.”43

The violence of fascism was conceived as the shell-shocking 
violence of the life-or-death situation experienced in the trenches. 
In short, fascists rooted their politics in the mythological tenets of 
violent sacrifice and violent death. They rapidly translated the 
world of external war into the world of internal politics.44 After this 
internalization was complete, fascism once again externalized war.

The Fascist Militarization of Violence

The German Jewish anti-fascist thinker Walter Benjamin said that 
fascism regarded politics as spectacle, or as he put it, “The logical 
outcome of fascism is an aestheticizing of political life.”45

Violence and the performance of violence were at the heart of 
all fascisms. But fascist violence was not merely performance. 
Street fighting, the assault on state institutions, and marching in 
costumes were seen as first steps toward the militarization of politi-
cal life.46

Uniforms and other pseudomilitary regalia were important in 
ideological terms but not necessarily military ones.47 All across the 
world, from Brazil to India, fascists paraded in military costumes 
or pseudomilitary uniforms, displaying guns as the central element 
of their politics. In Punjab, fascist leader Mashriqi argued that “the 
aim of the Khaksar soldier is to establish sovereignty over the 
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whole world and to secure social and political supremacy through 
their fine conduct.” His organization was fully militarized, with a 
clear chain of command, uniforms, and pseudomilitary titles.48

In 1935, Mashriqi defined his fascist organization as “a move-
ment for men, lions, soldiers and belligerents, and never the move-
ment for women, wives, eunuchs and boys.” Violence was the only 
natural response to their situation because the nation was “in the 
throes of death and decline.”49 Similarly fusing politics and holy 
violence, Eugenia Silveyra de Oyuela, one of the most extreme 
Argentine fascist intellectuals, asserted that violence was legiti-
mate as a result of God’s war against the internal enemies. For her, 
this was the situation in Argentina: “red hordes” had invaded the 
country, and “we have the invaders in our midst, and we are, in 
fact, in a state of defensive war. This is a licit war for the Argentine 
who needs ‘to defend the rights of the threatened homeland.’ ”50 
For fascists, war was the normal way for politics to work, and mili-
tarization was its logical consequence.

As Mashriqi also wrote, “Every principle and every action of the 
Khaksar movement is based on military patterns. . . . The Khaksar 
soldier is not a showy and toy soldier.”51 Brutalization was both 
intuitive and the object of cultivation.52

A concern for the weakness of the masses was shared across the 
globe; this is why the masses needed to be regimented. To achieve 
this aim, fascist violence projected a sense of über-masculinity. 
Pistols and other weapons, regimentation, uniforms, and militaris-
tic rituals functioned as gendered attributes that helped reinforce 
the idea that fascist men ought to be respected, followed, and 
potentially feared qua men (patriarchs).53 Manliness and violence 
were conceived as part of a fascist sense of “the supreme hierarchy 
of moral values.” As Spanish fascist leader José Antonio Primo de 
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Rivera rhetorically asked, “Who said that when they insult our feel-
ings, rather than react as men, we are obliged to be nice?” He 
answered his own question by stating that being respectful was 
cute, but real men reacted against offenses by adopting “the dia-
lectic of fists and pistols.”54

Fascism needed fit male bodies organized in militia forma-
tions. As Mashriqi eloquently put it, soldierly life corrected many 
of the democratic “tribulations” that his Khaksar fascists had to 
overcome.55 If these “tribulations” were the outcome of pluralism, 
nonviolence, and the peaceful resolution of conflicts, then fascism 
provided homogenizing forces that affirmed a masculinity that was 
aggressive, active, and warrior-like. Spanish fascist Ernesto 
Giménez Caballero stated that masses were useless in and of them-
selves and were in need of a hierarchy and regimentation. He said 
that “life needs” to be militarized and the “militia is the organism 
that needs to be unleashed in our movement.”56

Violence and Legality

The Spanish conservative philosopher José Ortega y Gasset 
observed in 1925 that a key difference between communist and fas-
cist violence was that violence in fascism was more important than 
the law. He noted that the Soviet government used violence to 
ensure its right but did not make it “its right.” In contrast, fascism 
did not intend to establish a “new law” because it “did not care 
about giving a legal basis to its power.”57 In short, while commu-
nists used extreme violence when it suited them, fascists elevated 
violence to a status higher than the law. For fascists, violence was 
more legitimate than legality, because while the former was the 
result of a cult of heroism and leadership principle, the latter was 
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rooted in hypocrisy, treason, and artificial intellectuality. These 
enemies needed to be openly confronted. Fascist violence was 
“saintly and justifiable.”58

Mussolini explained that a hierarchy was necessary to organize 
the masses, whereas legality was an open question that depended 
on the needs of the moment. Against an “imbecile” democracy 
that ruled in administrative and parliamentary terms, fascism put 
forward a military organization. Fascism had to be “swift and 
inflexible. Where there is a sick situation, it must be cured with iron 
and fire. When we say ‘iron and fire’ one must not believe in rhe-
torical amplification. We intend to speak of iron in the sense of a 
wounding weapon and of fire in the more specifically cauterizing 
sense of the word.”59

As Brazilian fascist leader Salgado understood it, fascist vio-
lence was the outcome of a fight for the soul of civilization. It would 
save the nation from extinction by destroying those it regarded as 
different. As he saw it, one could not be impartial in the battle 
between “good and evil.” Supporting fascism’s violent march to 
power was the “only one attitude worthy of those who sincerely 
love Brazil and have enlisted for the fight against enemies of the 
country.” Fascism was not organized to “show off ” in “parades” 
but to destroy democracy. Fascism was against “degenerates and 
criminals.” He argued that its violence should not treat them as 
subjects but as a living disease, in the way one deals with “cancer 
by cauterizing it.”60

Similarly, Jorge González von Marées, the jefe of the Chilean 
Nacis, argued that what was at stake was the future of culture: 
“Violence is necessary when reason becomes powerless to impose 
sanity.” This was a “counterattack” against those “who intend to 
destroy with blood and fire.” This was a major task, a call to arms 
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for “our young legions, whose martial footsteps will vibrate again.” 
In other words, violence was the road to power.61

Recasting Fascist Violence: From Populism  
to Wannabe Fascism

To sum up, fascism identified the pacification of national and inter-
national spaces with political weakness and dubious legitimacy. At 
the same time, fascists imagined their own violence to be “sacred,” 
a source of power and purification. Brute force was deemed a fun-
damental tactic in opposing those who were perceived to be against 
the fascist trinity of people, nation, and leader. On a global scale, 
this fascist brutalization of politics created and legitimized the 
conditions for extreme forms of political repression, war, and gen-
ocide. Fascism theorized an existential enemy that it would subse-
quently identify, repress, and eliminate.

Violence is often the outcome of an idea of victimhood. In this 
context, violent actors and oppressors recast themselves as vic-
tims. In populism, this violence remains rhetorical, whereas fas-
cism constantly put it into practice.

Fascists connected the glorification of violence and the need to 
“conquer the world” with a notion of victimhood that they linked 
back to the divine. In the Punjab, Mashriqi linked fascism back to 
Islam.62 While Mashriqi had no influence in Pakistan after 1945, 
Indian fascist ideology became a key source for the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) of Narendra Modi.63 Thus, Hindu fascists were 
much more successful in provoking genocidal histories of violence 
that would have an impact on the present.

As formulated by Savarkar and Golwalkar, Hindutva ideology 
reinvented Hindu nationalism in ways that redeployed Western 
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ideas of fascism, racism, and modernization. Mahatma Gandhi, 
the “recognized symbolic father of modern India, epitomized an 
oppositional relationship both to Western modernity and to Hindu 
nationalism. . . . Although he considered himself an orthodox 
Hindu, Gandhi rejected this form of nationalism because it chan-
neled colonial subjugation as a form of mawkish innocence to 
authorizing violent expression, which he vehemently opposed.” 
Gandhi was assassinated in 1948 by a member of the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), who would be incorporated into the 
pantheon of the current BJP populist party in India.64

The Indian case offers one of the most striking continuities 
between fascism and populism. The RSS, founded in 1924, had  
a later political offshoot in the Jana Sangh, which was launched  
in 1950 and later renamed the BJP. The BJP reformulated itself 
while never leaving behind key elements of fascism, especially 
xenophobia and the role of violence in politics. But radical  
propaganda and dictatorial aspirations only returned more fully  
in recent years with the wannabe fascism of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi.

In contrast, most “classic” populists did change their fascist or 
pro-dictatorial ways after 1945. As a result of the defeat of fascism, 
populists attempted to reform and change the fascist legacy. They 
consistently renounced their fascist foundations, but they did  
not leave fascism entirely behind. Populism took the place of  
fascism as a new “third way” between liberalism and communism. 
However, unlike fascism, populism wanted to be a democratic 
choice. This populist intention to create a new political tradition, 
apart from fascism, explains the complex historical nature of pop-
ulism as a varied set of authoritarian experiments in democracy. To 
be sure, eventually modern populism incorporated elements from 
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other traditions, but its authoritarian origins shaped its signature 
tension between democracy and dictatorship.

Fascism idealizes and practices raw forms of political violence 
that populism rejects in theory and, most often, in practice. Talking 
about populism and fascism as though they are the same is thus 
problematic. After the fall of the fascist powers in WWII, early pop-
ulists rejected not only dictatorial fascism but also high levels of 
political violence, racism, and anti-Semitism, together with total 
war and militarism. It’s true that the first populist to come to power, 
Juan Perón, welcomed many Nazis and other fascists. However, 
Perón also allowed Argentine Jews to be full members of the nation 
as long as they declared themselves Peronist Jews, and Vargas’s 
campaigns against minorities more closely resembled the contem-
porary illiberal trends of American democracy (for example, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s actions against Japanese Americans) 
than Nazi-fascist-style racist laws. Populism implied a rejection of 
fascist violence. Populists polarized their societies but did not 
engage in high levels of repression and political violence.65

Populism exemplified the first two elements of the fascist 
maxim “believing, obeying and fighting,” but it clearly rejected the 
third. As Perón said in 1945 before he was elected, “One does not 
win with violence.”66 For Perón, a political leader did not need to be 
feared: “Fortunately, I have been always obeyed and respected. To 
be obeyed, I never commanded nothing that could not be done.” 
He never asked for things that could not be easily accepted. He 
wanted his followers to believe in “logical things” and act “with 
pleasure, and not with violence.”67 Similarly, Getulio Vargas stated, 
“I don’t need to urge the people to react or incite violence because 
the people always know when to react and against whom.”68 For 
populists, and in contrast with the fascists, violence was not a 
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source of power and wisdom for the people and the leader. As 
Ecuadorian populist leader José María Velasco Ibarra explained, 
“If there is no understanding, there is hatred and the practice of 
violence is advocated. The practice of violence corrupts the gov-
ernments, corrupts the youth, corrupts the people.”69

Violence as a practice was anathema to populist politics. As Eva 
Perón put it in 1949, violence was “a phantom” hovering over the 
present world, a remnant left by the Second World War, and she 
was willing to identify it with the new geopolitical order of “the 
failed principles of liberalism” and those that “stick to violence as 
the only means of domination.”70 As Perón’s wife and one of the 
key leaders of the Peronist movement, Eva Perón had a unique role 
as a mediator between genders, bearing witness to the equally 
unique Peronist rethinking of traditional gender relations. In this 
aspect, as in many others, Peronism transcended fascism. It was a 
movement of organized workers, not of paramilitary formations. 
Rather than identifying with communism or liberal democracy, 
populists put forward a third position beyond communism and 
what Venezuelan populist leader Rómulo Betancourt called the 
“decadent Western democracies.”71

While fascism promoted war for its own sake, populists starkly 
differentiated themselves from the fascist militarization of politics. 
As Colombian populist Jorge Eliécer Gaitán explained, fascists 
“not only do not repudiate war, but love it.” Fascism enshrined war 
and viewed it as a “constitutive element of society.” In a famous 
speech in 1947, Gaitan stated that violence was a sign of weakness: 
“No one can conceive of violence as a way to create law.”72 As 
Perón put it, “Violence generally incarnates violence. Violence is 
blind. Violence—as Sartre says—is illiterate. It knows nothing.” 73 
Similarly, Brazilian populist Vargas argued for the rule of law 
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instead of violence. Violence, its conception and more importantly 
its practices, divides the waters between fascism and populism. For 
fascists, violence generated power, although in reality, as Vargas 
put it, violence just generated more violence, and this was not what 
the people wanted.74 Violence and its legacy of repression and 
extermination define the contrasting global experiences of fascism 
and populism as ideologies, movements, and regimes, as well as 
their subsequent reformulations in our new century.75

For populists, force and violence could not solve political prob-
lems. As authoritarian as populist leaders were, militarization was 
not central to populism. Like the fascists, Perón positioned himself 
as a law-and-order leader who could knit together a divided public 
balanced on a fragile peace. In doing so, he valorized the police and 
the armed forces against imagined enemies of the people, both 
inside and outside Argentina, who compromised not only the 
country’s safety, but its identity. Referring to himself in a 1945 
speech, Perón said, “Let Colonel Perón be the link of union that 
would make indestructible the brotherhood between the people, 
the army and the police. Let this union be eternal and infinite so 
this people will grow in that spiritual unity of the true and authentic 
forces of nationality and order.”76 And yet, this union did not lead 
to a full unification of the movement, the state, and the security 
forces. Perón said that victory would be won not with violence but 
with “intelligence and organization.” But as the former fascist 
strongman in a military dictatorship, a leader who had turned to 
democratic procedures to become the elected president of the 
country, Perón believed that a mix of authoritarianism and consen-
sus was better than terror.77

To be sure, Perón often threatened the opposition with radical 
violence. The nation had to be defended from “visible and invisible 
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enemies of the homeland.”78 He warned that if the enemies wanted 
war, the Peronists would hang them with a rope.79 His antagonism 
was so extreme that when Perón engaged in verbal fights with the 
absolute enemies (internal and external) whom he never or clearly 
identified, he said, “They should know that they will pay a high 
price, if they forget that in this land when it was needed to impose 
what the people wanted it did not matter how many Argentines 
should die.”80

War was connected with these imaginary enemies of populism 
and the nation. Perón carefully delineated the notion of an abso-
lute enemy, but he never actualized it. At one point he warned that 
political adversaries turned into “enemies of the nation.” And yet, 
the populist leader’s theory of the enemy remained distant from 
his practice. Populists displaced the total war of destruction to an 
imaginary future. Their positions were imaginary responses to the 
violence of the enemy, but they never came close to adopting war 
as an ideology. As Perón said, “If they want war they will get a war. 
And above all, they should know if they choose war, its outcome 
will be that they or us will disappear.”81

In fact, violence was more typical of the practices of anti- 
populist enemies. In Colombia, it was the populist leader Gaitán 
who was assassinated in 1948. Perón went into exile in 1955 rather 
than face the prospect of internal war. Populists rejected the possibil-
ity of a fascist civil war. Internal violence was entirely avoidable.

Perón stated, “We have suffered and endured violence, but we 
have not exercised it, because we are against those methods. 
Because he who has the truth does not need violence, and he who 
has violence will never get the truth.”82 A former dictator turned 
populist, Perón relied on the votes of the Peronist masses to keep 
him in power (from the first time he was elected in 1946 until the 



[ 44 ] v i o l e n c e  a n d  t h e  m i l i t a r i z a t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c s

coup that toppled him in 1955). In turn, he delivered for the masses, 
including paid vacations, more rights for peasants and farm and 
urban workers, fully funded state retirement, basically no unem-
ployment, and substantial increases in state support for public 
health care and public education. Because of these gains, Perón 
never needed to crack down on his regime’s critics. His popularity 
and these material gains built a consensus that neutralized critics 
without the need to resort to violence or the militarization of state 
and society. While Perón famously said that there was a moment 
when political adversaries became “enemies of the nation” and 
thus “snakes that one can kill in any way,” this sort of statement 
was not coupled with the type of dictatorial repression that consti-
tutes fascism.83

Fascism and populism presented clear distinctions in their uses 
and conceptions of political violence. If fascism understood power 
as firmly rooted in violence, populism shared with liberalism a 
more Weberian, and restricted, notion of violence, namely, that 
when power is achieved, violence is restricted. In fact, when popu-
list forms of democracy were replaced by dictatorships in countries 
like Argentina in the 1970s, fascist forms of violence returned. This 
renewed fascist ideology was visible in the post-fascist and neofas-
cist features of the Latin American “Dirty Wars” and in other “hot” 
war contexts of the global Cold War, from the Middle East to Africa 
and Southeast Asia. Many of these radical dictatorships repre-
sented a form of anti-populist ideology, in which violence reigned 
supreme. They presented continuities with fascist practices, and in 
some cases—such as Argentina, and to a minor extent Pinochet’s 
Chile—with fascist notions. In contrast, populism put forward an 
authoritarian version of democracy that straddled democracy and 
dictatorship, leaving fascist violence behind.84
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The Manufacturing of Violence

Fascism’s idea of politics as a total war has consequences not only 
in conceptual terms but also in practice. We can see this in practice 
through the cult of the leader and his violent rhetoric and actions 
that sometimes resemble acts of war. The cult of the leader and his 
search for power warranted extreme violence. Although it was pre-
sented as spontaneous, this violence was, in fact, planned. Fascist 
leaders manufactured the conditions for civil war. Fascists “black-
mailed their way into power,” creating a fear of further terror and 
violence that they constantly fueled with ever-increasing terror 
and violence. This shared theory and practice of violence, and the 
complicity in illegality they engendered, created a fiction of secu-
rity among the members of fascist nations. Only fascist violence 
protected members from the “outside world.”85

As we will see in the next chapter, lies and propaganda are key 
elements of the promotion and dissemination of violence. In 1936, 
Spanish fascist dictator Francisco Franco, an unremarkable gen-
eral, launched a coup and a gruesome civil war to destroy Spanish 
democracy while openly denying killings. Terror and total militari-
zation were the foundation of his coup and his regime. This fascist 
war against constitutional democracy proceeded with the support 
of Hitler and Mussolini. The fate of the Spanish Republic was widely 
left unattended by Western democracy. In fact, it was an internal 
war. Franco rebelled against democracy and eventually turned the 
state against its own citizens. He regarded his war as a battle against 
the “anti-fatherland.” He considered his enemies to be tools of a 
“Jewish-Masonic-Bolshevik conspiracy.” Terror and the militariza-
tion of society were central to Franco’s campaign to “purify” his 
country. His idea was that terror would lead to “redemption.” Mass 



[ 46 ] v i o l e n c e  a n d  t h e  m i l i t a r i z a t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c s

killings, rapes, and widespread economic expropriations were the 
clear effects of Franco’s sacrificial violence. All in all, two hundred 
thousand people were assassinated, while four hundred thousand 
were imprisoned in two hundred concentration camps. Franco’s 
sacred war against democracy was lethal.86

Italian fascists, for their part, are to blame for the premature 
deaths of around a million people, including thousands of political 
assassinations and innocent victims from the unprovoked Italian 
war against Ethiopia and the colonial war in Libya, where fascists 
used chemical weapons, as well as during the Second World War 
and the Holocaust.87 As Franco did, the Italian fascists systemati-
cally denied their multiple crimes.

The Nazis also denied their Holocaust atrocities, stating that 
facts about them were part of a disinformation campaign by their 
enemies. Neofascists today continue to deny the Holocaust and 
even deny their own fascist behavior while they promote violence. 
In fact, the Nazis inherited a tradition of violence rooted in racism 
and discrimination, and they carried it forward. As historian Raul 
Hilberg brilliantly put it, “We have observed the trend in the three 
successive goals of anti-Jewish administrators. The missionaries of 
Christianity had said in effect: You have no right to live among us 
as Jews. The secular rulers who followed had proclaimed: You have 
no right to live among us. The German Nazis at last decreed: You 
have no right to live.”88 The same logic was often applied by other 
fascists toward their imagined and/or real enemies—for example, 
by Romanian, Italian, Hungarian, and Ukrainian fascists toward 
Jews, or Franco’s total destruction of his enemies. To be sure, this 
level of extreme violence has not been met by the new aspirants to 
fascism in our century. But it is worth briefly analyzing the four 
stages of the Holocaust to assess whether these classic forms of 
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fascist violence relate to the present forms of violence among pop-
ulists and post-fascists.

Here, the Holocaust, which the Nazis justified as preemptive 
violence, remains the most extreme case of fascist violence. 
Hilberg distinguishes four fundamental stages that were chrono-
logical steps toward the final goal:

1. An initial moment of definition of the future victims, made 

up in nominal terms by the enactment of a specific legislation 

that defined who was a Jew.

2. A second phase of expropriation, characterized by the 

“aryanization” of properties, job dismissals, special taxes, 

and food rationing policies.

3. A third phase of deportation and concentration in ghettos 

and/or concentration camps.

4. A final phase of extermination in mobile killing operations or 

in extermination camps.89

It is clear that populism and wannabe fascism are nowhere near 
this level of systematic violence, but neither were most other cases 
of fascism between the 1920s and 1945. While populists denied  
the practical value of this level of violence even after they clearly 
constructed their enemies, wannabe fascists have often idealized 
it. It is important to remember that fascism is a specific form of pol-
itics where violence plays a central role, so the question is to what 
extent we can see continuities between past and present forms of 
extreme right-wing violence.90 Despite wannabe fascists being 
more subtle or incompetent when it comes to glorifying violence 
and militarization, the connections are important and should not 
be ignored.
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Even in countries where populism has predominated, many 
neofascist groups existed and continue to exist. Neofascist move-
ments, which aim to invoke and replicate the fascist legacy, are on 
the rise in Europe and Brazil. The United States, with its organized 
paramilitary militias and racist gunmen, has provided its society 
with measured doses of the fascist political violence and death that 
so well define what neofascism stands for. Neofascists are the nat-
ural companions of populist wannabe fascists.

In 2020, one day after it was reported that law enforcement 
used force, including rubber bullets and tear gas, to clear peaceful 
protesters from outside the White House, the Trump campaign put 
out a statement claiming that it never happened, despite numerous 
eyewitness accounts and video of the scene.91 The president’s 
response to the uprisings across the United States after the killing 
of George Floyd featured several falsehoods and misdirection, 
including blaming antifa for the widespread protests. The same 
pattern of misinformation was often adopted to depict the Trumpist 
coup of 2021, whose outcome was violence. Trump’s demonization 
of anti-fascism, Black Lives Matter, and critical race theory acted 
as the reason for the validation of violence against those who fight 
fascism and racism.

Misinformation has been a central feature of the current 
attempts to turn the history of the January 6 coup into its opposite: 
a manufactured myth. According to this myth, “Those accused of 
rioting were patriotic political prisoners and Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
was to blame for the violence.” As the New York Times informed the 
public, these lies were voiced at the highest levels of the Republican 
Party.92

Trump used a health crisis of major proportions (the COVID-19 
pandemic) and a failed coup to promote his brand of violent author-
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itarianism, positioning himself not as an elected official but as a 
leader who permanently owns the truth and whose authority is 
total. Once out of power, Trump increased the fascist patterns of 
his behavior, even warning that people would be exterminated and 
the country would be destroyed if nobody acted. He said, “The 
Green New Deal, going to destroy our country, this Green New 
Deal. It’s green new bullshit. That’s what it is. It’s bullshit.” As he 
stated in Arizona in July of 2021, “These people are crazy. Whatever 
happened to cows, remember they were going to get rid of all the 
cows? They stopped that, people didn’t like that. Remember?  
You know why they were going to get rid of all the cows? People  
will be next.”93

Bolsonaro, who is also known as the Brazilian Trump, was 
advised by Steve Bannon in his electoral campaign in 2018. The 
Brazilian populist combined promises of austerity measures with 
self-fulling prophesies of violence and the literal militarization of 
his government (with a record number of military men in key  
positions of the administration). In addition to military men, 
Bolsonaro’s government was made up of disciples of “philoso-
pher” Olavo de Carvalho, whose idea of violence was clearly  
fascist. For de Carvalho, violence was not a noun but an “adjective” 
that became legitimate when acting against criminals and “preda-
tors.”94 Bolsonaro’s campaign and his time in power (2019–2022) 
were marked by racism, misogyny, extreme law-and-order  
positions, and criminal mismanagement of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

For Bolsonaro, the left represents the antithesis of  
democracy—what he calls the “Venezuelanization” of politics. But 
left-wing populists in Latin America do not usually engage in rac-
ism or xenophobia. They do not seek to destroy democracy with 
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violence, lies, and racism. To be sure, left-wing populist leaders 
like the Néstor and Cristina Fernández de Kirchner administra-
tions in Argentina (2003–2015), the Rafael Correa administration 
in Ecuador (2007–2017), and Hugo Chávez in Venezuela (1999–
2012) corrupted democratic institutions, but they still accepted the 
results of elections when they lost. Even on the right, there have 
been plenty of traditional populists, including Carlos Menem in 
Argentina, Fernando Collor de Mello in Brazil, and Silvio Berlusconi 
in Italy, who are not antidemocratic by way of the glorification of 
violence.

This is not what Bolsonaro stands for. Unlike previous forms of 
populism (on the left and right) that embraced democracy and 
rejected violence and racism, Bolsonaro’s populism hearkens back 
to Hitler’s time. Bolsonaro has endorsed the “militarization” of 
education.95 A former captain in the Brazilian army, he sees politics 
and history in military terms. “If need be,” Bolsonaro said at an 
election rally in June of 2022, “we will go to war.”96

Latin America has experienced these fascist-inspired politics 
before, most notably during Argentina’s “Dirty War” in the 1970s, 
when the government killed tens of thousands of its citizens, and 
during the Pinochet regime in Chile (1973–1990). Bolsonaro 
famously declared in 1999 that the Brazilian dictatorship also 
“should have killed 30,000 persons, starting with Congress as well 
as with President Fernando Henrique Cardoso.”97 Like his fascist 
predecessors, Bolsonaro has argued that this sort of dictatorial 
regime was a true democracy—just without elections. What is new 
about Bolsonaro is that, unlike those military dictatorships, he 
wants to market fascism as democracy.

Some Brazilian observers argue that strong opposition from 
women and minorities has boosted his power. A similar dynamic 
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played out in 1930s Germany. The more repressive Nazi extremism 
became, the more public support Hitler gained.

The same can be said of India, a country that offers a striking 
example of strong continuity between fascism, populism, and 
wannabe fascism. Inspired by the bloodthirsty aspirations of 
India’s fascist political traditions, Modi has a long history of pro-
moting and enabling violence. Genocidal calls to turn India into a 
Hindu nation were at the center of Indian fascism in the interwar 
years, and this pattern progressively changed from talk to action.

It is no coincidence that Modi was the chief minister in Gujarat 
when his followers launched a pogrom that began on February 28, 
2002, and killed one thousand people while driving one hundred 
and fifty thousand from their homes. This pogrom expanded and 
solidified Modi’s reach among his fanatic nationalist followers and 
in broad segments of society.98 Indian nationalists have, in fact, 
replicated the Kristallnacht playbook, which used an attack against 
a Nazi officer in Paris as an excuse to attack and destroy German 
Jews: after a bloody incident in Godhra railway station when two 
train wagons ignited, killing fifty-nine Hindu passengers, Indian 
nationalists launched a pogrom of sweeping proportions.99 Joseph 
Goebbels recalled Hitler’s reaction in 1938: “He decides: demon-
strations should be allowed to continue. The police should be with-
drawn. For once the Jews should get the feel of popular anger.” 
Similarly, Modi declared that “every action has an opposite reac-
tion” and the violence was a “natural reaction.” Like Hitler, Modi 
gave explicit orders to the security forces during the pogrom that 
people “should be allowed to vent their anger.”100

Trump, too, has embraced the notion of certain types of  
mob violence. As a response to the protests regarding the police 
assassination of George Floyd in 2020, Trump tweeted that  
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indiscriminate military violence was the only possible answer: 
“These THUGS are dishonoring the memory of George Floyd, and 
I won’t let that happen. Just spoke to Governor Tim Walz and told 
him that the Military is with him all the way. Any difficulty and we 
will assume control but, when the looting starts, the shooting 
starts. Thank you!” Critics accused this tweet of glorifying vio-
lence, but the White House said the opposite was true. This idea of 
the legitimacy of angry men with guns was emphasized when para-
military followers of the president breached the state capitol in 
Michigan. Trump tweeted, “LIBERATE MICHIGAN!; LIBERATE 
MINNESOTA!; LIBERATE VIRGINIA, and save your great 2nd 
Amendment. It is under siege!” This was a dress rehearsal, a har-
binger of the way Trump symbolically ended his government on 
January 6 of the following year. This politics of paranoia that leads 
to fascist violence always begins with the justification of anger. In 
fact, Trump defended these armed men in Michigan in a way that 
was similar to his infamous defense of neo-Nazi marchers in 
Virginia: “These are very good people, but they are angry.”101

The strong connection between the ideology and practice of 
violence in fascism and in the populism of wannabe fascists goes 
against a more general trend of low levels of violence in populism. 
In the case of BJP, once they reached power in 2014 at the national 
level, and before that at the regional level, the glorification of vio-
lence hastened Modi’s journey toward wannabe fascism. The para-
militarization of the state served as the intimate link between sac-
rificial violence and the cult of the leader. On the internet, armies 
of trolls dedicated themselves to inciting and justifying violence.102 
As in fascism, and in contrast with the violent rhetoric of most 
twentieth-century populism, in India, gaining power increased raw 
practical violence.103
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Although Narendra Modi’s rise to power in 2014 was a turning 
point in the history of Indian populist nationalism, the main policies 
of fascist-inspired violence and the militarization of politics did not 
change at all. Once in power, the BJP’s long-standing demonization 
of Indian Muslims and “liberals” and the promotion of violence 
against them became government policy. Modi adopted a moniker 
that carried an inference of menial service and pushed the idea of 
selflessness—“Chowkidar” (watchman, or sentinel)—and described 
his followers in paramilitary terms, just like historical Indian fas-
cists did. The similarities with the Punjab Muslim fascism of 
Mashriqi are striking, even if Modi’s tradition is more in line with 
that of Golwalkar. Modi’s politics encouraged a cult of personality 
in which emulation was prioritized above reflection.104

As with Bolsonaro and Trump, whose fellow travelers included 
far right and neo-Nazi groups (the Michigan militias, the Proud 
Boys, and the Oath Keepers in the United States; vigilante and inte-
gralist groups in Brazil), Modi’s links with “fringe elements” (terror-
ists and pogromers and vigilante groups) were extremely porous.105 
Modi’s glorification of violence and militarization had more in com-
mon with fascism than populism, and this led to high levels of ille-
gality in a regime that was supposed to be devoted to law and order. 
As one of Modi’s loyalists said, “Might is the only law I understand. 
Nothing else matters to me. In India it is a war-like situation as 
between Rama and Ravana.”106 This idea of politics as an all-or-
nothing war between good and evil defines the theory and practice 
of the wannabe fascism that is affecting populism.

The leadership of Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines (2016–
2022) is a clear example of the new populist rapprochement with the 
violent logic of classic fascism. Unlike most populist leaders, 
Duterte placed violence at the center of his politics from the time he 
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got his start as mayor of Davao City. In law-and-order fashion, he 
promised death to criminals, telling them in 2009, “For as long as I 
am the mayor, you are a legitimate target of assassination.” Like 
Trump, Bolsonaro, and others, Duterte linked his actions to toxic 
masculinity, the phallus, fantasies of violence, and the vindication 
of dictators past and present.107 Homophobia, misogyny, and praise 
of rape were key elements of his macho-populism, as was the case 
with Trump’s “grab them by the pussy” comment.108 In the context 
of public dissatisfaction with the elitist and technocratic dimen-
sions of Philippine democracy, Duterte combined the glorification 
of violence with his dubious claim of being a political outsider (he 
has been in politics since the 1970s) and the intimidation of his crit-
ics. Once in power in 2016, Duterte unleashed antidrug campaigns 
that resulted in at least twenty-nine thousand deaths, including 
thousands of extrajudicial killings of alleged drug users and push-
ers.109 He explicitly drew comparisons with fascism and the 
Holocaust: “Hitler massacred 3 million Jews . . . there’s 3 million 
drug addicts . . . I’d be happy to slaughter them.” While obscuring 
the fact that Nazism was responsible for the death of six million 
Jews, he linked his actions to both the precedent of fascist violence 
and its apocalyptic connotations. In 2016, he told reporters that his 
critics presented him as “a cousin of Hitler.” Duterte said that “if 
Germany had Hitler, the Philippines would have” him: “You know 
my victims. I would like (them) to be all criminals to finish the prob-
lem of my country and save the next generation from perdition.”110

The Real Fascists

The new wannabe fascists have not demonstrated the willingness 
to reach the mass killing stage of traditional fascism. But they are 



Violence and the Militarization of Politics [ 55 ]

not typical populists, either. Think of the Holocaust, genocidal 
campaigns in Africa, the Spanish Civil War, or more recently, the 
genocide perpetrated in Guatemala and the thousands killed by 
Latin American dictators throughout the 1970s and 1980s.

Duterte and Modi have approached these patterns of violence 
without getting anywhere close. But the wannabe fascists push ide-
ological state violence to a new level, as the Brazilian scholar 
Conrado Hubner Mendes has explained about Bolsonaro’s shift 
from police lethality to the massive “violation of human rights in 
prisons, under judicial, political and social approval.”111

A similar impulse is behind Trump’s policies of law and order, 
mass incarceration, anti-abortion, the legitimization of white 
power groups, the radicalization of the “deportation machine,” 
and the repression and concentration of immigrants. And let’s not 
forget his mismanagement of the COVID-19 pandemic, which had 
deadly consequences, as in Brazil.112 This mix of symbolic violence 
with possible practical outcomes could also describe wannabe fas-
cists such as the Vox party in Spain, José Antonio Kast in Chile, 
Keiko Fujimori in Peru, Marine Le Pen in France, Javier Milei in 
Argentina, and countless others. What makes this vocation for vio-
lence different from long-standing structural violence in society is 
that it is reframed within the ideological glorification of violence 
and the militarization of politics. The lethal dimensions of wan-
nabe fascism are no longer typical of populism but not yet fascist.

So, despite key differences, the first pillar of fascism—the glori-
fication of violence and militarization—still relates to the wannabe 
fascists. The violence of the wannabe fascists represents an endur-
ing threat to citizens and is intimately linked to fascist techniques 
of persuasion. We will now turn to these techniques: lies and 
propaganda.
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“Is it the influence of the tremendous propaganda—films, broad-
casting, newspapers, flags, ever more celebrations (today is the 
Day of the Nation, Adolf the Leader’s birthday)? Or is it the trem-
bling, slavish fear all around?”1 This is the question that German 
Jewish professor Victor Klemperer asked himself in his private 
diary on April 20, 1933, less than two months after Adolf Hitler 
came to power in Nazi Germany. Klemperer was witnessing the 
rapid disintegration of German democracy and could not yet grasp 
how propaganda and lies worked in tandem with violence, fear, 
and terror. In fact, it was the combination of the lies and the fear 
that justified the perpetrators’ actions and dealt deep, numbing 
blows to victims and bystanders alike.

Like many others, Klemperer fell into resignation: “I almost 
believe now that I shall not see the end of this tyranny. And I am 
almost used to the condition of being without rights. I simply am 
not German and Aryan, but a Jew and must be grateful if I’m 
allowed to stay alive.”2 But Klemperer never completely lost 
“hope” that German fascism’s state of “boundless tyranny and 
lies” would collapse at some point. Klemperer himself survived 
Nazism and managed to write a major work, The Language of the 

2 Fascist Lies and Propaganda
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Third Reich, which presented German fascism as turning “every-
thing it touched—like some Midas of lies—into an untruth.”3 This 
turning of reality into untruth marked a key element of fascism.

There is no fascism without big lies. Fascists not only believe 
their lies but also want to transform them into reality. Only if the 
universe resembles their lies does the universe make sense to 
them. This inverted sense of reality defines the logic of fascist 
propaganda, a logic that determines what is true and what is not, a 
logic that insists the emperor is not naked. Lies are a key pillar of 
fascism. Not only are they different from other types of propa-
ganda, they are also distinctive in quantitative and qualitative 
terms. Fascist lies are political false information that are intended 
to turn the world upside down. Fascist politicians lie, and believe 
their lies, and want to impose them on others.

Projections and Repetitions

The repetition of lies has been a powerful tool for fascist leaders in 
the past, as it is for would-be fascists in the present. Both types of 
leaders ascribe the manufacturing of lies to their enemies. “There’s 
a word [called] ‘disinformation.’ . . . If you say it enough, and keep 
saying it, just keep saying it, they [people] will start to believe it.” 
Donald Trump shared this revealing observation in Florida on July 
3, 2021. Trump claimed it was his enemies who “say it again and 
again and again and after months and months of hearing, people 
begin to believe the Democrats’ claim.”4 This could not be further 
from the truth.

When Trump repeatedly lied about the election, his failed 
coup, or the COVID-19 pandemic, he was creating a false sense of 
the “truth,” of his own grandiosity and invincibility. In 2018, Trump 
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told his followers that “what you’re seeing and what you’re reading 
is not what’s happening.”5 According to this mindset, what the 
leader says and does matters more than facts, science, and even the 
followers’ own perceptions about the world.

Fascist lies often project what fascists do onto others. In fact, 
the most famous fascist propagandist, the Nazi leader Joseph 
Goebbels, is often misquoted as stating that repeating lies was cen-
tral to Nazism. He never said that. This misquotation has led to a 
perception of fascist leaders being fully conscious of the extent of 
their deliberate falsehoods. But the relationship between truths 
and lies in Nazism is more complicated. When Goebbels said that 
Hitler knew everything and that he was “the naturally creative 
instrument of divine destiny,” it wasn’t mere flattery or spin.6 He 
actually believed it. Similarly, Hitler deeply believed that he could 
win a war on all fronts because he was invincible. Goebbels and 
others serving the regime came to believe it, too.

Goebbels was a master of creating an alternative reality that 
justified Nazi rule and violence. As his biographer, the historian 
Peter Longerich, noted, having once faked and then published 
news about an assassination attempt on himself, Goebbels then 
“published” it as fact in his diaries.7 In these diaries, not written for 
public consumption but published many years after his death, he 
also noted the “success” of his speeches after they were celebrated 
by the media he controlled.

Was Goebbels lying to himself, or did he believe in a form of 
truth that transcended empirical demonstration? Both. For fascists 
like Goebbels, knowledge was a matter of faith, and especially a 
deep faith in the myth of the fascist leader. Fascists believed in a 
truth that transcended facts. They did not see a contradiction 
between truth and propaganda.
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As philosopher Jason Stanley explains, propaganda can be sin-
cerely believed when it is justified by ideology. Committed believers 
will take it seriously even when it is evidently false and outrageous.8

In the 1930s and 1940s, fascists around the world saw truth 
expressed in anti-Semitic myths, as well as myths of a golden past 
that was going to be reinstated and expanded—what the German 
Jewish philosopher Ernst Cassirer called “myth according to plan.” 
Fascists fantasized an alternative reality—for Hitler this was a 
world where Jews had lied their way to prominence and brought 
economic collapse for the German people—and then changed the 
actual reality to reflect their ideas.

Concrete policies aimed to reshape the world according to 
these fascist lies. For example, if anti-Semitic lies stated that Jews 
were inherently dirty and contagious and therefore ought to be 
killed, the Nazis created conditions in the ghettos and concentra-
tion camps where dirtiness and widespread disease became real-
ity. Starved, tortured, and radically dehumanized, Jewish inmates 
became what the Nazis had planned for them to become and were, 
accordingly, killed.

In their search for a truth that did not coincide with the experi-
enced world, fascists conceived that what they saw and did not like 
was untruth. They believed in a form of truth that transcended 
common sense and observation.

Italian dictator Benito Mussolini stated, “At a certain moment 
in my life I risked being unpopular with the masses to announce to 
them what I thought was the new truth, a holy truth [la verità 
santa].”9 This idea of a sacred truth that displaced empirical truth 
is key to understanding how lying operated in fascism.

Hitler, and also Goebbels, insisted that propaganda needed 
constant repetition, but they never said they were telling lies. In 
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fact, they believed that what they said was true. In 1942, Goebbels 
wrote in his private diary that “the essence of propaganda is sim-
plicity and repetition.”10

The propaganda playbook was often more important than the 
content of the lies. Klemperer argued that form, rather than content, 
was “the most powerful Hitlerian propaganda tool.” He stressed that 
“the most powerful influence was exerted neither by individual 
speeches nor by articles or flyers, posters or flags; it was not achieved 
by things which one had to absorb by conscious thought or conscious 
emotions. Instead, Nazism permeated the flesh and blood of the 
people through single words, idioms and sentence structures which 
were imposed on them in a million repetitions and taken on board 
mechanically and unconsciously.”11 This is why simply repeating 
messages can be incredibly dangerous, particularly when they are 
based not on facts but on antidemocratic ideology.

Fact-checking President Trump and leaders like him has 
become a full-time job. Their comments are peppered with inac-
curacies and lies. As we have seen, these lies have deadly conse-
quences. But there is a deeper problem than simply lying, that is, 
coming to believe that these lies are in service of the truth.

This was particularly dangerous when it came to the US response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic under the Trump regime. Trump alter-
nated from downplaying its deadly nature to repeating promises of 
a “miracle,” which he used to argue for lifting restrictions designed 
to slow the spread of the virus. His rhetoric pitted the “real people” 
against experts, scientists, and especially the media in an attempt 
to shift the blame for the resulting economic catastrophe.12

Trump believed his opinion was superior to that of doctors, sci-
entists, and local officials. At first he did not wear a mask to protect 
himself and others from COVID-19, he promoted fantasy cures, 
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and he demanded that governors and mayors follow his blueprint 
for addressing outbreaks. Even more dangerously, he pitted public 
health precautions against economic reopening, as though an 
economy could be turned on like a light switch while thousands 
died daily from coronavirus. Millions were unemployed, he argued, 
not because of a legitimate health crisis, but because his political 
enemies were punishing him by insisting on closures, stay-at-home 
orders, and other mitigation efforts.

Once out of power, Trump constantly repeated that the United 
States was facing destruction. He argued that he was persecuted by 
“maniacs,” “perverts,” and “lunatics.”13 Trump fantasized about 
ongoing economic destruction and the end of border security. But 
above all, Trump pretended that America lived in a totalitarian 
reality where extremists ruled.

In this sense, his message on Mother’s Day in 2023 was highly 
symptomatic. Trump wrote, “Happy Mother’s Day to ALL, in par-
ticular the Mothers, Wives and Lovers of the Radical Left Fascists, 
Marxists, and Communists who are doing everything within  
their power to destroy and obliterate our once great Country. 
Please make these complete Lunatics and Maniacs Kinder, Gentler, 
Softer and, most importantly, Smarter, so that we can, quickly, 
MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!!!” Thus, he proposed that every 
problem could be corrected by following him and his MAGA 
movement.

Previously, at Easter, he had celebrated the resurrection of  
Jesus with the following message: “HAPPY EASTER TO ALL,  
INCLUDING THOSE THAT DREAM ENDLESSLY OF 
DESTROYING OUR COUNTRY BECAUSE THEY ARE 
INCAPABLE  OF DREAMING ABOUT ANYTHING ELSE.”14 
Trump’s meaning of salvation was related to a reality that did not 
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exist. And yet many of his followers saw the leader himself as suf-
fering the same fate as Jesus. As Congresswoman Marjorie Taylor 
Greene, a Trumpist representative from Georgia, stated in April 
2023 when Trump was arrested in one of the many trials he faced, 
“Jesus was arrested and murdered by the Roman government. . . . 
There have been many people throughout history that have been 
arrested and persecuted by radical corrupt governments, and it’s 
beginning today in New York City.”15 Only blind ideological follow-
ers could believe these arguments, which disturbingly conflated 
the sacred with the most profane, instead of seeing them as a 
departure from the world as we know it.

As Hannah Arendt explained, fascist propaganda presents a 
closed body of thinking and argumentation that produces a com-
plete explanation. It is aimed at the “emancipation of thought from 
experience through certain methods of demonstration. Ideological 
thinking orders facts into an absolutely logical procedure which 
starts from an axiomatically accepted premise, deducing every-
thing else from it; that is, it proceeds with a consistency that exists 
nowhere in the realm of reality.”16

Big Lies

Fascist lies are not all the same and change over time. Their reach 
and content have no limits, but their simplicity and simplifications 
remain the same. Fascist propaganda relies on the idea of a credu-
lous public. As Goebbels explained, “Our propaganda is primitive 
[because] the people think primitively. We speak the language the 
people understand.”17 The fascist attempt at “primitive” propa-
ganda results in words that are mesmerizing to believers while 
being revulsive, unreal, and even idiotic to critics.
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Why do people believe fascist lies? Klemperer observed that 
“the extraordinary thing was the shameless transparency of the 
lies revealed by the figures; one of the fundamentals of Nazi doc-
trine is the conviction that the masses are unthinking and that their 
minds can be completely dulled.”18 But this dulling of the minds 
required fascist propaganda techniques. Arendt explained that lies 
and propaganda were “self-generated” but also took a few ele-
ments from reality, transforming them into exaggerated circular 
arguments that eventually made them virtually unappealable.  
Lies may have had grains of truth, but propaganda moved them  
far away from reality. The unbelievable became a matter of  
belief. Once this happened, evidence and critical thinking  
were rendered meaningless. Fascists used these lies as weapons 
that destroyed reason. This is why Klemperer stated that it  
was “undeniable that the propaganda exposed as bragging and  
lies still works if you only have the audacity to continue with it as  
if nothing had happened; the curse of the superlative is not  
always self-destructive, but all too often destroys the intellect 
which defies it; and Goebbels had much more talent than I gave 
him credit for, and the ineffective inanity was neither as inane nor 
as ineffective.”19

Big lies always include the accusation that it is the enemy who 
is lying. The Big Lie turns the world upside down and presents itself 
as a Big Truth.

When Hitler talked about big lies and big truths, he wanted to 
flip the world of true and fake. His fascist take on reality relied on a 
notion of truth that did not need empirical verification. In other 
words, what is true for most of us (the result of demonstrable 
causes and effects) was potentially fake for him. What most of us 
would see as lies or invented facts were for him superior forms of 
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truth. Much like populist media claims today, Hitler inverted real-
ity by projecting onto his enemies his own dishonesty regarding the 
truth, falsely stating that the Jews were liars, not him. The fascist 
liar acted as if he represented the truth. He accused Jews of engag-
ing in “colossal distortion of the Truth.” But Hitler identified this 
real truth with the anti-Semitic myths that he believed and propa-
gated.20 He said,

The foremost connoisseurs of this truth regarding the possibilities 

in the use of falsehood and slander have always been the Jews; for 

after all, their whole existence is based on the great lie, to wit, that 

they are a religious community while actually they are a race—and 

what a race! One of the greatest minds of humanity has nailed 

them forever as such in an eternally correct phrase of fundamental 

truth: he called them “the great masters of the lie.” And anyone 

who does not recognize this or does not want to believe it will never 

in this world be able to help the truth to victory.21

In his Arizona speech in the summer of 2021, Trump similarly 
turned his big lies into an alternative truth, a dumbed-down alter-
native reality manufactured for him and his followers: “The big lie 
they call it, you know what is the big lie? The opposite was the big 
lie. The election was the big lie.”22 This speech made it clear once 
again that Trump is a vocational fascist. He represents a return to 
key elements of fascism: a style and substance steeped in political 
violence, a leader’s cult, dictatorial aims and practices (remember 
the coup attempt), a politics of hatred, religious fanatism, militari-
zation of politics, denial of science, and totalitarian propaganda.

Fascists believe their lies and try to transform reality to resem-
ble their lies. This is what Trump expected of his public in Arizona; 



Fascist Lies and Propaganda [ 65 ]

it’s also what he expected of his fellow wannabe fascists world-
wide. Bolsonaro was the most consequential liar of his cohort. 
When asked about the storming of the US Capitol, Bolsonaro 
stated, “I followed everything today. You know I’m connected to 
Trump, right? So you already know my answer. . . . There were lot 
of reports of fraud, a lot of reports of fraud.” Bolsonaro even 
believed that there was fraud against him when he won the election 
in 2008; he thought he should have won without the need for a 
runoff.23

After his own electoral defeat in 2022, in a failed bid for reelec-
tion, Bolsonaro first remained silent while his supporters (includ-
ing many members of the police forces) attempted to create the 
conditions for a coup. During the election, the federal highway 
police had actively engaged in voter suppression efforts by creating 
roadblocks, especially in states that voted for the opposition. Like 
Trump, Bolsonaro created what the New York Times called the 
“myth of stolen elections.” At a rally in 2022, as his followers 
chanted his nickname—“Myth”—“he told them there was no way 
his opponent could feasibly win.”24 This assertion was reinforced 
by the idea of his own infallibility as a heroic warrior, meaning he 
could not really be rejected by the majority of the people. In this 
fantasy, the mythical death of the warrior was the alternative to 
defeat or prison. In 2021 Bolsonaro said, “I have three alternatives 
for my future: being arrested, killed or victory.”25 This turned out to 
be just another lie.

During his meteoric rise to power, Bolsonaro had normalized lies 
such as “fake news is part of our lives. Who never told a little lie to 
their girlfriend? If I didn’t, the night wouldn’t end well.” But he distin-
guished between his own lies, which were rooted in a form of repres-
sive masculinity, and the lies of his enemies (especially independent 
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journalists), which were basically evil. He argued that he was the ulti-
mate victim of fake news and he had “suffered” the most.26

In casting blame on others for the pains that resulted from their 
destructive policies, Trump, Bolsonaro, and other wannabe fas-
cists were echoing what Goebbels did. And, like him, they believed 
their own lies. The results are already part of the historical record, 
and they are catastrophic.

Fascists identified truth with the sacred, and in turn conflated 
the leader’s lies with God’s will. Those that did not accept these 
sacred beliefs were the real liars. As Nicaraguan fascist Pablo 
Cuadra stated in 1940, “Lies are always vile imitators of the truth,” 
and in the context of the enemies’ lies, “God was denied worthy 
worship” and what remained was “cowardice and effeminacy.”27

This fixation on “truth” as an emanation of an ideology, which 
also defined the empirical reality that others clung to as the 
“untruth,” was central to the emergence of fascism and more 
recent developments, including the lies about disease, elections, 
and White Replacement.

Lies and the Manipulation of the Media

How should a democratic society and its independent media 
respond to fascist propaganda? As the history of fascism shows, 
news organizations have long battled with fascist leaders over  
control of information, balancing the demand to present dif-
ferent  perspectives with the need to inform based on facts, not 
falsehoods.

Totalitarian leaders manipulated the independent media to 
gain power, only to crush their operations once they did so. Why? 
Because dictators and authoritarians trade on the repetition and 
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amplification of big lies. To them, the media is both a tool for  
manipulation and also a potential threat to their propaganda efforts.

There is an important lesson to be learned from the history of 
fascist lies. Independent journalists, and citizens as a whole, can-
not assume that propagandists are honest actors. They need to  
recognize that propagandists are dishonest players who want to 
promote their lies rather than inform the public.

Adolf Hitler understood the importance of propaganda—and 
thus control over the press—in achieving, and then maintaining, 
political power. In Mein Kampf he wrote, “Propaganda must be 
adjusted to the broad masses in content and in form, and its sound-
ness is to be measured exclusively by its effective result.” This is 
why he also argued that the state “must particularly exercise strict 
control over the press. . . . It must not let itself be confused by the 
drivel about so called ‘freedom of the press.’ ”28

Once in power, the Nazis destroyed the independent media, 
closing down more than two hundred newspapers, which collec-
tively had a circulation of 1.3 million readers. And they put thousands 
of journalists in jail. As historian Richard Evans explains, “The 
Editors’ Law of 4 October 1933 gave the Nazis total control over the 
press.” Once in power, “[Joseph] Goebbels [the Nazi propaganda 
minister] issued instructions to the papers every day, outlining what 
they could or could not print.”29 Fascists especially hated journalists 
because their line of work represented the opposite of what fascism 
stood for: truth, transparency, and freedom of thought.

In 1932, one of the few American journalists to interview Hitler, 
Hans Kaltenborn, explained that “Adolf Hitler has an intense 
instinctive aversion to interviews. This man, whose ‘hunches’ on 
what to do and whose uncanny sense of when to do it astound the 
world, thinks best and decides most shrewdly when he is alone. He 
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dislikes talking to strangers because they intimidate him. He com-
pensates for his timidity by raucous self-assertion in their pres-
ence. Instead of answering an interviewer’s questions he makes 
excited speeches, thus seeking to create for himself the atmos-
phere of the public meeting in which he is at home.”30

Kaltenborn hoped the interview would shed light on Nazi oper-
ations, particularly its leaders’ racist and antidemocratic mental-
ity. But his questions about Hitler’s anti-Semitism and his views on 
dictatorship conflicted with a central element of the fascist play-
book, that is, Führerprinzip, the idea that leaders are correct all the 
time, and others, including journalists, should accept their expla-
nation without questions.

This is why, as Kaltenborn explained, “From the beginning of 
his public career, Hitler has avoided personal contact with men 
who disagree with him. He is as conscious of his inability to per-
suade individuals as he is sure of his skill in mass appeal. Not more 
than a dozen foreign newspaper men have had individual access to 
him in as many years.”31

Kaltenborn felt he was able to ask Hitler critical questions. But 
when Hitler became unhappy with the questioning, he merely 
affirmed his anti-Semitism, his fascist alliance with Mussolini, and 
his dictatorial vision. In other words, he repeated his big lies.

This is why dictators like Hitler preferred doing interviews  
with those who idolized them—not independent, professional 
journalists—so they could avoid critical questions and extend their 
cult following. The first Argentine dictator, José Félix Uriburu, was 
“interviewed” to legitimize the coup of 1930 by framing it as a 
heroic “revolution.”32 The interview helped reinforce his myth as a 
leader, crystallizing a fictitious narrative that became part of the 
history of authoritarianism in Argentina.
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In 1931, the German Jewish writer Emil Ludwig interviewed 
Benito Mussolini at the height of his dictatorship. Initially, Mussolini 
saw this as an opportunity to disseminate his lies abroad, while 
Ludwig saw it as an opportunity to distance Mussolini from Hitler 
and critique Nazi racism and anti-Semitism. Perhaps it was Ludwig’s 
congratulatory, even admiring tone that led Mussolini to drop his 
guard and openly ridicule Germanic theories of anti-Semitism.33

But then Mussolini changed his mind, ultimately halting the 
dissemination of the interview and allowing it to be republished 
only after important changes were made, for fear of appearing 
weak with journalists and to avoid damaging his relations with 
Hitler. The published interview appeared across the world in mul-
tiple languages, helping normalize Mussolini’s image abroad, 
while being silenced within Italy itself. Eventually, Mussolini 
passed his own racial laws in the fall of 1938, and as historian Simon 
Levis Sullam has shown, fascists became key perpetrators of the 
Holocaust in Italy some years later.34

Former president Donald Trump abruptly ended an interview 
with NPR after he was asked about his “big lie” that the 2020  
election was “rigged” against him.35 But the interview itself 
provided yet another opportunity for him to amplify his baseless 
propaganda—and reminds us why it is dangerous for journalists, 
especially broadcasters, to continue to interview these wannabe 
fascists.

Historically, fascists and populists have spurned debates and 
open access to ideas, while seeking to downplay the relevance of 
key democratic institutions like the free press. Wannabe fascist 
leaders have often blamed the existence of a free press for the criti-
cism they receive, but they often make these complaints through 
the free press. This is why Trump, Bolsonaro, Orbán, Milei, and 
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others have come to view the independent press as a key adversary 
of their own politics but also as a tool of manipulation. The inde-
pendent media’s “both sides” framework leaves it vulnerable to 
being used to amplify dangerous lies. As history shows us, fascist 
dictators have long understood that the role of the free media is 
incompatible with their antidemocratic propaganda. But if they 
can exploit it, they will.

Fascist Martyrs Then and Now

A central fascist lie is that people who decide to sacrifice them-
selves for their leaders’ ideology are not blind and reckless follow-
ers, but martyrs.

Fascists rooted their violence in myths about past warrior- 
leaders and their all-or-nothing battles against alien invaders. 
From Roman emperors to Spanish invaders to Hindu warriors, fas-
cists imagined a history of violence as the mythical foundation for 
their present. They believed that the past resounded in their 
present, and they distorted history because of a perceived need to 
correct their enemies’ “distortion of history.” These distortions of 
the past became a rationale for absolute violence in the present: 
“Rise for the cause of the Hindu Nation in the North, and I, too, 
with my brave spearsmen, shall rush down from my mountain 
throne, like a torrent, sweeping out the enemy from the land and 
join you in the plains, where we shall amalgamate our forces and 
create such a blaze of power, that we shall wholly destroy and root 
out the least vestige of the foe, and re-establish the Hindu Empire 
in Hindusthan.”36

Acts of violence were incorporated into the mythological cor-
pus of fascism. Perpetrators who died while engaged in full-blown 
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fascist brutalization were welcome into the pantheon, while no 
mention was made of their drug-induced euphoria. As Ruth Ben-
Ghiat explained, there was a link between the internal violence of 
fascist squads and their “practices of violence initiated twenty 
years earlier—the forced ingestion of oil, beatings with clubs, and 
burning and sacking of public and private buildings—[to] recreate 
the collective ecstasy and transgression that marked squadristi 
when sacking and raping expeditions went on for several days, 
fueled by cocaine and drink.”37 What made this behavior diverge 
from other wartime practices was that it was consciously rooted in 
fascist origin myths. Colonial wars and the Second World War pro-
vided fascism with new opportunities to return to its fabricated 
mythical past.38 These fabrications justified Indian fascists’ actions 
against Muslims and Burmese fascists’ persecution of their racial 
enemies.39 Internal repression and domination were subsumed in 
the glorification of violence and the militarization of politics.

This is what happened to Ashli Babbitt, who was killed by police 
at the US Capitol while she was participating in the anti-constitu-
tional attempt to seize it. Fascists behave as if they are trying to 
anticipate what the leader might order them to do, or what he 
expects from them, even when his words are unclear. In their head 
they are having a constant conversation with the leader. Babbit 
might have thought she was defending the law, but she was actu-
ally subverting it.

The so-called MAGA bomber, a fifty-seven-year-old Florida 
resident whose own lawyers called him “a Donald Trump super-
fan,” followed the same logic. In 2018, he illegally mailed explo-
sives intended to kill Trump’s enemies. Prosecutors said Cesar 
Sayoc’s crimes represented a “domestic terrorist attack.” The 
MAGA bomber lived alone in decrepit conditions, estranged from 
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his family. He suffered from anxiety and paranoia. His lawyers 
wrote that “in this darkness, Mr. Sayoc found light in Donald J. 
Trump.” He “religiously” followed Trump on social media and at 
rallies. “He became obsessed with ‘attacks’ from those he per-
ceived as Trump’s enemies. He believed stories shared on Facebook 
that Trump supporters were being beaten in the streets. He came 
to believe that he was being personally targeted for supporting 
Trump.”40 In Nazism, what happened to Babbit and the MAGA 
bomber was called the Führerprinzip, which meant that everything 
Hitler wanted was legitimate and beyond the rule of law. This was 
the rationale for Trump’s and Bolsonaro’s failed coup attempts. 
Followers of fascist cults act as scapegoats for their leader, provid-
ing support and deniability.

Nationalist myths inspired and legitimized violence as a key 
element of the fascist political religion. According to fascist ideol-
ogy, these myths preceded and transcended historical time. 
Central to these myths was the idea of a messianic warrior who 
would lead the people into holy contests against internal and exter-
nal enemies.41 As Hans Frank, the Nazi theorist and criminal gov-
ernor of occupied Poland, put it, “The categorical imperative of the 
Third Reich: Act in such a way that the Führer, if he knew your 
action, would approve it.”42 The cult works as categorical impera-
tive for fascist followers, and later, populists and wannabe fascists. 
Followers are expected to act as if the leader would like their 
actions if he was aware of them. Thus, they pretend to anticipate 
what the leader wants.

Fascists often conflated their political cult with institutional 
religion. In Argentina, fascists compared the suffering of Christ 
with the suffering of their martyrs and their dictator, General 
Uriburu.



Fascist Lies and Propaganda [ 73 ]

Fascists always believed violence and death were inextricably 
linked with their autocratic politics. If Spanish fascists looked to 
the mythical past to affirm their cult of “the legitimate sacred vio-
lence [la santa violencia legítima],” the Spanish wannabe fascist 
leader of Vox, Santiago Abascal, affirmed with similar sacralizing 
language that he was not going to allow his followers to be “stoned.” 
Promising preemptive violence against imagined attacks by his 
enemies (anti-fascists and children of immigrants who acted like 
“dogs”), Abascal vowed that he was going to grab “street terrorists” 
by the “neck.”43

The Cult

There is no fascism without the cult of the leader. Cults are rooted 
in the big lie that a leader is not like other people. All governments 
that present a cult of the leader eventually feel the need to give 
themselves a doctrinal framework. They need a way to define their 
movement and make it seem serious. They want to inscribe them-
selves in the great history of political ideologies. In short, they want 
to dress a leader’s momentary leadership in transcendental cloth-
ing. This is necessary because, after all, an ideology based on the 
opinions of a single person presents limits to its own national and 
international legitimacy. Fascist groups must find a way to give 
some amount of gravitas to the leader’s tantrums, narcissism, and 
instances of flip-flopping.

For most followers, this doctrinal moment does not contradict 
the cult of the leader; instead, it comes across as the moment when 
the leader decides it is time to use the trappings of political theory 
to disguise a set of simple notions about power, obedience, and vio-
lence. In general, the doctrinal occasion is nothing more than an 
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ornament decorated with the ideas and whims of a given moment. 
But it can also be a telling sign of the ideal world that the leader and 
his followers envision. In the past this happened when leaders felt 
comfortable enough in power to risk tying themselves to a few spe-
cific phrases. This moment came to Italian fascism in 1932, when, 
assisted by the philosopher Giovanni Gentile, Mussolini wrote his 
“doctrine” of fascism. Argentine Peronism, the original form of 
populism in power, which was so often influenced by the Duce’s 
thinking, gave itself a doctrine in the Mendoza Philosophy 
Congress in 1949 with the canonization of the slogan of the “organ-
ized community.”44

Other fascist and populist leaders used books, radio, and later 
television advertisements to try to canonize their rather banal 
anecdotes and thoughts, but in Mussolini, Perón, and Trump there 
is a desire to link their personal actions with an array of transcend-
ent achievements. When this is not evident in reality, they appeal 
to fantasy.

When we think about ever-expanding lies, from “classic” prop-
aganda to Trumpism, it is important to remember how fascist 
propaganda is received differently by the cult’s believers. Followers 
never cease to believe the propaganda, even when it becomes 
shocking or foolish. This sets them apart from other ideologies. As 
German anti-fascist Siegfried Kracauer explained, “Unlike its 
communist counterpart, fascist propaganda does not have the dis-
appearance of the mass and therewith its own disappearance as its 
goal. It has—and this is its peculiar feature—no goal.” For him, the 
idea of fake reintegration is key: people achieve a feeling of belong-
ing that is not based on any real gains, just the fascist pretense of 
being superior to others. Fascist propaganda produces an “illu-
sion.” Kracauer explained, “Fascism can just as little do without 
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propaganda as it can without terror. It subsists through propa-
ganda.”45 This is why wannabe fascists like Trump can’t stop telling 
lies. Trumpism is propaganda.

This prevented his followers from opposing the Biden adminis-
tration by offering any realistic alternative measures. Instead, they 
supported Trump and his utterances about things that did not 
exist. For instance, Trump insisted that Biden is anti-science and 
undemocratic, and that he is against the rule of law and against 
women. All of these attributes (or rather defects) belong to Trump 
himself, but in attributing them to Biden, he characteristically fol-
lowed the projective nature of the authoritarian personality stud-
ied by the philosopher Theodor Adorno and his collaborators.46

For this kind of follower, believing in the leader as a force of 
light was more important than respecting the lives of others or 
even self-respect. In 2016 when Trump said, “I love the poorly edu-
cated,” nobody among his uneducated followers felt insulted. And 
in 2019 when he insulted a supporter he mistook for a protester for 
being overweight, the supporter later said he was not insulted: 
“Everything’s good. I love the guy.”47 These expressions of love 
should be concerning. They echo the love of political cults that has 
often manifested in dangerous ways.

Historically, idolizing the “leader” is a key dimension of fas-
cism. In the 1930s and 1940s, different fascist leaders inspired 
cults of personality, which came in different colors across the 
globe. In China, supporters of Chiang Kai-shek wore blue shirts, 
while Brazilian supporters of Plínio Salgado wore integralista green 
shirts. Argentina’s dictator, José F. Uriburu, Romania’s Corneliu 
Codreanu, and Spain’s Francisco Franco similarly inspired loyal 
followings. Supporters of fascism fervently believed in the heroic, 
even godlike nature of their leaders. Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi 



[ 76 ] f a s c i s t  l i e s  a n d  p r o p a g a n d a

propaganda minister, wrote in his diaries about his feelings for 
Hitler: “I love him . . . I bow to the greater man, to the political gen-
ius.”48 Such devotion ultimately allowed leaders to insulate them-
selves from criticism and accountability.

Instead of seeing idolization as a natural expression of grass-
roots support, we should examine more closely the ways leaders 
cultivated this particular form of loving devotion to distract from 
their obvious limitations and failures, and to sustain their danger-
ous ideologies.

As Hitler’s biographer, the British historian Ian Kershaw, first 
explained, Hitler made Christian religious images and metaphors 
of adulation central to his cult.49 A sense of divine infallibility had 
once belonged exclusively to the history of institutional religion, 
but in twentieth-century fascism, it was applied to the leader, with 
supporters cultivating a sacred faith in him. Benito Mussolini 
equated his fascist ideas with the sacrosanct “truth” and stated 
that when thinking about the historical destiny of the nation, he 
was able to “see” the work of a sacrosanct will, “the infallible hand 
of providence, the infallible sign of divinity” in the unfolding of 
events. Hitler made his own link with the divine even more explicit, 
asserting, “I hereby set forth for myself and my successors in the 
leadership of the Party the claim of political infallibility. I hope the 
world will grow as accustomed to that claim as it has to the claim of 
the Holy Father.”50

Applying the language of sacred ritual to secular politics helped 
create a cult of leadership that motivated followers, leading them 
to persecute and even exterminate others in service of the leader. 
For Mussolini, the “sovereignty of the people” existed only if they 
delegated all power to the leader, who ruled by force, not consen-
sus. Hitler took it even further. By claiming “I am acting in accord-
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ance with the will of the Almighty Creator: by defending myself 
against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of the Lord,” Hitler used 
religious faith in his leadership to provide a rationale for many Nazi 
perpetrators of the Holocaust.51 Fascists thus tortured and killed 
with the understanding that their leaders sacredly embodied the 
will of “the people.”

Another consequence of this cult was that it led followers to 
take the heat for their leaders. They absorbed blame for the lead-
ers’ failures, leaving the leaders’ images intact for the rest of their 
followers. The cult of personality was so strong that it took extreme 
economic hardship and military defeat to pierce the belief that 
leaders were infallible, sent by God to renew the country.

Such a dynamic may be at play in the United States, India, and 
Brazil, and in many other places with wannabe fascist politics.

For followers, the attachment to the leader seems so secure 
that it transcends transgressions or failed promises and justifies the 
leader’s most offensive and illegal acts. Fanaticism and feelings of 
deep political love can replace critical thinking. Some supporters 
seem unconvinced that their leaders have done any of the things 
they are accused of; when presented with irrefutable evidence, 
they say whatever he did wasn’t wrong. Followers are not meant to 
ask questions.52

Fascist and wannabe fascist leaders demand their followers’ 
faith and use symbols and language from religion to depict them-
selves as modern-day saviors, crusaders, and warriors. This is one 
reason why perceptions of persecution embolden them, feeding 
the savior or warrior-martyr image they are constructing. Trump 
repeatedly deemed himself the most persecuted leader in history, 
and he seems to relish the opportunity to complain that any inves-
tigation into his alleged crimes is a “witch hunt.” In 2023, he linked 
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his old claims about embodying the people with the image of the 
military avenger: “In 2016, I declared, ‘I am your voice. . . . Today, 
I add: I am your warrior. I am your justice. And for those who have 
been wronged and betrayed, I am your retribution.”53

These beliefs are widely shared by his followers, including a 
belief in his unique connection to God. In this sense, Trumpism 
shares features with the fascist history of crowd manipulation and 
propaganda, which often involved shared fantasies and an expecta-
tion of redemption. “A Trump rally,” as writer Carl Hoffman writes, 
“is a sensual assault that hijacks your soul.”54 The Trumpist political 
religion works from the top because it involves feedback from below.

To attend one of these events is to experience belonging to a 
group of people who look and think and eat and hate in the same 
way. There is euphoric dancing and singing before the leader 
appears. Village People hits such as “YMCA” and “Macho Man” 
play before Trump reaches the stage. The hype turns to fury when 
the leader himself tells the crowd how he is constantly persecuted. 
He shows them an alternative world without complexity, where 
“all of their hopes, and dreams and resentment” are addressed.55 
Within this echo chamber, the combination of racism and misog-
yny, with a profound antidemocratic ethos, builds toward a mysti-
cal moment as the crowd witnesses of the passion of the leader. 
The narrative is that the leader has been vilified by enemies both 
secular and demonic, which makes them not just enemies of the 
people but also enemies of God.

Lies of Persecution and Civil War

We are living in strange times when far-right enemies of freedom 
can refer to themselves as conservatives, liberals, and decent peo-
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ple. They can even call their enemies fascists. They can denounce 
dictatorships and dictators when their own politics are antidemo-
cratic. This level of distortion and fantasy has its roots in the past.

Fascists denounce persecution while unleashing persecution. 
They warn about civil war while jump-starting it. They ascribe lies 
to their enemies while becoming masters of lies.

The idea of being persecuted is central to messianic fascist and 
wannabe fascist leaders alike. Hitler said in Mein Kampf, “If an idea 
in itself is sound and, thus armed, takes up a struggle on this earth, 
it is unconquerable and every persecution will only add to its inner 
strength.”56 Fascists linked their paranoia to the history of religion 
in order to justify a world of pain and suffering. The Brazilian fas-
cist leader Gustavo Barroso talked about a time of “persecution” 
that prompted people to be close to “Christ.” For him, the left was 
persecuting the Brazilian integralistas in the same way that 
“Christians had been persecuted by Nero.”57 A feeling of near-
religious persecution allowed fascists to embrace the most fanatic 
and intolerant responses.

Hitler explicitly praised intolerance: “The future of a move-
ment is conditioned by the fanaticism yes, the intolerance, with 
which its adherents uphold it as the sole correct movement, and 
push it past other formations of a similar sort.” This was “religious 
fanaticism” of a movement zealously convinced of “its own right,” 
and thus “it intolerantly imposes its will against all others.”58

This fanatism converged with a belief in the purifying qualities 
of civil war. Hitler stated, “It should have been borne in mind that 
the bloodiest civil wars have often given rise to a steeled and 
healthy people, while artificially cultivated states of peace have 
more than once produced a rottenness that stank to high Heaven. 
You do not alter the destinies of nations in kid gloves. And so, in the 
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year 1923, the most brutal thrust was required to seize the vipers 
that were devouring our people. Only if this were successful did the 
preparation of active resistance have meaning.”59

The fantasy of a civil war was incongruously framed as both (a) 
an existing reality of the present, and (b) a continuous aim of the 
enemy. In 1919, the year fascism was founded, Mussolini stated 
that its politics were informed by a civil war that had started in Italy 
in 1914.60

And yet the glorification of civil war was based on the lie that 
any such war would be a response to the desire for it by left-wing or 
liberal enemies. Lies about civil war were a key part of fascist poli-
tics. They justified preemptive responses against the left, even 
though they were presented as an unavoidable reality. Mussolini 
stated, “The imminent fatality of the civil war hangs over the elec-
toral war.”61

Other fascists preferred the notion of internal war rather than 
civil war. For them, the idea of civil war gave too much legitimacy 
to foreign traitors who did not belong to the nation in the first place. 
This was, of course, a lie. German Jews were obviously Germans, 
and the same applies to the children of immigrants in countries like 
Argentina, Brazil, or the United States, or to Muslims in India. But 
fascists did not care about the realities of diverse nations.

Other fascists promoted the falsehood that internal war was a 
synonym for national history. One could not exist without the 
other. For Indian fascists, their war against “the forces of destruc-
tion” had lasted a thousand years. Their intention was to “wipe out 
the opposing forces.”62

Argentine fascist intellectual Leopoldo Lugones argued that in 
a diverse country like Argentina, internal war was the work of for-
eigners (i.e., immigrants) who did not want to be part of the coun-
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try. When masterminded by global communism, it was civil war, 
but when fought by Argentine patriots, it became a “national 
war.”63 For Lugones and many other fascists, civil wars were pro-
moted by “Marxists” and their “propaganda,” while the civil wars 
of fascists were a natural response to the presence of aliens within 
the nation. In this context, fascists projected their own civil war as 
the goal of their enemies, arguing that their enemies were lying 
about their supposed “pacifism.”64 Brazilian fascist leader Plínio 
Salgado amplified this by arguing that capitalism and communism 
were a single “monster with two heads.” Liberal democracy was a 
means of national destruction; this was the reason why “integral-
ism, with God, fatherland and family, declares war on the slavers 
of humanity, the arsonists of temples, the destroyers of homes, the 
murderers of Nations, the oppressors of the working class, and the 
animalizers of humanity.”65

As was most often the case with fascist lies, a secret cabal was 
invented as an excuse for taking action. Enemies were manufac-
tured and assigned responsibility for the real civil war that fascists 
promoted and yearned to launch. In politics, whenever we hear 
words likes cabal and replacement, and especially when they are 
presented together, fascism is not far behind. We should be espe-
cially worried when these fascist key words are linked to racist  
fantasies about “civil wars” and the “persecution” of national 
majorities, or to racist slogans like White Lives Matter. Fascists 
appropriate vocabularies from their victims and indulge in fanta-
sies of suffering the same forms of oppression they are so keen to 
engender and intensify.

Narendra Modi in India has represented these fascist affinities 
to the core. In 2013 he proposed an India “free” of the opposition, 
and in 2017 he stated that “an election is a war, and I am the  
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commander.” As Christophe Jaffrelot argues, this a classic “Hindu 
nationalist tactic: finding excuses to legitimize their violent reac-
tions (never action).”66 Thus, victims are turned into culprits of the 
genocidal actions perpetrated against them. This monstrous logic 
can only exist by and through conspiracy theories.

Lies about internal war and the need to destroy the opposition 
often lead to an autocratic project of replacing a diverse civil soci-
ety with the idealized homogenous world of the leader. In this 
alternative universe, the leader appears as the redeemer of a coun-
try on the edge of destruction. This is a world that does not exist in 
reality, but the leader wants to achieve it.

When Trump told his most fanatic followers, in his speech 
before the assault on the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, “If you 
don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore,” 
there was no actual danger that the country might disappear, but 
his followers acted as if it was true. Even more explicitly, Marjorie 
Taylor Greene said in 2022 that “Democrats want Republicans 
dead” and that “Joe Biden has declared every freedom-loving 
American an enemy of the state.” One of the most fascistic people 
in the Trumpist populist-fascist coalition, Stewart Rhodes, a leader 
of the paramilitary group the Oath Keepers, wrote to his associates 
in 2020, “We aren’t getting through this without a civil war.” Trump 
often used civil war as an imminent outcome of what he saw as the 
historically unprecedented persecution of his persona.67

Like Trump and his fascist predecessors, Bolsonaro saw civil 
war as a political goal. The idea of politics as the site of an all- 
or-nothing pseudoreligious war between the sacred truth and the 
lies of a demonic enemy explains why political violence comes so 
easily to Bolsonaro. In 1999 he stated, “Through voting you will not 
change anything in this country, nothing, absolutely nothing! 
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Things will only change, unfortunately, the day you set off for a 
civil war, and doing the work the military regime didn’t do. Killing 
about 30,000 . . . not letting him out, killing! If some innocents are 
going to die, it is all right. In war innocent people die.”68

From Fascist Lies to Populist Lies

Fascists want to change the world in order to make it resemble their 
lies. Their truth is based in the mythical, not the empirical. For 
them, the myth that cannot be empirically demonstrated is the real 
truth. We do not see this form of lying in most twentieth-century 
populists. In this regard, there is a break between fascism and other 
political traditions, including populism. Populists in power 
throughout the twentieth century, especially after 1945, have lied 
like more typical politicians: they lie without believing their lies. 
Juan Perón and Silvio Berlusconi, for example, were liars like  
everybody else. They promised things that they cannot and will  
not do. Wannabe fascist liars like Trump, Bolsonaro, Orbán,  
Modi and many others are different.

Fascism ascribes total legitimacy to the leader by fusing him 
with the concepts of the people and the nation. This logic is based 
on the notion of popular sovereignty, but it turns the leader into a 
totalitarian. In contrast, in populism the panorama is more com-
plex. Populist leaders combine the dictatorial notion of popular 
sovereignty—the idea that a particular person can be fused with 
the people and the nation—with electoral procedures. The people 
are understood to be two mutually exclusive things at once. On the 
one hand, they are identified with the leader, as in fascism, but on 
the other hand, the people need to confirm by elections that this 
leader is the embodiment of the people and the nation. Here we 
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find the most democratic—and also the most authoritarian—
dimensions of populism. Both fascism and populism believe in per-
sonification as representation: in effect, achieving the will of the 
people is fully delegated to the leader. This myth of representation 
rests on the propaganda fantasy that somehow a single leader is the 
same as a nation and its people.

In fascism, this personification did not require any rational or 
procedural mediation, such as electoral representation. But in  
populism, elections are important for confirming the truth of  
the divine supremacy of the leader, and spreading lies about elec-
tions is a crucial part of maintaining the leader’s idea of his place 
in history. By winning plebiscitary elections, populist leaders  
confirm the dual nature of their power: they are both elected  
representatives and quasi-transcendental conductors of the  
people’s will.69

The idea of incarnation led, in fascism, and leads, in populism, 
to the proclamation of the leader’s infallibility, even to the extent 
that the selection of the leader represents the nation’s last hope. 
This sense of urgency and imminent danger to the nation and the 
people is a result of the way the leader has characterized his oppo-
nents. As then-candidate Trump claimed, referring to the upcom-
ing presidential election of 2016, “For them [his enemies] it’s a war, 
and for them nothing at all is out of bounds. This is a struggle for 
the survival of our nation, believe me. And this will be our last 
chance to save it on November 8th—remember that.”70

Here, fascism presents important differences from populism 
and other autocratic regimes. The radical cult of the leader sets it 
apart. To be sure, populists build a cult around the leader, but this 
never becomes a cult of the dead, of violence and the actual 
destruction of enemies. Fascists’ kamikaze belief in making sacri-
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fices for the sake of the leader presents the starkest contrast 
between fascists and populists.

Populism, as a movement, even if it does not renounce demo-
cratic electoral procedures, becomes wannabe fascism when it 
switches from generic rhetoric about the enemy (the elites, traitors, 
deep state, outsiders, etc.) to the specific naming of racial, political, 
and/or sexual, and/or religious foes who are then met with politi-
cal violence. People are killed or sacrificed in the name of the 
leader. In his name, followers die for the cause. Only in a fascist 
bizarro universe can this idea take hold. This is why, when you are 
a scholar of fascism, it is hard not to worry about the would-be  
fascism of Trumpism and its global acolytes. To this list of  
warning signs of Trump’s vocation for fascist politics, we must also 
add the politics of fallen soldiers. The idea that the January 6 coup 
attempt had martyrs is neither new nor original. And it has fascist 
precedents.

This was typical during the dictatorship that I grew up with in 
Argentina. In Argentina in 1982, it was dictators against reality. 
They decided to go to war against the United Kingdom. I remem-
ber as a young kid listening to the TV and they were insisting on lies 
every single day—lies that were typical of totalitarian dictatorship, 
but not of democracies. In Argentina, the dictatorship that ruled 
between 1976 and 1983 was inspired by fascist ideology and turned 
against many of its citizens. When these victims—citizens—were 
put in concentration camps and tortured, the conspiracy-ridden 
questions they were asked were fascist questions. They were asked 
to confirm things that actually reinforced the lies and propaganda 
of the dictatorship. This is how fascist torture works. There is an 
idea that needs to be confirmed and people are subjected  
to extreme violence in order to confirm it. This is the ideology of 



[ 86 ] f a s c i s t  l i e s  a n d  p r o p a g a n d a

propaganda, not the actual truth. Because when these dictators 
and fascists lie, either they believe their lies are the truth, or they 
believe their lies are the servant of the truth, or—and this is the 
worst part of it—they believe that if reality doesn’t conform to this 
ideological “truth,” then it is this reality that needs to be changed.

When modern populism gained power after 1945, it turned fas-
cism into something more democratic. Now, the new populists of 
the contemporary right are drifting back toward the fascist dream 
of the destruction of history and its replacement with the myth of 
the infallible leader and the eternal nation. Early populist leaders 
had a certain hesitation about radically changing the historical 
record, as the fascists had done. Not anymore.

As with violence, terror, racism, and dictatorship, fascist lying 
is different from that of other political ideologies. This is not a mat-
ter of degree, even if the degree is significant, but a qualitative dif-
ference between fascism and other political ideologies.

Violence, History, and Memory

To defend democracy, it is necessary to put a stop to the attacks on 
history that attempt to redefine our present with fantasies about 
the past. Many actors on the extreme right want to turn history into 
a myth and then use it as a model to distort the present. In the 
United States, Donald Trump devoted part of his presidency to the 
idea of returning the United States to the time before the civil and 
democratic reforms of the 1960s, presenting himself as a defender 
of “truth” in American history that had been abandoned by a sup-
posed new national orthodoxy. With this objective, he promoted a 
“patriotic education” to undermine the importance of the 1619 
Project (presented in the New York Times in August 2019 with the 
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aim of focusing attention on the foundational violence of slavery  
as the cause of so many evils of the past and the present). In  
criticizing this project, and in seeking to replace history with self-
congratulatory myths, Trump clashed with numerous professional 
historians, whom he accused of promoting “anti-Americanism.”71 
In October 2020, he took on “radical activists” who wanted to 
unfold a “revisionist history” that was trying to “erase Christopher 
Columbus from our national heritage.”72 This revision of history is 
not a phenomenon limited to the United States; Europe, Asia, and 
Latin America have practiced it extensively. In each case, this revi-
sionism is linked to the politics of xenophobia and hatred. Using 
this framework, wannabe fascist Spanish leader Santiago Abascal 
sought to turn old fascist lies into new myths of the past by falsely 
claiming that the conquest of the Americas “ended a genocide 
among indigenous peoples.” Numerous post-fascist right-wing 
leaders greeted him enthusiastically, including Peru’s Keiko 
Fujimori, Brazil’s Eduardo Bolsonaro, Argentina’s Javier Milei,  
and Hungarian strongman Viktor Orbán. American Trumpist Ted 
Cruz sent a message that said, “We face an emboldened global  
left that seeks to bring down cherished national and religious  
institutions, in too many cases, violently.”73

While Bolsonaro’s guru Olavo de Carvalho defended the lega-
cies of slavery and the inquisition, Bolsonaro has located the legiti-
macy of violence in the more recent past. He endorses the legacy 
of Latin American dictatorships and their Dirty Wars and is an 
admirer of Chilean General Augusto Pinochet and other strong-
men. Like the Argentine Dirty War generals of the 1970s and Adolf 
Hitler himself, Bolsonaro sees no legitimacy in the opposition, 
which for him represents tyrannical powers. He said in 2018 that 
his political opposition, members of the Workers’ Party, should be 
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executed. This idea of violence as the solution to politics-as-usual 
was first articulated by Mussolini, who presented it as a model of 
heroism and a playbook for political action.74

This violence was a key part of the fascist idea of politics as war-
fare. In Argentina, after General José Uriburu’s fascist coup in 1930 
and his premature death in 1932, Argentine fascists fantasized 
about the coup as a conventional military conflict. Some of the par-
ticipants who were killed in that coup were repackaged as fallen 
soldiers in a great war. Near the Recoleta Cemetery in Buenos 
Aires, the curious tourist can see the monument to the fallen of the 
Uriburista “revolution.” Fascists in Germany, Japan, and Italy pre-
sented similar fantasies of war and fake martyrdom. They organ-
ized a variety of rituals (recitations, marches, gatherings) to com-
memorate things that either never happened or did not happen as 
they were remembered. But none of this mattered to fascists, who 
blindly believed in the myth of their leaders.

These fake memories served the purpose of elevating the lead-
ers above politics and beyond history. Memories of “martyrs,” 
“wars,” “persecutions,” and “witch hunts” are ornaments of politi-
cal religion.

Fascist leaders connected power to the glorification of violence 
and death. Fascism stressed the idea of regeneration and the salva-
tion of its warriors through death as sacrifice. For them, as “God 
wanted” it, “the germ of a renewal can grow only out of death, of 
suffering.” Romanian fascists claimed to “love death.” Death was 
for them “our dearest wedding among weddings.”75 Hitler exter-
minated millions of European Jews because he believed it would 
bring about a new historical era for the Aryan race. Pinochet tor-
tured, imprisoned, and killed thousands of his opponents in Chile, 
arguing that acts of extreme repression were at the service of sav-
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ing Chile from civil war. He claimed that it was via a state of excep-
tion that Chile had regained its “freedom” and avoided the “tri-
umph of totalitarianism” and “the end of every human right.”76

Both propaganda and repression have evolved in our new cen-
tury, becoming less conspicuous and more overt. If raw violence 
was the mark of dictators during the eras of fascism and the Cold 
War, as historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat argues, the new-era strongmen 
like Bolsonaro and Trump have adopted more selective forms of 
repression and violence. Violence becomes more targeted and less 
organized (no mass killings or summary executions in the thou-
sands). Deeply repressive acts such as the operation of detention 
camps in the United States, the policy of child separation, and the 
enabling and celebrating of police brutality become structural 
dimensions of strongman rule. Although state violence is more  
difficult to carry out in a country with a free press, in the new media 
landscape populist leaders can bypass the press and communicate 
directly with their followers without scrutiny. Changes in media—
from radio and cinema at the time of Hitler and Mussolini, and 
Perón; to television at the time of Silvio Berlusconi, Ecuadorian 
populist Abdala Bucaram (1996–1997), and Argentine populist 
Carlos Menem (1989–1999); to social networks and media today 
with Trump, Modi, and Bolsonaro—have affected the production 
and reception of propaganda. Unlike in past eras, when people 
relied on a few media outlets, more recent populists communicate 
using “niches and information silos in which citizens share infor-
mation directly.” They use WhatsApp or Telegram and other 
media, and tend to restrict communication to those who share 
their points of view. This is why there is no need for censorship, and 
perhaps no need to create media monopolies or semi-monopolies, 
as fascists and classic populists did in the past.77 The media and the 
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context have changed, but not the patterns of violent strongman 
behavior. As Ben-Ghiat observed, Twitter was for Trump “what 
newsreels were for the fascists: a direct channel to the people that 
keep him constantly in the news.”78

Nazism as Insult and Reality

“Why can’t you be like the German generals?” Trump asked his 
chief of staff. He expected his own generals to be “totally loyal to 
him,” as he imagined the German military had been to the Führer.79 
This was a private comment. In fact, in public Trump did not use 
the Nazi dictator as a model but rather as an insult against his ene-
mies. This was a global trend: act like a fascist and accuse others of 
being Nazis.

In the United States, Brazil, and elsewhere, right-wing popu-
lists are increasingly acting as the Nazis did and, at the same time, 
disavowing this Nazi legacy or even blaming the left for it. For 
almost fascists, acting like a Nazi and accusing your opponent of 
being one is not a contradiction at all. Indeed, the idea of a leftist 
Nazism is a political myth. This idea enables fascists’ most fanatic 
followers to engage in acts of sedition and domestic terrorism. 
Think of the five hundred detainees from the assault on the Capitol 
who are falsely presented by Trumpist propaganda as freedom 
fighters and as the “political prisoners” of an authoritarian order.

According to Brazilian right-wingers and Holocaust deniers, it 
is the left that threatens to revive the violence of Nazism. Similar 
accusations are presented by Trumpist ideologues in the United 
States, who falsely state that Democrats and the left are fascists. 
This is, of course, a falsehood that comes straight out of the Nazi 
playbook. Fascists always deny what they are and ascribe their own 
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features and their own totalitarian politics to their enemies. As we 
saw with his Reichstag speech of 1939, while Hitler accused 
Judaism of being the power behind the United States and Russia, 
and said Jews wanted to start a war and exterminate Germans, it 
was he who started World War II and exterminated the European 
Jews. Fascists have always replaced reality with ideological fanta-
sies. This is why Bolsonaro presents the left’s leaders as latter-day 
emulators of Hitlerism when in fact he is the wannabe fascist, inti-
mately closer to the Führer in style and substance.

In Germany itself, some far-right protesters perform the Nazi 
salute in demonstrations, yet their leaders in the Alternative for 
Germany, which is now one of the largest parties in the country, 
explicitly disavow Nazism. At the same time, they use Hitler’s infa-
mous insults and propaganda strategies to attack independent 
media. Just as the Nazi leader did, they call the media “the lying 
press.”

In the United States, then-president Donald Trump infamously 
said in 2017 that some neo-Nazis and white nationalists were “very 
fine people.”80 Trump also, at one point in his presidency, accused 
the CIA of acting like Nazis. Following Nazi doctrines of propa-
ganda, many in the contemporary far-right (often white national-
ists and neo-Nazis) deny links to their ideological predecessors and 
even argue that those standing against them are the real Nazis. 
Latin America’s new right-wing populists are following suit.

In 2018, when another presidential candidate accused 
Bolsonaro of being a “tropical Hitler,” Bolsonaro responded that it 
was not him but his enemies who praised the Nazi leader. (In 2011, 
Bolsonaro said he would rather be called Hitler by his critics  
than be perceived as gay.)81 In the new populist era of fake news 
and outright lies, a particular falsehood about Nazism stands  
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out—the twisted idea that Nazism and fascism are left-wing violent 
phenomena.

In an era when the contemporary far-right and the populist 
leaders who excuse its racism and extreme violence are closer to 
Nazism than ever before, many of them are trying to distance 
themselves from Hitler’s legacy by using simplistic arguments to 
blame the socialist left for Nazism. This is a notorious propaganda 
tactic that resembles previous fascist campaigns and enforces new 
waves of would-be fascist violence.

In Hitler’s early days, Nazi propagandists repeatedly stated that 
Hitler was a man of peace, a moderate when it came to anti-
Semitism, racism, and the personification of the nation and its  
people. In short, he was a peaceful leader above the pettiness of 
politics. As historians of fascism know so well, these were egre-
gious lies that generated long-standing support for Nazism despite  
the fact that Hitler was exactly the opposite of how he was 
described—he was one of the most radical warmongers and racists 
in history.

As in Nazi times, repetition has replaced explanation. Only 
ignorance or conscious oversight of the historical legacy of Nazism 
can lead propagandists to mislabel an explicitly right-wing nation-
alist appropriation of left-wing concerns.82 Despite the mischie-
vous moniker “national socialism,” which was intentionally  
misleading to confuse workers and make them vote for fascists, the 
Nazi Party soon renounced any possible socialist dimension.83 
Those who simplify history to argue that fascism is socialism inten-
tionally forget that fascism was about violently fighting socialism 
(and also constitutional liberalism), while displacing concerns for 
social justice and class struggle and replacing them with national-
ist and imperialist aggression.



Fascist Lies and Propaganda [ 93 ]

Fascist forms of propaganda represent an inspiration for wan-
nabe fascists worldwide.84 As Kracauer explained in 1936, unlike 
other forms of propaganda that have fixed goals, fascist propa-
ganda “breeds itself anew time and again.” In fascist propaganda, 
people become ornaments who are fused with the leader. The cult 
of personality “weakens the sense of reality.” The result is the tri-
umph of a kind of charlatanry that displaces any real solutions.85 If 
we are to defend democracy, we must pay attention to and 
denounce these lies and propaganda. About reading Nazi propa-
ganda, Klemperer wrote, “Every time I read it I feel sick; but the 
tension is now so great one must at least know what lies are being 
told.”86
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There is no fascism without its enemies. There is no full-fledged 
fascism without their subsequent repression and persecution. 
Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini explained this fascist logic of 
enmity when he stated, “In every society there is a need for a part 
of the citizens who must be hated.”1

Fascism is created and sustained by demonizing others. 
Projecting extreme hatred onto the enemy represents a pillar of 
fascist ideology. Only when the dissent, difference, and resistance 
of enemies can be misrepresented as an example of the need for 
preemptive action is fascism unleashed. Adolf Hitler explained  
this need when he said that the movement “must not fear the  
hostility of their enemies, but must feel that it is the presupposition 
for their own right to exist.”2

Only when people are turned into “mortal enemies” does true 
fascism emerge. Making these enemies living subjects that can be  
victimized becomes its practice. Thus, when the concept of the ene-
my is projected onto the victims, when it becomes a concrete mani-
festation of the fascist politics of extreme hatred and xenophobia,  
fascism is able to turn propaganda into reality. Enemies are no longer  
an idea; they become real people, victims of fascist ideology.

3 The Politics of Xenophobia
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There is no fascism without extreme victimization, but racism, 
domination, and demands for inequality among people are never 
absent from the picture, either. Fascism cannot exist without creat-
ing its enemies, and these enemies are always conceived of as the 
ultimate “other” that must be controlled. This type of persecution 
has become a transnational enterprise with global antecedents. As 
Aimé Césaire explained in his “Discourse on Colonialism,” fascists 
applied racist techniques of colonialism to European victims. 
Hitler said, “We aspire not to equality but to domination.”3

Domination, of course, needs demonization, but the identity of 
the enemies can vary. In historian Zeev Sternhell’s formulation, 
fascism was “neither right nor left” in the traditional sense but 
rather an extreme right-wing appropriation of both. Indeed, when 
the Nazis talked about their social concerns, they had in mind a 
racist society with a sort of social equality among the members of 
the master race. Building this society meant excluding all others, 
which is why we can see so many resonances of the past in our 
present.

Fascism was first and foremost about politics as violence, poli-
tics as domination. If the left claimed to want rights for all, fascism 
wanted no rights for people who were ethnically or racially distinct 
or who behaved or thought differently. In other words, fascists 
attacked political and ethnic minorities in the name of the leader, 
the nation, and the sacred. Fascism in its many forms did not hesi-
tate to kill its own citizens, as well as its colonial subjects, in its 
search for ideological and racial supremacy.

Millions of civilians perished across the world during the apo-
gee of fascist ideologies in Europe and beyond. Fascism outdid the 
old reactionary right by adding leftist themes to produce a new  
racist and nationalist approach to social, economic, and political 



[ 96 ] t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  X e n o p h o b i a

problems—an approach to politics that has resurfaced with more 
traction today, from Europe to Brazil to the United States.

In fascism, destroying democracy would in turn destroy civil 
society, political tolerance, and pluralism. But none of this could 
happen without the fear that a few people who behaved differently 
or were perceived as different would destroy the leader and his eth-
nic national community first. The new legitimacy of the fascist 
order was rooted in the power of the leader, the people, and the 
nation but also in the threats represented by powerful enemies. 
The fascist dictatorship of the people, with its will to create a new 
man and a new world order, relied on its dialectical other, the exis-
tential enemies, the antipeople. These links between the enemy, 
the dictatorship, and the people were central to fascists around the 
globe. As the Argentine fascists put it in the 1930s, “The day of final 
reckoning is close in the future, we will make disappear all the 
unworthy for the sake of the fatherland.”4

Hatred Defines the Fascist Self

In fascism, enemies cannot be feared, but they must be hated. This 
fascist projection of hatred, in turn, breeds more hatred. Nazism 
“must not shun the hatred of the enemies of our nationality and 
our philosophy and its manifestations; they must long for them. . . . 
Any man who is not attacked in the Jewish newspapers, not slan-
dered and vilified, is no decent German and no true National 
Socialist. The best yardstick for the value of his attitude, for the sin-
cerity of his conviction, and the force of his will is the hostility he 
receives from the mortal enemy of our people.”5

How does a simplistic idea that the self only exists through the 
enemy’s hatred work? Victor Klemperer asked “whether this end-
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less assertion of Jewish malice and inferiority, and the claim that 
the Jews were the sole enemy, did not in the end dull the mind and 
provoke contradiction.” His answer was that Hitler considered his 
followers stupid: “With great insistence and a high degree of preci-
sion right down to the last detail, Hitler’s Mein Kampf preaches not 
only that the masses are stupid, but also that they need to be kept 
that way and intimidated into not thinking.”6

The idea of not thinking allowed fascists to present the ultimate 
binary between “us” and “them.” The enemies were an existential 
threat, constantly menacing the well-being of the nation: “There is 
no more major Enemy than the parasites who live hanging around 
their prey.”7

As philosopher Jason Stanley explains, this creation of a “dan-
gerous them” that aims to destroy everything of value is central to 
the fascist aim to unify people against objectionable ends while 
presenting hatred as a virtuous preemptive reaction.8 In this con-
text, racism and xenophobia helped cement the formation of fas-
cism’s enemies. A famous anti-Semitic Argentine fascist leader, 
Enrique P. Osés, claimed in 1940, “All those who go against the 
Homeland are our enemies. And all, if it is in our hands, will perish 
or we will perish. This is the demand. This is the fight we are 
engaged in.”9 For Osés and many other Argentine fascists, the 
main enemy of Argentina were the Jews.10

The idea of self-defense against imagined racial threats 
became a motif for demonizing and persecuting others. Once this 
racist propaganda was presented as factual, it ceased to be shock-
ing or reprehensible and became a need for the community. 
Mexican fascist José Vasconcelos stated that “many people are 
astonished that, suddenly, racial persecutions are unleashed. And 
although no one approves of them in his heart, it is a fact that the 
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tension that has been contained for a long time explodes sooner or 
later in a violent form. And perhaps the only way to avoid this vio-
lence is to denounce the causes that have provoked them in other 
peoples.”11

Thus, racism and persecution were misconstrued as emanating 
from a factual critique. Fascism featured racist forms of hatred and 
it misrepresented its reactions against enemies as being genuine. 
These actions became a kind of self-victimization, since they were 
based on lies presented as facts. At the core of these lies were extrem-
ist pseudoscientific ideologies. As Hannah Arendt explained,

An ideology is quite literally what its name indicates: it is the logic 

of an idea. Its subject matter is history, to which the “idea” is 

applied; the result of this application is not a body of statements 

about something that is, but the unfolding of a process which is in 

constant change. The ideology treats the course of events as 

though it followed the same “law” as the logical exposition of its 

“idea.” Ideologies pretend to know the mysteries of the whole his-

torical process—the secrets of the past, the intricacies of the 

present, the uncertainties of the future—because of the logic 

inherent in their respective ideas. Ideologies are never interested 

in the miracle of being. They are historical, concerned with becom-

ing and perishing, with the rise and fall of cultures, even if they try 

to explain history by some “law of nature.” The word “race” in rac-

ism does not signify any genuine curiosity about the human races 

as a field for scientific exploration, but is the “idea” by which the 

movement of history is explained as one consistent process.12

While Arendt correctly pointed out how fake scientific claims 
were central to totalitarian ideologies, there was an oversight in her 
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powerful critique of Nazism. For example, one of the most rabid 
anti-Semites within the Nazi movement, Julius Streicher, stated, 
“If the danger of the reproduction of that curse of God in the Jewish 
blood is finally to come to an end, then there is only one way open—
the extermination of that people whose father is the devil.”13

Beyond Nazism, fascists did not exclude religious fanatism as 
fuel for their hatred. They actually conflated pseudoscience and 
pseudoreligion. One of the most infamous examples of this cler-
ico-fascism was the American fascist Father Coughlin, who argued 
that self-defense meant going on offense: “Why, then, should I be 
on the defensive against this highly organized irreligious Jewish 
onslaught? I am not on the defensive—I am on the offensive for 
God and country.”14

This strategy of using imagined enemies of God and country to 
explain reality led to extremes of projection. Typical in this sense 
was the fascist tendency to accuse the victims of racism of being 
the actual racists.

Father Gustavo Franceschi, who was director of the significant 
Argentine Catholic journal Criterio in the 1930s and 1940s, main-
tained that the necessary exclusion of the Jews was owed to their 
political and cultural behavior and not their racial character.15 For 
Franceschi, this was enough to explain the persecution of the 
German Jews during the Holocaust and marked as an obvious con-
sequence the necessity of rejecting the new refugees who tried to 
enter the country. These thoughts were accepted and shared by 
those in power and enabled countries like Argentina and the 
United States to contribute (like many other countries but with an 
insidious combination of racism and apathy) to the deaths of mil-
lions of Jews. They were not the main culprits, but their racism con-
tributed by default.
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By the end of the 1930s, fascists all over the world fantasized 
that the cause of anti-Semitism lay in the very actions of the Jews—
inseparable from their existence as a group.16 Blaming the victims 
opened up new possibilities for action, new solutions to the “Jewish 
problem,” and Father Franceschi did not reject them outright 
because they were “reactions” against the “catastrophe” that the 
Jews were bringing to the country: “What until very recently was 
judged to be impossible in Argentina, an assailant antisemitism . . . 
that demands the elimination of the Jew by whatever means, is 
manifested with each step and gains day by day new and enthusi-
astic supporters. Let’s be real: a great pogrom is no longer improb-
able among us.”17

In this way of thinking, Judaism, as a millenarian race, tried to 
dominate the world through the secularization of Christian socie-
ties. Another Argentine cleric-fascist priest, Father Julio Meinvielle, 
established a historic dichotomy in which Christianity and Judaism 
represented an eternal battle between the spiritual and the ethe-
real nature of the former, and the low, the secular, and the carnal 
qualities of the latter. Christians represented God; Jews repre-
sented the Antichrist.18

Similarly, the Brazilian fascist integralista leader, Gustavo 
Barroso, stated in 1936, “The Integralist State is profoundly 
Christian, a strong State, not in Cesaristic terms but in Christian 
ones.” He claimed that it had the “moral authority” as well as the 
“strong men” to go on the offensive. Somehow, he convinced him-
self and others that “defending unity” and “Brazillianness” meant 
that their racism was anti-racism. He said that their integralista state 
“fights Jews, because it fights racism, and racial exclusivism, and 
Jews are the most irreducible racists in the world.”19 Not all fascists 
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embraced the word racism, but this was indeed the case with Italian 
fascism, which in 1938 presented to the world the decalogue of the 
“Manifesto of the Race.” The ten points of fascist racism stated that

1. Human races exist.

2. There are great races and small races.

3. The concept of race is purely biological.

4. The population of Italy today is Aryan, and its Civilization is 

Aryan.

5. The contribution of huge masses of men in historical times is 

a legend.

6. There is a pure Italian race.

7. It is time Italians clearly proclaim themselves racist.

8. It is necessary to make a clear distinction between the 

European Mediterranean (occidentals) on one side and the 

Orientals and Africans on the other side.

9. Jews do not belong to the Italian race.

10. No hybridism should alter the pure Italian race.20

The Nazis also wanted people to “learn to think like a racist.” 
But the explicit politics of xenophobia in fascism does not mean 
other ideologies, movements, or regimes were not racist in theory 
and practice. For example, the Nazis regarded the American “one 
drop rule” as too extreme. As James Whitman noted, it was a Nazi 
doctor, Dr. Möbius, who said, “I am reminded of something an 
American said to us recently. He explained, ‘We do the same thing 
you are doing. But why do you have to say it so explicitly in your 
laws?’ ”21 This American racist failed to see the fascist logic of rac-
ism. Fascism was about stating the quiet part out loud.
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Fascist Racism and Xenophobia

There is no starting point for fascism without the creation of abso-
lute foes, but these can be imagined and targeted in different ways.

There is a misconception that certain fascisms were neither 
racist nor extremely discriminatory. This is historically wrong. 
Most historians of fascism present racism as a key element of  
transnational fascisms, and before them many anti-fascists and 
victims observed the centrality of racism to fascism. Minorities 
were often the first to see and suffer the consequences of fascism. 
For example, in the United States, and as historian Matthew F. 
Delmont explains, “For Black Americans, the war started not with 
Pearl Harbor in 1941 but several years earlier with the Italian inva-
sion of Ethiopia and the Spanish Civil War.”22 And when Hitler took 
power in 1933, Black Americans clearly recognized the threat and 
similarities between Nazi and American forms of racism. As the 
prominent African American journalist Langston Hughes said, 
“Yes, we Negroes in America do not have to be told what Fascism 
is in action. . . . We know. Its theories of Nordic supremacy and 
economic suppression have long been realities to us.”23

It is clear why all those who perceived what fascism really 
meant quickly became anti-fascist. Worldwide, anti-fascists high-
lighted these global fascist-racist connections.24 In 1923 in 
Argentina, social democratic representative Alfredo Palacios 
noted that the racist and anti-Semitic Ku Klux Klan was the 
American version of fascism, so well represented by Mussolini in 
Italy and by Leopoldo Lugones in Argentina.25

Fascists themselves pointed out these connections between 
deep hatred, racism, persecution, and extermination. As Lugones 
had stated, even before he became a fascist, racial considerations 
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shaped considerations of law and justice in Argentina, Latin 
America, and beyond: “If the extermination of the Indians is ben-
eficial to the white race, it is already good for it; and if humanity 
benefits from its triumph, the act also has justice on its part, whose 
base is the predominance of interest.”26 Not all fascists agreed with 
the idea of excluding Native American populations from the fascist 
project of racial nation building. Chilean Nacis argued that the 
Chilean race was “united and homogenous” because it had fused 
Spanish and Araucanian blood over three centuries.27 Chinese fas-
cists also highlighted the cohesion of the Chinese of “the yellow 
race” and how enemies wanted to force the Chinese to “become a 
different race.”28

Old racist notions worked to confirm a fascist hierarchy of peo-
ples. Ideas of racial superiority, racist laws, and fears of miscegena-
tion shaped the emergence and development of fascism. To put it 
simply, one cannot understand fascism without the history of rac-
ism that preceded it.

Eugenics set a key precedent in this regard. In Sweden and the 
United States, the dubious idea of improving the race via segrega-
tion and forced sterilization led fascists to mistakenly believe their 
racism had a scientific basis.

Admirers of fascism, like the Egyptian Salama Musa, saw 
Nazism as a great example of the need to strictly separate races. As 
historians Israel Gershoni and James Jankowski explain, Musa saw 
“the mixing of different races, such as ‘the black with the white and 
the yellow with the brown’ ” as leading, at best, to “the adverse 
mixture of races in which the qualities of the more superior race 
would be polluted by the inferior.”29

Fascists typically linked this idea of contamination of the self 
with conspiracy theories. Egyptian fascist and Green Shirt Ahmad 
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Husayn saw Jews behind every bad thing that happened to the 
Middle East: “They are the secret of this cultural squalor and these 
filthy arts. They are the secret of this religious and moral decay, up 
to the point where it has become correct to say ‘search for the Jew 
behind every depravity.’ ”30 Similarly, Hitler presented the fantasy 
of an attempt to make Germany less white as something ultimately 
devised by the Jews. He warned against a future European “mulatto 
state.”31 For the Führer, France was the example of a state domi-
nated by Jews: “The French people, who are becoming more and 
more obsessed by negroid ideas, represent a threatening menace 
to the existence of the white race in Europe, because they are 
bound up with the Jewish campaign for world domination.” The 
actions of Blacks and Jews were one and the same in Hitler’s mind. 
The corruption of the race was at the center of “the contamination 
caused by the influx of negroid blood on the Rhine, in the very 
heart of Europe . . . in accord with the sadist and perverse lust for 
vengeance on the part of the hereditary enemy of our people, just 
as it suits the purpose of the cool calculating Jew who would use 
this means of introducing a process of bastardization in the very 
centre of the European Continent.” Hitler claimed that Jews 
wanted to destroy the white race “by infecting the white race with 
the blood of an inferior stock, [which] would destroy the founda-
tions of its independent existence.”32

Fascists were obsessed with the idea of the degradation of a 
racially conceived pure national community. Precedents for these 
deranged ideas varied and included the Spanish fifteenth-century 
statutes of “purity of the blood” (a clear precedent for Nazi think-
ing) and, more recently, the history of American racism.33

As the Nazis saw it, racism was a response to liberalism, which 
was the ultimate culprit. As fanatical Nazi propagandist Streicher put 
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it, “The emancipation of the Jews and the liberation of the black 
slaves are the two crimes of civilization committed by the plutocrats 
in the last few centuries.”34 In this context, for Nazis, the Jim Crow 
South was an inspiration. Nazis mined American race law as a key 
example for their own racist policies of persecution.35 But they were 
not the only ones to see American racist and fascist traditions as con-
nected to their own. As early as 1923, an article published in the most 
important fascist magazine, Gerarchia (directed by Benito Mussolini), 
stated that “around the world, various political movements are shap-
ing themselves or they try to model themselves on Fascism.” They 
had in “common the nationalist ideological foundation.” While 
nationalism was “unique and equal in all countries in its philosophi-
cal substratum, in its praxis, it must inevitably adapt to different 
needs and different aspirations of each people and every race.” The 
fascist writer concluded that “this is why the ‘awakened Magyars’ are 
royalists and anti-Semites, while the Bavarian National Socialists 
attempt to unite dynastic and military sentiment with the economic 
aspirations of the very troubled Germanic proletariat. That’s why in 
America the powerful and mysterious sect of the Ku-Klux-Klan per-
forms all sorts of harassment against black men.” This violence was 
warranted for fascists because “in fact, the ever greater increase in 
the black population, who is the enemy of the whites by tradition of 
race and for the contempt that still surrounds it today, represents a 
terrible unknown for the future of the United States.”36

Fascist racism was inseparable from the idea of radical enmity 
toward the left and secularism. As a leader of the Colombian fas-
cists, the Leopards, explained, there “are no enemies to the right.” 
What he meant is that fascism represented the violent edge of a 
larger right-wing alliance of conservatives and fascists against 
“internal enemies” and the “ambitions of other races.”37
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Nazi racism represented both an alluring model and an extreme 
example, as recalled by the Syrian Nazi admirer Sami al-Jundi 
(later a Baath party leader): “We were racialists. We were fasci-
nated by Nazism, reading its books and the sources of its think-
ing.”38 Racialism or racism were used to describe a profound rejec-
tion of difference. Fascination, however, did not mean imitation. 
How could one possibly imitate Hitler if “racism was created by the 
French,” asked Brazilian fascist and anti-Semite Gustavo Barroso.39 
Many fascist intellectuals also warned that Nazi racism was a prob-
lem if they wanted to lead an international movement against 
democracy.40

To be sure, not all fascists were deeply connected to the Nazi 
model. But all forms of fascisms were rooted in a radical politics of 
xenophobia. The important question is, who did different fascists 
define as their enemy? For Peruvian fascists, for example, the ene-
mies were immigrants from China and Japan. Brazilian fascists 
would say that what made Brazil better than other nations is that 
Brazil had a combination of races—the European white races, black 
African races, and indigenous races. And yet in this conception the 
Jews had no place in Brazilian society, so their racism was anti-
Semitic as opposed to the anti-Asian racism of the Peruvian fas-
cists.41 The initial forms of anti-African racism in Italy were also 
different from anti-Jewish racism in countries like Hungary,  
Argentina, or Germany.

Fascism imagines its enemy by fomenting and expanding on 
structural forms of racism. As political scientist Terri Givens 
explains, in Europe and in countries like the United States, slavery 
led to the “development of a structure of racism” that still plays out 
in current politics: “Norms around the idea of Whiteness are 
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embedded in our societies. The groups who are the targets of rac-
ism and violence may be different in these countries, but the 
impact on equality is the same. Whether it’s people of Muslim 
background, African descent, or newly arrived Asian immigrants, 
the norms around White supremacy and political power come into 
play.”42 Indeed, American fascists from the Ku Klux Klan to Father 
Charles Coughlin to scores of Nazi sympathizers played with these 
racist norms, appropriating and cementing them.

The most important anti-Semitism promoter in the United 
States was Henry Ford. Between 1920 and 1927 he ran wide anti-
Semitic attacks in his personal news media outlet (which was sec-
ond in circulation in the country). His series “The International 
Jew” lent the legitimacy of modern cars, money, and power to rac-
ist ideologues the world over. Ford was a millionaire car entrepre-
neur and technology innovator who also dabbled in media and 
propaganda. His talent for business was confused with wisdom 
and intelligence, of which he had none. He was a person ready to 
believe and promote reckless anti-Semitic fantasies. Red scare tac-
tics and racism were at the center of his paranoic hatred of Jews. 
Among the many fascist admirers of Ford was Hitler, who “kept a 
picture of Ford on the wall of his office in Munich, praised the auto-
mobile magnate in Mein Kampf, and later told a Detroit News 
reporter, ‘I regard Henry Ford as my inspiration.’ ”43

Ford’s ideas were highly influential but not original. Ideas of 
white-hood, Aryanism, and other clumsy claims about the superior 
races were present in earlier stages of fascism worldwide.

Eventually, most fascisms joined the movement in full-fledged 
racism, as when Mussolini stated in 1938 that “also on the question 
of race we shoot straight.”44 What he meant was that fascists were 
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racists without hesitation. But some hesitation had existed before 
then. In 1921 Mussolini had claimed that fascism was not merely an 
outcome of the Great War, but it was born out of a “deep perennial 
need of our Aryan and Mediterranean stirpe.”45 He had also 
argued that same year “that fascists need to care for the health  
of the race with which history is done.”46 And yet, before the 
1930s, fascists did not radically emphasize the race of the enemy. 
What changed was a combination of factors, such as the influence 
of Nazism in fascist Italy and, more importantly, the mixed practi-
cal and ideological implications of imperialism.47 As Mussolini 
explained in his famous speech in Trieste in 1938, “The racial  
problem did not break out suddenly as some people think who  
are used to sudden awakenings because they are used to long  
lazy sleep. It is related to the conquest of the Empire. History 
teaches us that empires are conquered with weapons, but they hold 
on with prestige. And for prestige you need a clear, severe racial 
conscience which clearly establishes not only difference, but supe-
riority.” For Mussolini, the need for a racial hierarchy between 
white Europeans and Black Africans affirmed fascist power over its 
enemies. Fascism and racism were part of the same will to domi-
nate others. Thus, for Mussolini, “the Jewish problem is therefore 
only one aspect of this phenomenon. Our position has been deter-
mined by indisputable data. World Jewry has been, for sixteen 
years, in spite of our politics, an irreconcilable enemy of 
fascism.”48

Fascism relied on the creation of its “irreconcilable” enemies 
to define itself. In their racism, and more generally in their  
construction of a radical other that cannot be fully integrated into 
society, fascists and other extremists replicated and amplified a 
cultural code that was widely shared in politics and society.49
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The Internal and External Enemies

The idea of the internal enemy was intrinsically connected to a 
notion about the inferiority, impurity, and treasonous nature of 
those who were considered different from the majority. Fascists 
disputed the idea that citizenship defined the community. They 
linked ideas of internal enmity to their fantasy of a racially homog-
enous community that was constantly threatened. The enemy as a 
traitor to the national race was also presented as having a symbiotic 
relation with external enemies.

Historically, the internal enemy evolved with the repression of 
political difference and dissent at home and abroad. Global con-
texts such as transatlantic trade, world colonization, leftist revolu-
tions, and the First World War provided justification to the need to 
link internal opposition to a form of treason inspired and planned 
by external enemies. Fascism was an ideal home for the bestializa-
tion and racialization of enemies. Demonization, of course, had a 
long history, and it was refashioned by the emergence of modern 
propaganda in the early twentieth century.

But there were important precedents. For example, in the 
Middle Ages, as historian Angelo Ventrone explains, demonization 
of others was traditionally done by representing them as beings 
with monstruous features:

In medieval times, so it was with the Jew, painted in yellow, with a 

pointed headdress and usually while gesticulating in a vulgar way. 

Physically and morally similar to the devil, then, or to a witch, with 

a pointed hat and a lumpy nose, perhaps while eating children. In 

England, in the modern age, the French were often described as 

emaciated, because absolute monarchy was linked to poverty and 
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oppression; in the nineteenth century the Irish were represented 

both in British cartoons and in the American ones as monkeys or 

subhuman beings. During the French Revolution, Louis XVI was 

often represented as a pig, substantially anticipating the stereo-

type of the fat, stocky and vulgar capitalist, so common in socialist 

and then communist propaganda. Political propaganda, therefore, 

very often divides reality into good and evil, friend and foe. This 

division leads to a connection between morality and physicality.  

In this context, enemies are rendered ugly and deform. Their 

depravity becomes dual: an internal moral one and an external 

physical one.50

Eventually democracy came to be represented as foes dis-
guised as friends. For Indian fascists, who conflated the fight 
against colonizers with the need to persecute religious minorities 
within India, “wrong notions of democracy strengthened the view 
and we began to class ourselves with our old invaders and foes 
under the outlandish name—Indian and tried to win them over to 
join hands with us in our struggle. The result of this poison is too 
well known. We have allowed ourselves to be duped into believing 
our foes to be our friends and with our own hands are under- 
mining true Nationality. That is the real danger of the day, our self 
forgetfulness, our believing our old and bitter enemies to be our 
friends.”51

As Goebbels explained regarding the Nazi destruction of 
democracy from within, “We do not come as friends, nor even as 
neutrals. We come as enemies. As the wolf bursts into the flock, so 
we come.”52

As historian Robert Paxton argues, the “diabolized internal/
external enemy—Jews or others—” was “an essential ingredient of 
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fascism.”53 Enemies were central to the anxieties that helped 
inflame fascist paranoia: “Fascists saw enemies within the nation 
as well as outside.” The fears generated by the Bolshevik revolu-
tion and the traumas of the First World War contributed to a  
context where ultranationalism and white supremacy thrived in 
tandem with economic and social conflicts. As Paxton noted, “The 
discovery of the role of bacteria in contagion by the French biolo-
gist Louis Pasteur and the mechanisms of heredity by the Austrian 
monk botanist Gregor Mendel in the 1880s made it possible to 
imagine whole new categories of internal enemy: carriers of dis-
ease, the unclean, and the hereditarily ill, insane, or criminal.” The 
urge to purify the community from enemies led to the “forcible 
sterilization of habitual offenders (in the American case, especially 
African Americans), but Nazi Germany went beyond them.”54

In Germany, Argentina, the United States, and India—but not 
only in these countries—the internal enemy was conceived as part 
of a race war. Typically, fascists presented themselves as ideal 
types of real men. As historian George Mosse noted, the Jew was 
conceived as a countertype “whose conspiratorial activities could 
beguile foreign powers and turn them into the enemy of the supe-
rior race.”55

The internal enemy defined what ideal manhood was not. 
Fascism exacerbated prejudices and ideas of masculinity and fem-
ininity that were predominant in society. As Mosse explained,

The Nazis once again sharpened and made more absolute modern 

society’s apparent need for an enemy. Either as internal or exter-

nal enemies, Jews, blacks, and Gypsies were all singled out as the 

sworn enemies of the health and well-being of the Aryan race. Fol-

lowing the passage of the Nuremberg racial laws, which defined 
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who was or who was not an Aryan, semiofficial commentaries on 

these laws classified Gypsies, Jews and Blacks as people with “alien 

blood.” But even here there was a clear-cut hierarchy that made 

the Jews the root of all evil. Others who did not necessarily belong 

to a so-called inferior race also helped to undermine Aryan society, 

and they were established as countertypes as well: homosexuals, 

vagrants, habitual criminals, beggars, the handicapped, and the 

feebleminded—all those who were unable to do so-called produc-

tive work or who had no established place of residence. These the 

Nazis called “asocials,” and defined them broadly as people who 

could not be integrated into the community of the Volk, and who 

lacked the generally accepted norms that guaranteed so-called 

productive work within a settled community, be it the family or the 

state.56

Jews and other ethnic minority groups were targeted because 
they could be turned into a symbol. Once they were no longer con-
sidered human beings, they became a living metaphor of what  
fascists considered to be wrong with society. But everyone and ev -
erything could be turned into the proverbial enemies—journalists, 
members of the opposition, external actors, independent women, 
and all those whose sexual identities were different from the 
repressive fascist norm.

As the Indian fascist Inayatullah Khan Mashriqi explained, 
“We, Khaksars, are sworn enemies of, and shall take severe revenge 
even at extreme personal sacrifice upon, treacherous and dishon-
est leaders who have harmed the national cause and are exploiting 
the masses, upon the mercenaries of hostile nations, upon anti-
national editors and journalists, upon misleading propagandists, 
upon betrayers of the country’s interests, and upon miscreants,  
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to whatever community they may belong, who have stirred up  
sectarian animosities among the various communities of India  
or among the various sections or groups of Muslims.”57 Internal 
and external enemies conspired together and were often fused, or 
even indistinguishable.

Thus, for Brazilian fascist leader Plínio Salgado, the enemy was 
defined by everything that was foreign to Brazil and Latin America. 
Drawing on the intellectual history of anti-Americanism, Salgado 
stated that the mythical image of Caliban defined the enemy, and 
this enemy also lived within the national body. It was internal and 
external at the same time: “Caliban lives in the body of society.” 
Caliban was the “materialistic spirit” and the “denial of God.” 
Caliban represented communists and “plutocrats.” It represented 
a society “ruled by sex.”58

Fascism displayed a fascination with pornographic images and 
caricatures of the enemy. In the pages of the Italian fascist journal 
Difesa della razza (Defense of the Race), the combination of pseudo-
science with multiple images of naked (or semi-naked) bodies of 
Jews, Blacks, and other minorities cemented the idea of a direct 
racist link among deformity, abnormal sexuality, liberalism, and 
communism. Fascist bodies, on the other hand, were displayed as 
being “normal.” The journal’s front pages displayed a hierarchical 
superposition of three faces, presumably Aryan, Jewish, and Black. 
As you would expect, Aryan whites appeared measured and 
Olympian, while Jews and Blacks were represented by bare bodies 
that were meant to describe a degenerated, or even an absence of, 
culture. As one writer put it, “Racism therefore does not impede, 
on the contrary it comforts and specifies and circumscribes the 
moral responsibility and freedom of the individual; on the other 
hand, however, it ascertains and recognizes the inequality of 
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human races, an inequality which is not only of somatic character-
istics but, more importantly, of psychological attitudes.”59

For fascists, racial determinism included religion. In the 
Argentine fascist journal Clarinada, traditional Catholic images of 
Jews as God-killers were fused with representations of them as 
naked, sick, and lubricious; their bodies tottered forward as their 
erect sexual organ threatened the environment with contagion.60 
Clarinada presented the image of a concentration camp where 
Jews and communists were surrounded by wires and a soldier 
pointing a machine gun at them asking, “When we will see this in 
our fatherland?”61

Argentine fascists presented the Jews as the “enemies of the 
people.” They conceived of them as “active conspirators” against 
“Christianity” and the nation. A writer in Clarinada stated, “We 
have many enemies but we first need to annihilate the Jew.” Jews 
represented the “anti-fatherland” and fighting them was “a holy 
fight.” He argued that the elimination of the Jews would lead to 
“world salvation.”62 Clarinada was quoted by the Nazis of Der 
Stürmer as an ideal example of anti-Semitism because it proposed 
to bury the Jews alive in their graves.63 The idea of contamination 
was depicted as a Jew kissing an Argentine flag: “With a kiss, Jews 
sold and betrayed Christ; that is why today they are not ashamed to 
kiss the flag of the Homeland, to sell and betray her while in their 
pockets they finger the dollars of treason.”64

In another caricature, a “Jew” tried to rape a woman with the 
word Argentina written across her dress, who exclaimed that there 
appeared no “man to free her from this filth.”65 For Argentine fas-
cists, women needed to be “on par with men” without abandoning 
their “natural” subordinate position. Women could also become 
internal enemies. Women who thought like men were disqualified 
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as “marimachos,” and men who agreed with them were presented 
as “los feministas” and “maricones.”66

As historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat explains, a “misogynistic cult of 
virility” was central to fascism. The fascist dictatorship was a 
“haven” for men who hated women. As she explains, the fascist 
idea of manhood relied on the need to dominate men and women, 
but with respect to women, strongmen like Mussolini and Hitler, as 
well as many other leaders, “presented by personality cults as the 
ideal blend of everyman and superman authoritarians make ordi-
nary men feel better about their own transgressions.” In the case of 
Mussolini, over two decades in power, “thousands of women” 
became “part of his state-assisted machine of libidinal gratifica-
tion.” The women who participated in these “brief and violent 
encounters” of fifteen to twenty minutes became persons of inter-
est to his state repressive apparatus. As Ben-Ghiat argues, “His fix-
ers and secret police stood ready to force an abortion, pay for 
silence, or make life difficult for the women’s boyfriends and 
husbands.”67

The fascist view of women was that they should be subjugated 
within a male-dominated society. This was not original, but it was 
extreme. Women were expected to be passive wives and mothers 
of fascists, confined to the domestic sphere. Fascism imagined 
itself as having a reproductive and “family”-oriented mission for 
women. Domination once more reigned supreme. Fascists 
regarded abortion as a crime against the race (stirpe).68 Fascist poli-
tics toward women regarded them as subordinate agents of fascist 
ideology. As historian Patrizia Dogliani explains, these politics 
were based on the idea of women’s biological inferiority to men.69 
There was nothing new in the fascist notion of women, but the anti-
feminist politics of fascism cannot be dissociated from a wider 
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totalitarian system based on various forms of discrimination and 
xenophobia.

The search for autonomy and equal rights for women, sexual 
minorities, and ethnic minorities was perceived as a threat. For fas-
cists the idea of feminism was anathema. Peruvian fascist Santos 
Chocano warned against “the masculinization of women” that 
democratic politics created.70 Others were even more extreme in 
their demonization of women who were politically active. Chinese 
fascists imagined Hitler as literally corralling women into the 
kitchen. As historian Maggie Clinton noted, for Chinese fascists, 
women who “exuded sexuality” were denigrated and “had to be 
corralled and contained.”71 Female agency was viewed in opposi-
tion to domesticity, the fatherland, and the “family.” This is why 
Bolivian fascists claimed that “everything that tends to dissolve the 
family or corrupt it is contrary to the laws of nature and is only pos-
sible in states that, directly or indirectly, are getting closer to 
communism.”72

Feminism was a particular source of animosity for fascists. 
Argentine writer Leopoldo Lugones accused feminists of being a 
key “agent of social dissolution” that precipitated major crises of 
civilizations. The social crises for which women and feminists 
were to be blamed included the fall of the Roman Empire, “the 
great anarchy of the renaissance and the formidable crisis of the 
18th century.”73 Feminists were blamed for revolution and “uni-
sexualism.” Lugones equated feminism with “prostitution” and 
warned, “If women were equal to men, there would be only one 
sex, and the human species would have become sterile. Now then: 
sterile love (because love subsists within the feminist doctrine) is 
the supreme corruption, constituting a pleasure without compen-
sation for the result that it normally produces, that is, the procrea-
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tion of children.” Gender equality created monsters: “The woman 
and the man, unified by equality, would form a monster, the andro-
gyne, that is, the typical product in which the sick imagination of 
decadence indulges.”74

Fascists defined their enemies in terms of very traditional  
gender roles and critiques of so-called abnormal sexuality. Racial 
enemies were depicted as “feminine,” naked, old, nervous, and 
sexually degenerated, demonstrating moral disorder as well as 
physical disarray. Central to this ideology was the notion that the  
external (physical aspect) was a reflection of the internal (being 
and emotions). For fascists, the physical disorder of the enemy  
was a result of the old democratic system that the enemy 
embraced.75

Fascist Demonization and White Replacement Theory

Who is white, and who is not, is a question that has a long history in 
fascisms. The fascist killer who committed a racist massacre in 
Buffalo in 2022 stated in his “manifesto,” “I believe I am ethnically 
white since my parent’s nationalities are from north-western 
Europe and Italy.”76 But during the Italian immigration to America, 
Italians were often not considered fully white. Similarly, Adolf 
Hitler had warned in his racist fantasies that Germany was at risk 
of becoming “Southern Italy,” a place he identified with racial mix-
ing and the replacement of the white world. More than fifty years 
later, Ugo Bossi, founder of Lega Nord, would make similar xeno-
phobic assumptions about Southern Italy.

Benito Mussolini disagreed with the Führer on Italian white-
ness, but in 1934 he issued a “warning cry about the demographical 
decadence of the white race.” This warning cry anticipated the  



[ 118 ] t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  X e n o p h o b i a

racism and segregation that Italians imposed against Ethiopia in 
1935, as well as the racist and anti-Semitic laws of 1938.77

These deranged fantasies and fears about racial pollution and 
“white” decline also appear in the Buffalo terrorist’s 180-page 
“manifesto.” He adheres to the so-called “great replacement the-
ory,” whose origins date back to late-nineteenth-century ideas of 
social degeneracy and scientific racism. According to these ideas, 
Western civilizing superiority had to be maintained biologically 
and culturally to avoid chaos and social collapse. This ideology was 
widely accepted by political elites in various countries on both 
sides of the Atlantic and gave rise to eugenic, segregationist, anti-
immigration, and finally fascist and genocidal policies.

In the 1930s, the Nazis radicalized the lie of a Jewish conspiracy 
whose purpose was to organize the mixture of races, leading to an 
extermination of white populations worldwide. From then on, the 
idea of “white genocide” was used by fascists and related organiza-
tions during the Cold War to justify political violence in the name of 
defending ethnic nationalisms. In the 1970s, the Latin American 
Anticommunist Confederation introduced notions of “genocide 
and white supremacy” that influenced the doctrines of the agencies 
responsible for Operation Condor. The plan involved the coordina-
tion of Latin American dictatorships in a transnational plot of kid-
napping and murder that operated throughout the Southern Cone, 
including Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, and Uruguay.78 The 
dictatorships of Bolivia, Chile, and Paraguay were very receptive to 
such ideas, partly because of the presence of former Nazis and 
former Ustaše in high positions. The Latin American military juntas 
saw themselves as warriors in a historic crusade to defend Western 
Christian civilization against a global conspiracy. During the 1970s 
and 1980s, there was strong transatlantic cooperation between 
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operatives of the junta, European neofascist paramilitary organiza-
tions like the Italian P2, the apartheid governments of Rhodesia and 
South Africa, and elements of the American far right. These rela-
tions bore fruit during the genocidal wars and massacres in Central 
America, in which Argentina participated directly by sending 
“advisers” who were experts in illegal repression.

All of this gives us a historical framework for thinking about 
current delusions: white replacement and the defense of the West.

These are the global echoes of fascism. In internet forums, neo-
fascists admire the Argentine dictatorship and Augusto Pinochet 
as actors to be emulated. One of the founders of Argentine fascism, 
Leopoldo Lugones, defended Argentine imperialism for its “white” 
superiority over other Latin American nations, and the generals of 
the last military dictatorship (1976–1983), who killed tens of thou-
sands of citizens in a “Dirty War” launched in the name of the 
“Christian West,” used a similar logic. In 1976, General Videla 
underlined the global nature of the conflict: “The fight against sub-
version is not exhausted in a purely military dimension. It is a 
worldwide phenomenon. It has political, economic, social, cultural 
and psychological dimensions.” The ideas of replacement and 
invasion are central to the transnational fascist tradition, along 
with paranoid fantasies about the expansion and migration of non-
white Europeans. The infamous statements of General Albano 
Harguindeguy, minister of the interior under the Argentine dicta-
torship, can be understood only from this historical perspective. In 
1978, Harguindeguy spoke of the need to encourage European 
immigration. For him, this was urgently necessary so that Argentina 
could “remain one of the three whitest countries in the world.”79

This explicit racism took the form of an open acknowledgment 
of the need to eradicate other “non-European” elements from the 
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nation. The depth and scope of this desire manifested itself, once 
again, in concentration camps, where racism and anti-Semitism 
took center stage. The fight against the enemy had no limits. 
International cooperation between fascists and white supremacist 
organizations continued after the Cold War. In the past they fought 
to defeat communism in Angola, Chile, or Nicaragua; now the 
enemy was Islam in Croatia or Afghanistan, or multiculturalism 
(which they, in their anti-Semitic delirium, believe is financed by 
Judaism). The attacks in Utoya (2011), Munich (2016), Pittsburgh 
(2018), El Paso (2019), Christchurch (2019), and Buffalo (2022), 
among others, are the continuation of fascist violence against 
minorities to whom fascists attribute the future destruction of 
Western civilization and Christian values. Italy has not been 
immune to these kinds of attacks. In 2011, a neofascist killed two 
Senegalese migrants in Florence, and more recently, another neo-
fascist and former member of Lega Nord shot several Nigerian 
immigrants in Macerata. In both cases, they were driven by deliri-
ous notions of invasion and replacement.

Fascism is and was transnational. We cannot treat these 
national histories as being exceptional because almost nothing in 
Italian, French, American, or other fascist traditions is exceptional. 
It is understandable that much attention has been paid to the local 
dimensions of the phenomenon, but what has been ignored until 
now are the global histories of fascism behind these attacks.

This type of terror distorts truth in order to promote an alterna-
tive reality. In this context, the idea of replacement as a form of cor-
ruption and contamination is key to understanding the history of 
fascist ideology. In Mein Kampf Adolf Hitler wrote, “This contami-
nation of our blood, blindly ignored by hundreds of thousands  
of our people, is carried on systematically by the Jew today. 
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Systematically these black parasites of the nation defile our inex-
perienced young blond girls and thereby destroy something which 
can no longer be replaced in this world.”80

In the United States, these fantasies are intermingled with con-
spiracy theories and with histories of slavery and racial injustice, 
which provide a context for right-wing violence and the delusion 
that the oppressed want to replace the ethnic majority. Neo-Nazi 
marchers in Charlottesville in 2017 infamously chanted, “Jews will 
not replace us.” In his last sermon, just four days before he was 
assassinated, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. warned that violence 
would “bring only a rightist takeover of the government and even-
tually a fascist state in America.”81

As Cynthia Miller-Idris explains, “The Great Replacement is a 
white supremacist conspiracy theory about demographic change. It 
claims that there is an intentional, global plan orchestrated by 
national and global elites to replace white, Christian, European pop-
ulations with non-white, non-Christian ones. Great Replacement-
type theories seek to create a sense of urgency and call whites to 
action. They foster transnational inspiration and a sense of shared 
mission among global white nationalists and white supremacists, 
who see themselves as facing a common demographic threat.”82 
France is one of the centers of white replacement theory, where ide-
ologues like Jean Raspail and Renaud Camus have used nineteenth-
century anti-Semitic and racist traditions to provide theories for 
anti-immigrant, wannabe fascist politicians like Éric Zemmour and 
Marine Le Pen.83

In fascist ideology, true national consciousness is pitted against 
domestic “enemies,” who oppose national policies that are racially, 
ethnically, or religiously homogeneous. These domestic “ene-
mies” are invariably institutions and individuals who champion 
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democracy and its ideals. The Hindu nationalist ideologue M. S. 
Golwalkar, the founding father of BJP, the right-wing Hindu party 
of Narendra Modi, argued against the idea that a nation was com-
posed of all its inhabitants and rejected the idea that every citizen 
of India had an equal right to freedom. Like American racists, 
Golwalkar regarded democratic ideals as a clear threat to his vision 
of the nation.84

If enemies are people who simply look, think, or behave differ-
ently, and their mere existence poses a threat to the imagined 
homogeneity of the nation, it is not surprising that radicalized 
believers would carry out mass murders, as has happened in the 
United States, Europe, and New Zealand, and pogroms, as in India.

The link between white replacement theory and fascism is not 
accidental, just as the mutual influence between, for example, the 
Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and Nazism is too important to be ignored. As 
historian Linda Gordon notes, Nazi leaders were knowledgeable 
“about American racism toward Blacks, and about the violence 
that maintained white supremacy. In fact, the KKK influenced the 
Nazi program. Alfred Rosenberg of the Nazi Party’s Office of 
Foreign Affairs published a speech by KKK Imperial Wizard Hiram 
Wesley Evans, arguing that the white race had to be protected from 
‘lower blood.’ The Nazi Handbook for Legislation cited U.S. immi-
gration law as a model for Germany. American eugenics influ-
enced Nazi ‘race hygiene’ policies. In fact, Walter Schultze of the 
Nazi euthanasia program called on German geneticists to ‘heed 
the example’ of the U.S.” As Gordon suggests, “The Klan contrib-
uted considerably to international racism, even to the Holocaust.”85

The idea of white replacement is a relatively recent label for tra-
ditional fascism. Through their propaganda, wannabe fascists are 
rebranding long-standing fascist paranoias and delusions about 
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conquest and racial and political substitution. When they become 
normalized, these fantasies pose a real threat to democracy.86

On Populist Victimization

The politics of hatred, racism, and xenophobia are central to fas-
cism but not populism. Populists invent an ultimate enemy, but 
they do not make the fascist move toward a practice of repression, 
imprisonment, and elimination. This distinction is an important 
one.

This is why, in terms of xenophobia, the wannabe fascists 
sound much more fascist than the populists who emerged after 
1945. Wannabe fascists regularly define people in racial terms, and 
the antipeople are often defined in racist or anti-religious terms, 
but wannabe fascists do not physically persecute or fully eliminate 
these people as fascists would. It’s veering toward fascism, but it’s 
not fully there.

In postwar Latin America, former fascists like Perón decided 
that if dictatorship would no longer be successful or globally 
accepted, democracy could still be undermined, stripped of its lib-
eral features, and repackaged as an authoritarian populist regime. 
In the populist formulation, electoral results delegate all power to 
a single figure who incarnates the people and constantly speaks for 
them. While constitutional democracies treat elections as discrete 
moments when politicians are elected to represent the citizens’ 
will, populism envisions the people as one, and their will is embod-
ied in the figure of the leader. Those who vote against the leader are 
enemies of the people. They represent a democratic diversity that 
cannot be legitimate, since only the leader knows what the people 
really want.
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This is why populists hold elections as referendums against 
diversity, seeking to transform diverse societies into the old fascist 
trinity of one people, one nation, and one leader. But historically 
they have done this without establishing high levels of political 
repression and violence. Populists demonize their enemies, but they 
don’t imprison, torture, and exterminate them in high numbers.

To put it differently, populists need enemies to play the role of 
eternal losers. As in fascism, these enemies can be both internal 
and external.

For example, in his successful campaign for the presidency in 
1945 and early 1946, Perón accused the United States of supporting 
the elites against him and the people. For Perón, politics was a war 
between the real Argentine people (whom he personified) and the 
“enemies of the people,” foreign and domestic. Peronist posters 
around Buenos Aires framed the dilemma as “Braden or Perón,” 
pitching Spruille Braden, the US ambassador to Argentina, against 
Perón. This was a classic fascist argument—that powerful outsid-
ers, allied to enemies from within, must be prevented from oppress-
ing the country’s authentic, common people—but one now shaped 
in electoral terms.

Perón also positioned himself as a law-and-order leader who 
could unite a divided public hanging on a fragile peace. In doing so, 
he valorized the police and the armed forces against imagined ene-
mies of the people both inside and outside Argentina, who compro-
mised not only the country’s safety but its identity.87

Perón viewed his enemies as enemies of popular sovereignty. 
He stated, “The world is divided into two tendencies: the People 
and the anti-people. We the men of the People worship only one 
goal: the People. The anti-people worship only one thing: what they 
have in their pocket, and they hate the people.”88
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But these enemies were not foes to be eliminated. In fact, they 
had a central role in populist politics.89 They were there to continu-
ally affirm how great the populists were.

To accomplish this, a big divide between the leader and the 
enemies needed to be created. According to Perón, “That is why I 
have always been a ‘dangerous individual’ for the interests of our 
enemies who are, in reality, the real enemies of the people. This 
legion of parasites, made up of politicians from different profes-
sions and trades, which to be leaders simulate a service that is in 
reality a form of treason.”90

For Perón, the enemies included international press like the 
New York Times, as well as the national media and communists who 
worked on behalf of treasonous foreign interests. But despite some 
rhetorical excesses, populist leaders like Perón almost never 
named religious or ethnic minorities as their enemies. In fact, in 
1954 he argued, “We are simply Peronists and within that we are 
Catholics, Jews, Buddhists, Orthodox, etc., because to be a 
Peronist, we don’t ask anyone what God they pray to.”91 In pop-
ulism, citizens became enemies because of their political opinions, 
not their identities.

To be a Peronist, one had to follow and obey the leader’s com-
mand. This was the only thing that mattered for populists in the 
second half of the last century. Populists opposed those who were 
against the “national unification” of leader, nation, and people. An 
“organized community” could not have dissent; dissent was 
deemed the “anti-fatherland.” Even while the enemy was part of a 
“confabulation,” its identity remained political.92 Populism divides 
the world into the people and the elites, but membership in the lat-
ter group is fluid. Anyone who is against the leader of the people 
and the nation becomes a member of the elites who have taken 



[ 126 ] t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  X e n o p h o b i a

power from the people. Enemies were often construed as members 
of the oligarchy. These include professional politicians, journalists, 
and all those who criticize the leader. Still, despite the rhetorical 
excesses, populists didn’t put their warnings and apocalyptic 
thoughts about political war into practice, unlike fascists.

Colombian populist Jorge Eliecer Gaitán (who had been an 
admirer of fascism early on) reflected that fascism was fundamen-
tally different from other doctrines. In fascism, the political under-
dog had to be defeated, dispossessed, and banished from politics. 
In 1942 he stated, “Fascism assumes, or believes, that life is essen-
tially a struggle and that in that fight it is not wrong for the weak to 
perish at the hands of the strong, because this corresponds to bio-
logical reality. This is the fundamental basic principle of fascism 
and Nazism. Both are the same doctrine.”93

In contrast, for populists these pseudobiological considera-
tions of fascism were out of the question. Vargas contrasted justice, 
love, and fraternity with force, hatred, and violence.94 Enemies 
were not defined by their identity and did not need to be perma-
nently eliminated.

After 1945, the populist leaders who gained power in Latin 
America and other places demonized the opposition, but racism 
and xenophobia have not been the main axis of populist politics—
not until recently, that is, with the emergence of the new populism 
of the wannabe fascists.

Across the Atlantic and beyond, racist statements have already 
been matched by real actions, and the number of xenophobic 
attacks has increased dramatically. As the heirs of Mussolini, the 
wannabe fascists are using fascist dog whistles even more effec-
tively than their predecessors, especially when they talk about 
elections and immigrants.
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The linguistic and philosophical affinities between the wannabe 
fascists and the fascists powers of the past are strong. In Hungary, 
Viktor Orbán has created what historians Javier Rodrigo and 
Maximiliano Fuentes Codera aptly called an “ethnocracy.”95 Orbán 
presents a mix of paranoia about immigrants, sexuality, and “illib-
eralism,” while defending racial forms of nationalism with coded 
anti-Semitic language. For example, borrowing from classic anti-
Semitic tropes, he stated in 2018, “We are fighting an enemy that is 
different from us. Not open, but hiding; not straightforward but 
crafty; not honest but base; not national but international; does  
not believe in working but speculates with money; does not have its 
own homeland but feels it owns the whole world.”96 Orbán was 
clearly suggesting that George Soros (whom the New York Times 
described as “a Jew from Hungary, survived the Holocaust, fled 
communism and became one of the single largest funders of  
democracy promotion, anti-Communism and liberal education 
around the globe”) was an expression of the global enemies faced 
by his country. In fact, he was using the paranoiac image of a power-
ful Jewish culprit to deny the real problems that his administration 
created. Similarly, Trump explained that he was the first American 
president to be indicted because of Soros’s activities. In Trump’s 
view—as well as in that of Trumpists like governor of Florida Ron 
DeSantis and racist representative and conspiracy theorist Marjorie 
Taylor Greene of Georgia—Soros, the Democrats, and the judiciary 
were one and the same enemy. In 2023 Trump stated, “The Radical 
Left Democrats—the enemy of the hard-working men and women 
of this Country—have been engaged in a Witch-Hunt to destroy the 
Make America Great Again movement.” He said the Manhattan dis-
trict attorney, Alvin Bragg, who brought charges against him “was 
hand-picked and funded by George Soros.”97
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This was one xenophobic trope among many. When Trump 
talks about the “infection” of immigrants, the loss of culture, and 
his longing for a golden past, or when Matteo Salvini in Italy sug-
gests a “mass cleaning” to be made “street by street,” they are 
actually referring to the defense of the (imagined) ethnic and cul-
tural purity and homogeneity of their nations. As we have seen, in 
the late 1930s and early 1940s, Italy’s fascist magazine Difesa della 
razza was similarly advocating for the unity of the race, saying reli-
gious and ethnic minorities could not be part of the nation.

Also excluded were those deemed race traitors (internal ene-
mies), namely, members of the national race who embraced their 
enemies. As Indian fascists explained, “Consequently only those 
movements are truly ‘National’ as [they] aim at re-building, re-
vitalizing and emancipating from its present stupor, the Hindu 
Nation. Those only are nationalist patriots, who, with the aspira-
tion to glorify the Hindu race and Nation next to their heart, are 
prompted into activity and strive to achieve that goal. All others are 
either traitors and enemies to the National cause, or, to take a char-
itable view, idiots.”98

This fascist logic imagines all enemies as traitors, while popu-
lists prefer to consider them as either traitors or just misguided 
individuals, in terms of their political opinions and their refusal to 
listen to their leaders. Fascists and populists shared a notion that 
the people were threatened by the ultimate enemies, which led to 
alarmist ideas about the onset of an apocalypse and crises that only 
their leaders could resolve. In fascism, this notion of the people 
was radically exclusionary and eventually racist, in most if not all 
cases, whereas most populist notions of the people, even when 
they were xenophobic and racist, tended to be more indeterminate 
and rhetorical.



The Politics of Xenophobia [ 129 ]

The Enemies of Wannabe Fascism

One should not conflate the fascist anti-Semitism of the past with 
the anti-Semitism of wannabe fascists in the present. Fascists 
change their enemies according to context.

Historian Robert Paxton wrote in 2004, “While a new fascism 
would necessarily diabolize some enemy, both internal and exter-
nal, the enemy would not necessarily be Jews. An authentically 
popular American fascism would be pious, antiblack, and, since 
September 11, 2001, anti-Islamic as well; in western Europe, secu-
lar and, these days, more likely anti-Islamic than anti-Semitic; in 
Russia and eastern Europe, religious, anti-Semitic, Slavophile, and 
anti-Western. New fascisms would probably prefer the main-
stream patriotic dress of their own place and time to alien swasti-
kas or fasces.”99 To be sure, anti-Semitism is still a big part of the 
picture. It has become normal for key Republican politicians to get 
away with deranged denunciations, such as when Representative 
Marjorie Taylor Green blamed “a space laser” controlled by Jewish 
financiers for starting a wildfire in California.100 But unlike the 
Nazis, the wannabe fascists have widely varied enemies. And 
national histories matter. Thus, Sinclair Lewis astutely wrote in his 
classic novel from 1935 It Can’t Happen Here, “In America the strug-
gle was befogged by the fact that the worst Fascists were they who 
disowned the word ‘Fascism’ and preached enslavement to 
Capitalism under the style of Constitutional and Traditional Native 
American Liberty.”101

This is the context for Donald Trump’s wannabe fascist politics 
of xenophobia. A big divide between actual fascism and Trump’s 
fiery rhetoric on Muslims, minorities, Democrats, and the press is 
that once fascist politicians reached power, they switched from 
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racist statements and other forms of rhetorical demonization to 
the physical elimination of their foes. Fascism not only talks about 
its enemies but eliminates them from the political process.

Throughout his election campaign in 2016, Trump was regu-
larly and strongly criticized for being a fascist and a racist, but after 
the election the discourse softened drastically. Early in his presi-
dency, many newspapers hesitated to brand him a misogynist and 
a racist despite mounting evidence, and the f-word (fascism) was 
often dropped from the lexicon. Many people believed that institu-
tions, the law, and the tradition of legality would force the new 
president to behave presidentially and respect the country’s core 
liberal values. Of course, the opposite happened. Trump never 
became “presidential.” Wannabe fascists never do.

The Trump administration unapologetically pursued a xeno-
phobic agenda based on the complete abandonment of basic human 
decency toward minorities and immigrants. As many Americans 
waited patiently for the office to which he was elected to tame 
Trump, his xenophobia was gradually normalized and his calls for 
violence and the elimination of perceived threats increased.

Trump has mixed racist alarmism, jingoistic statements, and 
the idea of law and order with the fiction that he is the “messenger” 
of the people. In his inauguration speech in 2017 on “American car-
nage,” he said the American people had defeated a minority of pol-
iticians: “For too long, a small group in our nation’s capital has 
reaped the rewards of government, while the people have borne 
the cost.” Trump also claimed that the country was beset by crime, 
stating falsely on the campaign trail that the “murder rate” was the 
highest it had been in almost half a century and the police “are the 
most mistreated people” in America.102
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When George Floyd was assassinated by a police officer in 
Minneapolis in May of 2020, Trump tried to appropriate the legacy 
of the victim. He stated, “George is looking down right now and 
saying this is a great thing that is happening for our country.” He 
also said, “I think I’ve done more for the Black community than 
any other president, and let’s take a pass on Abraham Lincoln, 
’cause he did good, although it’s always questionable.”103

This is an old trick in the history of racism. For racists, the vic-
tims of racism simply fail to appreciate the leader’s power or refuse 
to believe in the leader’s cult and thus undermine him. In Mein 
Kampf, Hitler said that Jews “destroy faith in the leadership.” 
Trump complained in 2022 that Jews were not sufficiently “appre-
ciative” of him and warned American Jews to “get their act together 
. . . before it’s too late.” For Trump, the proper role for minorities is 
one of subordinate acclamation.104

By representing himself as the embodiment of the American 
spirit and its everyday people (despite the fact that he lost the popu-
lar vote in 2016 and the election in 2020), Trump manufactured a 
popular mandate to turn the country upside down.

Political systems can be corrupted without being replaced by 
fascism. In Perón’s case, this meant vastly altering the character of 
Argentina’s democracy without eliminating it. In contrast with fas-
cism, Perón’s Argentina remained an authoritarian populist 
democracy that expanded social and economic rights and never 
violently repressed critics. Under Perón, Argentina experienced a 
strong redistribution of income, with wages rising and jobs increas-
ing. Thus, Perón did not have to install himself as a dictator; 
instead, he relied on the votes of the Peronist masses to keep him 
in power.105
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Enemies of the People

Never subtle, Jair Bolsonaro said to the press in 2021, “Fuck your-
selves, shitty press!,” while ministers in his cabinet were clapping 
and laughing.106 Among the enemies of fascists, populists, and 
wannabe fascists, the free press and those who study the past are 
primary targets. The reasons for this are clear. In contrast to propa-
ganda, an independent press provides empirical data that enables 
people to develop an interpretation of reality. That is why authori-
tarians inevitably have a problem with the free press: more free 
press means more empirical analyses, which work against their 
propaganda and myths.

The same happens with the work of historians because history 
is supported by facts. History is, after all, an interpretation of facts, 
whereas political myth involves the repetition of fantasies and 
propaganda. The latter serves the purpose of dividing society into 
followers of the faith and unfaithful traitors. Myths are not related 
to and do not necessarily rely on facts. As we have seen in the pre-
vious chapter, authoritarians always have a problem with an inter-
pretation of the past supported by facts—what we call history.

In Trump’s case, one of his slogans was Make America Great 
Again. A historian would ask, what was so great about America 
before civil rights that he is referring to? What was supposedly 
great in Trump’s eyes was that minorities were strongly repressed, 
and there was something close to apartheid in the United States. In 
this sense, it is fair to compare US democracy to other young 
democracies, such as, for example, Spain. How could you call the 
United States fully democratic before its civil rights reforms? This 
is what the myth of the past as enabled and reenacted by Trumpism 
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provides—a story about the US past that does not correspond to the 
reality of that past.

But racism, xenophobia, and hatred of journalists, historians, 
and history teachers are not the only tools of fascist demonization. 
As we have seen, there is no fascism without misogyny and homo-
phobia. Toxic masculinity is a central facet of wannabe fascists as 
well. Wannabe fascists target religious and sexual minorities. The 
same goes for criminals and drug addicts, who are blamed for  
the social problems that create their situation in the first place. The 
most extreme and unabashed example of this recalibration of  
the fascist politics of hatred can be seen in Philippine president 
Rodrigo Duterte’s pro-Nazi positions.

The Nazi connections behind this violence is clear, if not always 
explicit. India has a tradition of genocidal violence that goes back 
to the fascist origins of the current ruling party, the BJP. In Delhi in 
February 2020, during Trump’s visit to India, an anti-Muslim 
pogrom was unleashed by movement members who were enabled 
by a lack of police and political interference.107 At that time, Trump 
praised Modi for defending “religious freedom.” While Modi ena-
bled and defended this Kristallnacht-style pogrom, he was cau-
tious not to talk about the Nazi inspiration behind it, as his Indian 
ideological fascist predecessors had done in the past. In contrast, 
Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Teddy Locsin Jr. stated, “I 
believe that the Drug Menace is so big it needs a FINAL SOLUTION 
like the Nazis adopted. That I believe. NO REHAB.” Locsin stated 
that Hitler did some things “right.” Similarly, Trump is said to have 
told his chief of staff that Hitler “did a lot of good things.”108 Like 
the Nazis, Trump has singled out immigrants and minorities as the 
sole reason for crime and disease.
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The influence of historical fascism on contemporary wannabe 
fascists goes beyond admiration; it extends to the dehumanization 
of others. The Nazis believed their enemies were inherently crimi-
nal and that political ideologies like communism were promoting 
a race war against the Aryan race. Hitler argued that his enemies 
wanted to shatter “the personality and the race,” and once this 
happened, “the essential obstacle is removed to the domination of 
the inferior being and this is the Jew.”109 Talking about adversaries 
in this way meant that they could be attacked without hesitation. 
Chinese dictator Chiang Kai-shek, leader of the Blue Shirts, said 
the communist enemies “are exactly like animals” and asked, 
“How can they count as people?”110

In describing his internal enemies, Mussolini distinguished 
between conscious and unconscious criminals: “Whoever believes 
or appears to believe the suggestions made by the enemy as part of 
the war of nerves, is a criminal, a traitor, a bastard.” For Argentine 
fascists, the confluence of democracy, immigration, and socialism 
created more criminals and represented a major threat to “national 
security.” Argentine fascist Lugones said that a great number of 
immigrants were “abnormal” and “vicious criminals” and their 
presence was “intolerable.”111

This link between criminals, racial enemies, and ideology was 
central to fascist ideology. In Mein Kampf Hitler stated, “Never for-
get that the rulers of present day Russia are common bloodstained 
criminals; that they are the scum of humanity . . . do not forget that 
these rulers belong to a race which combines, in a rare mixture, 
bestial cruelty and an inconceivable gift for lying, and which today 
more than ever is conscious of a mission to impose its bloody 
oppression on the whole world. Do not forget that the international 



The Politics of Xenophobia [ 135 ]

Jew who completely dominates Russia today regards Germany, not 
as an ally, but as a state destined to the same fate.” Hitler believed 
these enemies were outside of politics. He could not make pacts 
“with anyone whose sole interest is the destruction of his partner.” 
Enemies “do not live in this world as representatives of honor and 
sincerity, but as champions of deceit, lies, theft, plunder, and rap-
ine.” He regarded these criminals as “parasites.”112

This dehumanization of adversaries made it easier to victimize 
them. The next steps were deportation, concentration camps, and 
extermination. Similarly, Indian fascists argued,

RACE: It is superfluous to emphasize the importance of Racial 

Unity in the Nation idea. A Race is a hereditary Society having 

common customs, common language, common memories of glory 

or disaster; in short, it is a population with a common origin under 

one culture. Such a race is by far the important ingredient of a 

Nation. Even if there be people of a foreign origin, they must have 

become assimilated into the body of the mother race and inextri-

cably fused into it. They should have become one with the original 

national race, not only in its economic and political life, but also in 

its religion, culture and language, for otherwise such foreign races 

may be considered, under certain circumstances, at best members 

of a common state for political purposes; but they can never form 

part and parcel of the National body. If the mother race is destroyed 

either by destruction of the persons composing it or by loss of the 

principle of its existence, its religion and culture, the nation itself 

comes to an end. We will not seek to prove this axiomatic truth, 

that the Race is the body of the Nation, and that with its fall, the 

Nation ceases to exist.113
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As French scholar Christophe Jaffrelot argued, once these ide-
ologies of hatred are ingrained in the logic of radicalism and in the 
ruling party, they cannot be easily detached from politics. In fact, 
the opposite happens. The current form of Hindu populism under 
Modi advanced the legacy of Indian fascist predecessors. The 
nation is currently conceived in exclusionary terms that conflate 
the leader with the people, while blaming whatever happens in 
society on the leader’s enemies. As with the fascist pogroms and 
persecutions of the past, the consequences can be extreme. In 
India,

The key role played by the RSS also shows that, contrary to the 

moderation thesis, political parties playing by the rules of party 

politics cannot turn their backs on the radical movements that 

spawned them. In this case, such emancipation from extremist 

elements was all the more difficult to achieve given that practically 

all the party’s leaders and cadres received their training in the RSS. 

All things considered, the BJP as it stood in 2014 had lost none of 

its original ideology and, on the contrary, wielded its Hindu nation-

alism to win an absolute majority that would release it from the 

compulsions of coalition politics. Once in power, it pursued the 

same path to win one regional election after another, playing on 

the same politics of fear that targeted both Muslims and the alleged 

Pakistani threat.114

Like Duterte and Locsin in the Philippines, Bolsonaro in Brazil 
wants perceived enemies such as criminals to be summarily shot 
rather than face trial. Bolsonaro’s enemies have varied across time, 
including external and internal enemies. He called indigenous 
people “parasites” and advocated for discriminatory, eugenically 
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devised forms of birth control. Similarly, Trump’s racist state-
ments, as when he complained about immigrants from “shithole 
countries” in the Caribbean, Central America, and Africa, were a 
form of extreme demonization. Trump protested the lack of immi-
grants from Norway and asked, “Why do we need more Haitians? 
. . . Take them out.”115 In 2023, in reference to immigrants, Trump 
warned of the racial risks involved: “It’s poisoning the blood of our 
country. It’s so bad, and people are coming in with disease.” Trump 
considered these immigrants to be sent “from prisons. We know 
they come from mental institutions and insane asylums. We know 
they’re terrorists.” Trump returns to his sources. In one of many 
instances when Hitler made references to blood poisoning, he also 
denounced the “influx of foreign blood” in the context of open bor-
ders: “The poisonings of the blood which have befallen our people 
. . . have led not only to a decomposition of our blood, but also of 
our soul.” He also said in Mein Kampf, “All great cultures of the past 
perished only because the originally creative race died out from 
blood poisoning.”116

Bolsonaro has also warned about the danger posed by refugees 
from Haiti, Africa, and the Middle East, calling them “the scum of 
humanity” and arguing that the army should take care of them. He 
has regularly made racist and misogynistic statements. For exam-
ple, he accused Afro-Brazilians of being obese and lazy and 
defended physically punishing children as a way to prevent them 
from being gay. He has equated homosexuality with pedophilia. 
During his political life, the former military man has bluntly 
defended dictatorship and has taken his racist, homophobic, and 
misogynist arguments mainstream. He stated that he had four 
sons and a daughter, who was born last: “The fifth time I was care-
less and a woman came.” Bolsonaro is especially obsessed with 
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sexual difference. He argued in 2002, “I’m not going to fight or dis-
criminate, but if I see two men kissing in the street, I’m going to hit 
them.” Like Trump, Bolsonaro defended sexual aggression against 
women, telling a representative in Congress, “I wouldn’t rape you 
because you do not deserve it.”117

Duterte, who defined the members of the opposition as “cunts,” 
has made similar statements regarding rape. He celebrated the 
gang rape of an Australian woman, saying he would have liked to 
participate. When he was mayor of Davao City, he gave the follow-
ing order: “Tell the soldiers. ‘There’s a new order coming from 
mayor. We won’t kill you. We will just shoot your vagina.’ ”118 
Bolsonaro, Trump, and many others present misogyny as being 
normal for men.119

Bolsonaro has embraced the politics of misogyny that defines 
this generation of would-be fascist leaders. They have been return-
ing to their fascist roots and the politics of xenophobia. For fascists, 
the internal enemy was fused with prejudices about weakness, pol-
lution, and betrayal. Wannabe fascists are giving these notions a 
new chance. In 2022, Bolsonaro stressed the particularity but also 
the broad dimensions of the foe: “Our enemy is not external but 
internal. Our fight of the left versus the right. It is the fight between 
good against evil.”120 Similarly, Trump stated in 2023 that “the big-
gest problem is from within. It’s these sick radical people.”121 But 
for Trump and wannabe fascists as a whole, these were not true 
members of the real people.

In these and other statements, the vocabulary of wannabe fas-
cists recalls the rhetoric behind Nazi policies of persecution and 
victimization, specifically, the way that rhetoric imagined the 
enemy and then substantiated enemies in real people. For exam-
ple, neofascist leader Giorgia Meloni, who as a young neofascist 
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militant expressed her view that Mussolini was a “good politician,” 
and in 2022 became Italy’s prime minister, made a list of enemies 
for the benefit of her like-minded followers: “Yes to the natural 
family. No to LGBT lobbies. Yes to sexual identity. No to gender 
ideology. Yes to the culture of life. No to the abyss of death. Yes to 
the universality of the cross. No to Islamist violence. Yes to secure 
borders. No to mass immigration.”122 Migrants, Muslims, women 
who were pro-choice, and sexual minorities were used to define 
the authoritarian self.

The fascist approach to unifying some people requires exclud-
ing a lot of people. These enemies can include anybody who disa-
grees with or is critical of the leader—even you or me. In fact, 
“Carluxo” and Eduardo Bolsonaro (Bolsonaro’s sons, one of them 
a Brazilian representative in Congress) insulted me by stating in 
anti-Semitic terms that my real name is Frankstein (sic) and by 
issuing homophobic slurs.123

The idea of other people being semi-human monsters goes 
back, of course, to Hitler, who promised that the elimination of 
physical enemies would end all problems. But Hitler also took a 
completely different tack and promised that Jews would somehow 
self-destroy: “The end is not only the end of the freedom of the 
peoples oppressed by the Jew, but also the end of this parasite upon 
the nations. After the death of his victim, the vampire sooner or 
later dies too.”124

Victor Klemperer observed that anti-Semitism was Nazism’s 
most effective lie: “For what do the German masses know about 
the danger of ‘Verniggerung’ and how detailed is their personal 
knowledge of the supposed inferiority of the peoples in the east 
and south? But everybody knows a Jew. For the German masses 
anti-Semitism and racial doctrine are synonyms, and all the 
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excesses and demands of the national arrogance, every conquest, 
every act of tyranny, every atrocity, and even mass murder, are 
explained and justified by this scientific, or rather pseudo- 
scientific, racial theory.”125 Personalizing an utterly indemonstra-
ble theory was exactly the point.

In fascism, there was a constant need to feed paranoia about 
differences and plurality. Anyone could become the enemy that 
symbolized these fears.
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There is no fascism without dictatorship. This pillar of fascism was 
absent from classic populism after 1945, but it has returned with 
the emergence of the extreme new populism of the wannabe 
fascists.

Fascism rests on the assumption that democracy is weak and 
does not represent the will of the people. It also presents dictator-
ship (sometimes in theory, but always in practice) as the only politi-
cal solution that would make the nation great.

The fascist notion of dictatorship differs from previous histori-
cal forms. It is neither legal nor liberal nor socialist. It does not 
involve a transition to something else, but the unleashing of per-
manent and absolute power incarnated in one person. It relies on a 
dual claim about popular sovereignty and political theology. In 
other words, it pretends to be substantiated by the will of the peo-
ple, while elevating the dictator to the category of an almost divine 
being. Fascist claims about dictatorship are disparate, and even 
contradictory, but they are unified by this faith in the leader and the 
idea that ruling without checks is a sacred mission of the dictator. 
Defying logic, fascists assert that their dictatorial rule is not a 
deliberate act but the natural consequence of historical evolution. 

4 Dictatorship



[ 142 ] d i c t a t o r s h i p

They also insist that it is “democratic,” revolutionary, founda-
tional, personalistic, and popular. Finally, they falsely pretend that 
their dictatorships are legitimate when in fact, historically, they 
have typically been the result of the destruction of democratic 
institutions from within and illegal takeovers via coups, civil wars, 
and foreign invasions.

A History of the Concept of Dictatorship

In 1934, French fascist Pierre Drieu La Rochelle stated, “Fascism 
does not emerge from dictatorship; it is dictatorship that comes out 
from fascism.”1 Fascist dictatorship represented a new form of pol-
itics in the sense that it combined unlimited power and unlimited 
duration, but it also was part of a long genealogy of dictators.

Historically, dictatorship emerged as a legal dimension of the 
Roman Republic.2 In ancient Rome, dictators were called in special 
circumstances, for a limited period of time, during a serious inter-
nal or external crisis, to impose order—sometimes including by 
extra-legal means.3 With Sulla and then Julius Caesar (who was 
named dictator for life), Roman dictatorship morphed into some-
thing closer to what fascist dictatorship later became: absolute  
permanent power without restraints. Mostly abandoned in the 
Middle Ages, the idea of dictatorship reemerged in the Renaissance 
and found in Machiavelli its first modern champion. But even 
Machiavelli, like the Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau after him, still thought of dictatorship as a form of  
transition—a regulated momentary tyranny, a remedy rather than 
an end in itself. The same notion of transition, at least in theory, was 
later promoted by Lenin before, during, and after the Russian 
Revolution of 1917. Lenin was rehabilitating a concept briefly  
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presented in 1850 by Karl Marx: “the dictatorship of the proletar-
iat.” He presented it as power without restrictions, but unlike his 
predecessors (from Dionysius of Halicarnassus to Machiavelli to 
Rousseau), he did not consider dictatorship to be grounded in a 
legal framework. It was the origin of a new sociopolitical system: 
communism. Lenin conceived of “the dictatorship of the proletariat 
as the destruction of bourgeois democracy and the creation of pro-
letarian democracy.”4 It was a new foundation, an unregulated form 
of transition that created its own legitimacy and eventually its own 
legality. Following Marx’s barely used term, Lenin claimed that this 
dictatorship should be the first step toward the creation of a society 
without classes and without a state. This dictatorship was supposed 
to last, and it indeed lasted, but in theory it was still transitory.5

Like Lenin and his binary approach to dictatorship, Carl 
Schmitt, the famous German right-wing thinker who embraced 
Nazism in 1933, wrote that there are two types of dictatorship, one 
that presents itself as transitory—the “commissarial” form—and 
the other, which Schmitt called “sovereign dictatorship,” that 
wants to change the political system. For him, it was clear that par-
liamentary constitutionalism was a thing of the past and the future 
would be a contest between dictatorships.6

This argument was anticipated in 1849 by the Spanish reaction-
ary thinker Juan Donoso Cortés in his famous speech on dictator-
ship. Donoso presented the future of the world as a contest between 
a self-appointed dictatorship of the just and the despotism of mod-
ern revolutionary politics. The choice was between “the dictator-
ship of the dagger and the dictatorship of the saber; I choose the 
dictatorship of the saber, because it is more noble.”7 Fascists later 
used this idea of a noble sovereignty of violence to argue for their 
legitimacy.
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Fascism was anti-theoretical, and the same is true of dictator-
ship. In 1923 Mussolini said, “There is no doctrine on dictatorship. 
When dictatorship is necessary, it must be implemented.”8 And 
yet, fascists constantly thought about the whys and hows of dicta-
torship. They developed their own concept of dictatorship. Of 
course, they also borrowed from enemy traditions and concepts. A 
fascist fellow traveler, Indian leader Subhas Chandra Bose, stated 
that “in spite of the antithesis between Communism and Fascism, 
there are certain traits common to both. [They] both believe in the 
dictatorship of the party and in the ruthless suppression of all dis-
senting minorities.”9

Even when they represented the opposite of communism, fas-
cists emulated the majoritarian arguments of their enemy. As Hans 
Kelsen, a leading Austrian Jewish legal thinker, put it in 1936, there 
was a distinction between old forms of dictatorship and a new 
type—that of the “party dictatorship of Bolshevism and Fascism.”10 
In this dictatorship there was no difference between party and 
state. In fascism this led to extreme forms of militarization. 
Differences between fascist and Bolshevik dictatorships were also 
visible at the ideological level. Communists claimed to represent 
the “true” form of democracy, while fascists openly rejected it.11

Although in practice communist dictatorship is far from being 
transitory, in theory it remains so, in the sense that is supposed to 
be part of the transition to a future of communist democracy. This 
dissonance between practice and theory does not appear in the fas-
cist concept of dictatorship.12

Fascism created a new form of dictatorship, distinct from the 
classic juridical one and the revolutionary ones. The fascist dicta-
torship was meant to embody a trinity of leader, people, and nation. 
For fascists dictatorship is perpetual, not a transition to something 
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else. As German Jewish thinker Franz Neumann noted after the 
Second World War, there was a difference between a dictatorship 
that was intended as education for democracy and a dictatorship 
conceived as the negation of democracy.13 This negation was per-
manent, which is why, in fascism, dictatorship never ends.14

The Fascist Permanent Dictatorship

Fascists believed they represented the first and best example of a 
new era of revolutionary dictatorship. In 1926 Mussolini stated, 
“We have made the real, only, profound revolution.”15 By that time, 
all other parties but fascism were permanently banned. The fascist 
insurrection had eventually defeated its enemies—namely, all 
political actors from the previous political system.

Fascism emerged as an outcome of a long reactionary process 
that renewed the old idea of dictatorship by presenting it as a new 
moment in the history of politics. A fascist dictatorship was not 
transitory but revolutionary and constant. It was not a state of 
emergency in the traditional, constitutional sense, but one endless 
emergency.

Fascists worldwide explained the need for dictatorship as the 
only way to correct, appropriate, and reformulate the combined 
threat of revolution and dictatorship. Their response was one that 
discarded liberalism and was at the same time “revolutionary” and 
“reactionary.”16 For them, the past success of the democratic revo-
lutions, and later the communist ones, meant a need for a new rev-
olutionary dictatorship. This was a clear sign of the times.

Some months before the fascists came to power in Italy, a Latin 
American fascist poet, the Peruvian José Santos Chocano, pre-
sented a plea for dictatorship in “tropical nations.” Drawing upon 
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the history of the concept of dictatorship from Cicero to Robespierre, 
Chocano approvingly stressed the arguments by Sismondi and 
Donoso Cortés. The dictator represented a revolutionary spirit, but 
dictatorship set the proper limits to revolution.17

Many European fascists agreed with Chocano that in Latin 
America dictatorship was a “native and ancestral product.” As 
French fascist Jacques Bainville put it, Latin America had always 
been the “happy hunting ground for dictators.” It was the original 
place of “democratic Caesarism.”18 Anachronistically relocating 
the origins of fascist dictatorship to Latin American republicanism, 
Nicaraguan fascist Pablo Cuadra imagined a dialogue with  
the nineteenth-century liberator of South America, José de San 
Martin. Visiting San Martin’s grave in Buenos Aires, Cuadra imag-
ined him describing fascism as a form of realism. Fascist dictator-
ship meant terror and the dictatorial will to “exterminate” a part of 
the nation—the opposition—because “the enemies of authority are 
always the friends of foreigners.” In this fascist fantasy, San Martin 
said that he had been a “victim of democracy” and stated, “I am a 
fascist, because I want the discipline of the homeland. I know  
that discipline will only be achieved by the vigorous arm of a 
dictator.”19

Fascists dismissed liberal democracy, regarding it as a “mere 
transition” that had proved itself to be intermittent. The final fight 
would be between communist and nationalist dictatorships. In a 
sort of fascist negative dialectic, if liberal democracy engendered 
the communist dictatorship, the latter engendered the fascist one. 
As Argentine fascist Leopoldo Lugones put it in 1923, the contest 
between revolutionary dictators became the “ultimate clash” 
because “the dictatorship of the proletariat creates by reaction the 
dictatorship of patriotism; but both incarnate in a leader [jefe], that 
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is to say in a superior type: Mussolini or Lenin.”20 Lugones, of 
course, sided with Mussolini.

The impact of Mussolini cannot be overstated. The Mussolini 
dictatorship was the first time a dictatorship was able to counteract 
liberalism and socialism by allegedly embodying the national will. 
Hitler agreed that Mussolini represented a new era of national rev-
olution. The German dictator claimed that in fascist Italy “a single 
man has inscribed his name for all time through a civilizing and 
national revolution of secular dimensions.”21

Fascists regarded the change from popular representation to 
permanent incarnation as epochal, indeed “civilizational.” This 
new form of popular, endless personification made the fascist dic-
tatorship different from the communist “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat.” Fascist dictatorship was regarded as truly revolutionary in 
the sense that it was permanent. And it was permanent in both the-
oretical and practical terms.

Fascists regarded themselves as constituting an anti-party, a 
movement that took over the state and radically transformed it 
from above into a one-party apparatus concentrated in the power of 
the Duce. Fascism created a new totalitarian order because it was a 
“revolutionary dictatorship.” It did so because it was insurrectional. 
It wanted to change the system of government, and so it disre-
garded existing laws and constitutionality. It represented a legally 
unrestrained power. As Italian Catholic anti-fascist Luigi Sturzo 
noted as early as 1924, fascism first presented itself as a form of 
legality, but the dynamics of revolutionary dictatorship increasingly 
turned fascism away from legality and into something else. Sturzo 
noted that fascism had left the constitutional and parliamentary 
track and taken a completely different path. While fascism out-
wardly displayed elements of legalism and constitutionality, the 
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substance of its rule was entirely new. This initial dualism between 
form and substance could not be sustained in “perpetual equilib-
rium”; the choices were legalism or “revolutionary dictatorship.”22 
Fellow travelers of fascism, like Vilfredo Pareto, hoped that the 
“present dictatorship” of fascism would turn in a constitutional 
direction, but the opposite was true.23

The same naivety regarding the revolutionary dimension of 
fascist dictatorship applied to a wide collection of conservative 
enablers, as well as to the international press. They wrongly 
believed fascism was going to be tamed by state institutions and 
legal procedures.

The dictator qua dictator was self-appointed. His extralegal 
powers did not emanate from any form of legality. Fascism in fact 
created its own reign of extralegality, which made the established 
law a shadow of its former self. This was a seminal argument made 
by Kelsen in 1936: “Since the centre of political gravity lies now in 
the machinery of the party, the question as to the form of the con-
stitution has a relatively secondary importance. Monarchy or 
republic are transformed into purely external forms stripped of any 
material significance, either form serve equally well as a façade to 
the inner development of the party-dictatorship.” Although Kelsen 
conflated the Bolshevik search for a new legality with the fascist 
extermination of legality, his argument remains important.24

This was also destined to become a key argument in Ernst 
Fraenkel’s influential analysis of the Nazi dictatorship as a dual state. 
As he argued in 1941, the totalitarian state in Germany was twofold: 
both a “normative state” and a “prerogative state.” In practice this 
meant that political considerations were more important than the 
written law. The latter only functioned normally when the Nazis did 
not care about the legal matter at hand. In other words, the legal the-
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ory of dictatorship aimed to make a distinction between political and 
nonpolitical acts. The instruments of dictatorship took precedence 
over the traditional judicial bodies in the case of the former, while the 
old legal state still applied to the latter. In this totalitarian context, 
increasingly more dimensions of society became political, and the 
legal state was increasingly diminished. A combination of arbitrari-
ness and efficiency in legal matters was successful in veiling the ille-
gal “true face” of the Nazi dictatorship. Fraenkel stressed how a pat-
ina of legality promoted the legend that German fascists had 
accomplished a “legal revolution.” However, in fact, their dictator-
ship was not founded on valid laws. As Fraenkel explained, “Endowed 
with all the powers required by a state of siege, the National-Socialists 
were able to transform the constitutional and temporary dictatorship 
(intended to restore public order) into an unconstitutional and per-
manent dictatorship and to provide the framework of the National-
Socialist state with unlimited powers.”25

Fascist dictators were not dictatorial heads of normal states. 
They unleashed illegal forms of extreme repression and terror that 
radically turned their political systems into unlimited permanent 
dictatorships. This change was made in the name of the one who 
incarnated the national revolution. This is why the Nazis claimed 
that the highest law in Germany was not the command of the dic-
tator but his will. Legality was in total contradiction with the new 
legitimacy of the fascist revolution.26

The way Argentine clerico-fascist Franceschi told it, fascism 
created a theory of a permanent and absolute revolutionary dicta-
torship, which was considered the “normal form of government.” 
Its totalitarianism was absolute and, in its own way, religious. Its 
regime did not lead to the “attenuation but the perpetuation of 
dictatorship.”27
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Fascist dictatorial rule was different because it was perpetual. 
This was the point made in the most systematic fascist attempt to 
think through the umbilical relation between fascism and dictator-
ship: the work of fascist scholar Sergio Panunzio. He first published 
his thesis in Mussolini’s flagship journal Gerarchia, under the ambi-
tious title of “General Theory of Dictatorship” (1936). He later 
included it in his work of 1937, A General Theory of the Fascist State. 
Based on his lectures at the faculty of political science of the 
University of Roma, and like Carl Schmitt (whose work he cited), 
Panunzio lent academic gravitas to the fascist understanding of its 
government as a revolutionary dictatorship that was made to last.28

Revolutionary parties were a new form of sovereignty (“the 
subject and moral and juridical personification of the revolution”), 
and when they triumphed they created a new legality in the form 
of a new state.29 Like the Nazi Schmitt and the fascist sociologist 
Robert Michels, Panunzio put forward a notion of dictatorship as 
emanating from a collective will that, for him, had incarnated in a 
form of charismatic leadership.30 But he also stressed how in fas-
cism dictatorship was no longer the expression of a “constituent 
power” but the dialectical integration of force and violence. While 
juridical dictatorships like the Roman ones were based on the con-
cept of force, true revolutionary dictatorships were based on vio-
lence. While force was generated from above, violence came from 
below. Force was rooted in the past, while violence was posed 
toward the future.31 As a third form of dictatorship, fascism arose 
from the dialectical integration of the two previous forms. Panunzio 
said that fascist rule included both juridical and revolutionary 
moments of dictatorship, and that the integration of both led to a 
significant change. Emergencies were not occasional but became 
permanent. Revolution became “totalitarian,” leading to the crea-
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tion of something new. In short, fascism had changed the “value 
and meaning” of the “concept of the dictator.” This happened 
because the fascist dictatorship was a “heroic dictatorship” that 
emanated from the people. It was a people’s dictatorship incar-
nated in the Duce.32

A Dictatorship Embodied in One Man

The centrality of the dictator in defining the dictatorship was made 
clear in the entry for the word dictatorship in the “Dictionary of 
Politics of the National Fascist Party” published in 1940. The entry 
was written by fascist intellectual Carlo Curcio. Citing authors like 
Schmitt and Panunzio, Curcio’s theory of fascist dictatorship com-
bined permanent power with extreme personalization. He pro-
posed the word dominator to better define the fascist dictatorship 
and its notion that fascism was a dictatorship “in the moral sense.”33

In the 1920s and 1930s, fascists started to read the present 
backward, anachronistically imposing fascist forms on the classic 
past. For example, a fascist expert on dictatorship maintained that 
Caesar was far from being a reactionary, in the sense that his 
reforms of the state were “pretty definitely Fascist” and this 
explained “Mussolini’s worship of the ‘divine Julius.’ ”34

When asked by Ludwig, “Is dictatorship an Italian specific?,” 
Mussolini replied, “Maybe. Italy has always been a country of out-
standing individuals. Here in ancient Rome there have been more 
than seventy dictatorships.” Interestingly, and wrongly, Mussolini 
conflated Republican and legal Roman dictatorship with the will of 
the outstanding individual, when in fact, he put forward a notion of 
dictatorship as embodied in one irreplaceable man, asserting that 
“there will not be a Duce number two.”35
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As Uruguayan fascist Adolfo Agorio put it in 1923, there are gen-
iuses for many fields and dictatorship was not exempted. Some 
people “came to the planet” as natural-born dictators: “A dictator 
is born, in the same way that poets or musicians are born. 
Dictatorship is the science of thinking through acts. Hence it is the 
more objective instrument for the genius.”36

If fascist dictatorship relies on a militaristic notion of power, it 
is also ingrained in a deep-seated personality cult of the leader.37 
Unlike the communist theory of dictatorship (often contradicted 
by its practice), fascist dictatorship is always about the top guy, the 
messianic leader represented as a “saint,” the redeemer of the 
nation.

To be sure, many fascists rejected the word dictatorship because 
it traditionally had negative associations with tyranny and despot-
ism, words they associated with egalitarianism and liberalism but 
also with Judaism and communism. However, they all agreed fas-
cism was a form of one-person absolute and permanent rule. In a 
1921 speech on the fascist program, Mussolini explained they 
accepted the word dictatorship because it was what the nation 
needed, while in 1919 he had opposed the possibility of a military 
dictatorship while reclaiming the need for a revolutionary “blood 
bath.” In Mein Kampf, Hitler noted that dictatorship as a concept 
and a practice had a bad reputation even in cases of obvious need. 
Worse, it had been appropriated by the enemies: “Thereupon the 
analphabetic Russian became the slave of his Jewish dictators who, 
on their side, were shrewd enough to name their dictatorship ‘The 
Dictatorship of the People.’ ”38

In 1933 Hitler said, “When our opponents say, ‘It is easy for you, 
you are a dictator’—we answer them, ‘No, gentlemen, you are 
wrong; there is no single dictator, but ten thousand, each in his own 
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place.’ ” But the little dictators had to follow the supreme authority 
to the end: “We have in our movement developed this loyalty in fol-
lowing the leader, this blind obedience of which all the others know 
nothing, and which gave to us the power to surmount everything.”39 
A state based on terror and the absolute, permanent rule of the 
Führerprinzip (the notion that Hitler’s command was unlimited 
and all power derived from his authority) became “Hitler’s state 
[Führerstaat]” and not a juridical state. It was an extreme form of 
dictatorship. But Hitler and other Nazi luminaries were deeply 
uninterested in theoretical questions. To be sure, Hitler supported 
a model in which the unification of “popularity, force and tradi-
tion” made authority “unshakable.”40 But the task of defining the 
dictatorial nature of Nazis was left to Carl Schmitt. Schmitt, the 
theorist and explainer of dictatorships, claimed that Hitler’s lead-
ership could not be easily explained or represented. The reality of 
Hitler’s rule explained itself. In one of his most fascist books, 
Schmitt wrote that conducting the people could not be equated 
with a simple command because “being a dictator does not mean 
ruling a bureaucratic centralist way or other type of domination.” 
And yet, he insisted that using categories such as dictatorship for 
Nazism ran the risk of losing the uniqueness of Hitler’s rule 
(Führung). Schmitt asserted that Hitler’s way of leading was unlike 
other dictatorships, even if they were necessary and healthy: “We 
have to guard against the danger that a specifically German and 
National Socialist concept is clouded and weakened by compari-
son with foreign categories.”41 Clearly, Schmitt thought Hitler and 
Mussolini were dictators and wanted to demonstrate that a fascist 
order is superior to any written law.42 Most fascists shared this view 
of Hitler as the dictator of a new order. In 1925, Goebbels assured 
himself of the fact that Hitler was predestined to be a dictator: 
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“This man has all it takes to become a king. A born people’s trib-
une. The coming dictator.”43

After their power grab and the affirmation of dictatorial rule, 
many fascists, for strategic reasons, promised their dictatorship 
was not a dictatorship, or that it was going to be transitory, or that 
it was a dictatorship against enemies but not vis-à-vis the state.44 
Others also rejected the word dictatorship as inadequate because in 
its traditional sense it meant a temporary remedy, not the perma-
nent form of power that fascism put forward.45 And others lied 
about the fact that fascist dictatorship was permanent, without 
denying the essential role of the dictator and the fact that it was he 
alone who defined the new world of politics. For example, British 
fascist Strachey Barnes promised that “there will be no dictator-
ship when the revolutionary period is over. Fascism does not stand 
for a dictatorship, neither of a person nor of a class.” This was an 
argument that resembled the communist idea of dictatorship, but 
in reality, fascists created a cult of the leader that affirmed his per-
manent power: “If there is a dictatorship in Italy now, it is because 
the revolutionary organisation has taken this form by an accident 
of history. The accident in question is the presence of a genius, a 
man of the people, with that medium-like gift of intuitioning and 
interpreting the vast subconscious ideals of historical Italy dor-
mant in the heart of every true Italian. This, I believe, is the secret 
of his success, this and his passionate sincerity and disinterested-
ness. The Italian adores a saint who shows himself to be no fool 
either to boot.”46

One problem that arises from extremely personalized fascist dic-
tatorship is the problem of succession.47 In justifying the legitimacy 
of the dictator as part of a political theology and its subsequent politi-
cal religion, fascists can never easily transfer the charismatic nature 
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of their unique transcendental leadership. Many mini-Hitlers or lit-
tle Mussolinis tried to become the inheritors of something that in 
principle was not transferable. In a sense, fascist dictators were ster-
ile: they could not procreate successors. The power of this kind of 
ruler could not be contained, much less passed on.48

It would be difficult to understand the history of fascism with-
out considering the importance of the personalized cult of the  
dictator, whose power was believed to be sacred. This form of  
dictatorship defied the abstractions of authority, hierarchy, and 
obedience by making them tangible in the persona of the leader.49 
It was not only “strictly political” but “human” in the sense that 
one person held absolute power. The Capo (the Chief ) emanated 
from the “heart of the people” and was conceived as the source of 
ethical authority and power.50 This implied that the leader’s indi-
viduality was restricted insofar as he represented the collective 
movement and nation. As French fascist Drieu La Rochelle 
explained, fascism “did not come out from Mussolini’s brain like 
Minerva from the forehead of Jupiter.” In Italy, fascism embodied 
a whole movement. It was “the whole effort of a generation that 
sought and found fascism” and who at the same time sought and 
found itself in Mussolini.51 Dictatorship was the result of a national 
search for incarnation. As Panunzio put it, “The revolution is an 
idea; and the revolutionary dictatorship is, as we know, the dicta-
torship of the idea. But this idea must find its Man, its body, the 
Hero. Hence it can be said that the heroic dictatorship is subjectiv-
ity, the awareness of the idea of a people, in its march and its  
journey through history.”52 In fact, it was not history but myth that 
enabled the divinization of the heroic leader.

This is what fascists called an epochal “miracle,” the wonder of 
a “dictatorship of one man.”53 Fascists wanted to believe that the 
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extremely antidemocratic politics of one man’s unlimited personal 
power represented a form of real democracy.

The Dictatorship of the People

In 1923, Anne O’Hare McCormick, a correspondent for the New 
York Times, explained that Mussolini really knew his own people. 
This was supposed to be something strange for Americans living in 
democracy: “No citizen of a strictly limited democracy like ours 
can imagine the relief of being ruled by a good, strong, forthright 
autocrat after the absolute, unbridled, impossibly logical form  
of self-government suffered in Italy. The people were already 
yearning for a dictatorship when Mussolini appointed himself  
a dictator. So far from a usurpation of authority against the  
popular will, his march on Rome was like an answer to prayer.”54 
Mussolini fascinated the media and even those journalists who 
were supposed to provide critical information about his dictator-
ship rather than propping up its international and national legiti-
macy. Readers of the New York Times were informed that the lesser 
Italian people needed dictatorship. The way McCormick told it,  
the people wanted autocratic rule and spectacle: “The new 
Government cultivates the spectator. One of the reasons for its 
popularity among a people smarting under a sense of being under-
valued in the world is that it gives them at last a leader who is a 
headliner, so to speak, able to command public attention and keep 
Italy on the front page. And Mussolini concentrates most of his 
efforts on healing the wounded amour propre and building up the  
morale of the nation. He makes politics a kind of noble show and 
keeps enlivened and interested the audience, so bored by his 
predecessors.”55
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These forms of misinformation cemented fascist rules and 
manufactured the persona of the dictator.56 All over the world, fas-
cists identified with the distorted examples of Hitler’s and 
Mussolini’s dictatorships, and this influenced their own transna-
tional ideas of fascist dictatorship.

As an Argentine fascist put it in 1933, there were two types of 
dictatorships—those that relied on coercion, and those of Hitler 
and Mussolini, which reformed the “conscience” of the people. 
The former were “ephemeral” and the latter “permanent.” Fascist 
dictatorships were “made by the people.”57

In China, the fascist Blue Shirts argued that existing liberal 
democracies were the antithesis of the successful revolutionary 
movements that would “lay the foundation for a people’s democ-
racy.” Similarly, Spanish fascists denounced “the old lies of democ-
racy” and identified popular sovereignty with the “doctrines and 
the procedures of redemptive fascism.”58

The Peruvian fascist poet Chocano put forward his idea of “an 
organized dictatorship” that could defeat the “democratic farse” in 
the name of what the people wanted. Chocano praised dictatorship 
as the best form of government for “tropical” Latin America. He 
wanted dictators to stand above the law and to suspend all individ-
ual guarantees. This dictatorship was anti-political. It was designed 
for the people “who live outside of politics” and wanted “the dic-
tatorship of a single responsible man and not that of four hundred 
irresponsible ones even by their number.”59

Similarly, the British fascist leader Sir Oswald Mosley explained 
the popular nature of fascism as an outcome of people’s desires. 
For him, this was why fascism was not tyrannical but an expression 
of genuine popular leadership: “The Dictatorship is a Dictatorship 
of the will of the people expressed through a Leadership and 



[ 158 ] d i c t a t o r s h i p

Government of their own choice.” Mosley portrayed present-day 
democracies as the “dictatorship of vested interests.” Fascism 
replaced them with “a Dictatorship of the people themselves.” The 
people gave fascists the power to act and carry out their will: 
“Fascism restores to power the people. That power can only be 
expressed through Leadership voluntarily accepted and chosen, 
but armed by the people with power to do what they want done.”60

Acclamation, and, if necessary, elections, reinforced the fascist 
understanding of why and how the dictator came to power—and 
just as importantly, why the dictatorship’s revolutionary nature 
was the product of the militarization of politics.61 Somehow, the 
idea of paramilitary formations fighting in the political arena led 
fascists to believe their groups represented the warring will of the 
nation. The fascist dictatorship was a form of natural salvation 
because the leader transformed popular ideology into practice—
the practice of an “objective political truth” that derived from “a 
natural” reality.”62

Words and concepts could not keep up with what was going on. 
Fascism supposedly “creates a dictatorship that is not dictator-
ship.” This confusing argument was explained by the fact that the 
fascist suppression of freedoms was “willingly accepted by an 
entire people.”63

This belief in the popular delegation of power led fascists to affirm 
the idea of the dictator as “speaking directly to the people.” Mussolini 
claimed that fascism was the first “people’s regime” in Italian history, 
and this is why it was “perfectly idiotic” to define his mandate as 
tyrannic.64 With this dubious logic, fascists based the legitimacy of 
their rule in the claim that the dictator was the people incarnated.

Impossible to prove, this assertion that it was self-appointed 
provided the foundation for the fascist dictatorship. The old juridi-
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cal ideas of dictatorship could not possibly be further away, and yet 
Mussolini circled back to Rome. He stressed the Roman roots of 
dictatorship and contrasted its long-standing power with present-
day conditions, which he dismissed as “indirect” and “collec-
tive.”65 Inspired by Roman dictatorship, Mussolini’s idea was 
nonetheless the opposite of a temporary commission; instead, it 
was a new form of authoritarian politics, “the rule of one.” The dic-
tator stood against the “extremist” ideal of democracy as the rule 
of the many for all. Mussolini augured the end of “democratic con-
quests.” He regarded liberal democracy as a decrepit “old game.”66

In 1920, Lenin insisted that the issue of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat was central to the working-class movement and that the 
key difference from previous dictatorships was that other dictator-
ships represented the power of minorities over the people.67 
Fascists contested this but agreed on the need for a dictatorship of 
the people based on force, unchecked by previous forms of legality. 
They saw only themselves, and especially the leader, as personify-
ing the majority. They argued that neither democracy nor commu-
nist dictatorship represented the will of the whole nation. In his 
criticism of Bolshevik dictatorship, Mussolini questioned the 
notion of the party as a vanguard that could channel the will of the 
majority and argued, “There is a dictatorship of a few non-working 
intellectual men, belonging to a fraction of the socialist party, 
fought by all the other fractions. This dictatorship of a few men is 
called Bolshevism.”68

Mussolini’s critique was unoriginal and disingenuous.69 
Interestingly, Mussolini wondered how a few people (the commu-
nists) could actually represent more than themselves without  
noting that anti-fascists wondered the same thing about his justifi-
cation for one-person rule. Fascists were not, of course, concerned 
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with the loss of equality, but rather with the fact that, like Donoso, 
they thought revolutions were carried out by elites, rather than the 
real people that Mussolini claimed he exclusively represented.70 
Fascists believed that dictatorship was permanent precisely 
because it affirmed what the people desired without the need to 
constantly ask them what they wanted through the medium of 
electoral representation.

Positioned against democracy, fascists replaced indirect repre-
sentation with the persona of the dictator. Their convoluted argu-
ment was that if the leader truly and permanently embodied the 
people and the nation, there was no need to put the one-man lead-
ership into question. This, of course, relied on the need to have 
faith in a fantasy about the leadership’s power literally emanating 
from the people. Dictatorship could “engender” a new nation.  
It was the source of a better, new country.71 The fascist national 
revolution changed the world of politics. As the Portuguese  
dictator Oliveira Salazar put it, “Dictatorship has nothing to do 
with politics. Dictatorship is itself the solution to the political 
problem.”72

Regarding his own rule, Hitler argued that it was not electoral 
legitimacy in a liberal democratic sense but natural selection that 
made him the leader of the people: “They talk of democracies and 
dictatorships; but they fail to grasp the fact that in this country a 
radical transformation has taken place.” He described himself as a 
man of the people: “I myself, to whom the people have given their 
trust and who has been called to be their leader, come from the 
people.”73 And yet, it was unclear to many people that the leader’s 
position only reflected popular sovereignty. In 1936, the German 
dictator maintained that no one placed him in his leadership role. 
Ironically, he made this remark in the context of rigged elections 
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that he organized in order to provide a referendum in the form of a 
parliamentary election. Only the Nazi party and its friends were 
allowed to participate. In 1937, Mussolini explained that “the refer-
endum is fine when it comes to choosing the most suitable place to 
place the village fountain, but when the supreme interests of a peo-
ple are at stake, even ultra-democratic governments are careful not 
to leave them to the judgment of the people themselves.”74

In fascism, elections were valid only if they confirmed the dic-
tatorship, but they were not meaningful otherwise. Having deci-
mated all opposition during the Spanish Civil War—half a million 
people were killed, and nearly as many went into exile—Franco 
called a referendum in 1947, confirming himself as head of state 
for life. Franco argued that this dubious election was extremely 
“free and welcoming.” His ultimate lie was his argument that dic-
tatorship and freedom were compatible.75 In these dictatorial 
regimes, where repression reigned supreme and the free press had 
been eliminated, elections were not real or free—they were manip-
ulated to show that the leader’s role was somehow organic. Hitler 
stated, “Out of the people I have grown, in the people I have 
remained, to the people I return.” This constant sense of emanat-
ing in and through the people made the Führer note “the fact that 
I know of no statesman in the world who can say with greater right 
than I that he is the representative of a people.” But what gave him 
the right to claim exclusive representation of a people? Elections 
were not enough. Hitler asked the German people for their full 
devotion.76 He demanded irrational submission. Goebbels explic-
itly combined divine sovereignty with popular sovereignty when 
he said, in reference to Hitler, “Who is this man? Half plebeian, 
half God! Is this really Christ or just John the Baptist?”77 The Führer 
explicitly stated that full unconditional belief was the thing that 
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made him the leader of his people: “I appeal to you to support me 
with your faith.”78

Fascist leaders were presented as being from, by, and for the 
people, but they never truly did what a majority of the people 
wanted. On the contrary, they asserted that they were permanently 
ruling for transcendental reasons and causes.

Regarding the Second World War, Hitler maintained that “as 
long as Providence willed that the German people could not be 
spared this battle, I am grateful they entrusted me with the leader-
ship of a struggle which shall decide not only our German history 
but that of Europe, and even that of the entire world for the next 
500 or 1000 years.” In short, the leader of the people was respon-
sible for the salvation or destruction of the world. Hitler claimed, 
“I take as a particular obligation to carry out the historical mission 
with which the Creator has entrusted me.”79 The results of shifting 
common politics into the realm of the sacred and a denial of reality 
were catastrophic.

Populists and Dictators

Populism cannot be considered dictatorial since, especially after 
1945, it explicitly stressed the political primacy of democratic rep-
resentation. Modern populism is not a form of dictatorship for  
two reasons: First is the populist rejection of fascist dictatorial ter-
ror. Second is the use of electoral representation. These two rea-
sons are eminently ideological, and not only a matter of style or 
strategy.

There is no populism with dictatorship. Populist leaders 
regarded dictatorship as anathema to their politics. Fascists like 
Hitler and Mussolini had destroyed democracy from within to cre-
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ate a dictatorship from above. Early populists did the opposite. 
Postwar populists in power had been dictators, former fascists, and 
fellow travelers to totalitarian leaders who had changed and cre-
ated and enlarged democracies. For example, Juan Domingo Perón 
destroyed dictatorship from within to create a dictatorship from 
above. He had been the strongman in the 1943–1945 dictatorship, 
but he called for free elections, which he won in 1946. Getulio 
Vargas in Brazil had been a dictator from the 1930s until 1945 and 
became a democratically elected president in 1951. In Bolivia, 
Victor Paz Estenssoro and his National Revolutionary Movement 
(MNR) had participated in the protofascist dictatorship of Colonel 
Gualberto Villarroel (1943–1946), and then, after a coup, 
Estenssoro became democratically elected in 1954. In Venezuela, 
Romulo Betancourt had a history of supporting dictatorships and 
was the president of a junta in 1945; later, he created a new democ-
racy and became democratically elected in 1950. Sooner or later, 
all these populist leaders realized that dictatorship was a toxic rem-
nant of the past.

Overall, while fascism clearly rejected democratic procedures, 
populist versions of democracy after 1945, such as Peronism in 
Argentina or Varguismo in Brazil, embraced free elections and 
electoral representation. In this formal sense, and from its modern 
inception, populism cannot be considered a form of dictatorship. 
But populism proposed a rejection of “demo-liberalism” that often 
conflated legality with political legitimacy. It was based on majori-
tarian views but also on the cult of the leader. Populists ignored 
some political freedoms while stressing or even expanding social 
rights and/or voters’ participation in the electoral process.

Populism is not fascism at all, which is to say that it is not  
dictatorial in the fascist, anti-institutional, revolutionary sense. 
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Historians of fascism and Nazism, like Paul Corner and Alan 
Steinweis, among many others, have stressed the repressive, dicta-
torial, and violent elements of fascism.80 These elements mark a 
key boundary, an epistemic frontier, between populism and 
fascism.

For General Perón, fascism could not be replicated; this was a 
new epoch, and a new truth was needed. Perón proposed a new 
form of “organic” democracy.81 The organic nature of the move-
ment would lead to political supremacy in the long term: “Our  
aspiration is not to rule for six years but to secure sixty years of  
government.”82 It was clear to everyone that this supremacy would 
be achieved by winning plebiscitary elections that confirmed the 
dual nature of the leader, who was both an elected representative 
and a quasi-transcendental conductor of the people—like a fascist 
“natural born” dictator, but confirmed by legitimate votes. As 
Perón often said, “The people should know . . . that the conductor 
is born. He is not made, not by decree nor by elections.” He added, 
“It is essential that the conductor finds his own molds, to later fill 
them with a content that will be in direct relation, according to his 
efficiency, with the sacred oil of Samuel that the conductor has 
received from God.”83

Populism’s anti-institutional attributes, its idea that legitimacy 
was derived not only from the people’s sovereignty but also from 
sacred mandates, were both a result of the fascist past and a nega-
tion of it. Classic populism was connected to fascist dictatorial the-
ory and practice but also explicitly proposed its demise to make 
way for the creation of an anti-liberal, anti-communist, “third 
way” democracy.

Modern populism is not theoretically rooted in violent founda-
tions but rather in electoral decisions made by a majority of citi-
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zens. Even though leaders like Perón, Commander Hugo Chávez 
in Venezuela, and many others had attempted coups in their previ-
ous roles, as populist leaders they more or less rejected the violence 
that is typical of dictatorships. They eventually relied on elections 
and other democratic procedures to justify their rule, and this 
made an impact with respect to the use of state violence against the 
opposition. Most histories of populism show that, as a regime, it 
combined (and still combines) a high degree of anti-institutional 
politics with a low degree of anti-institutional violence. Populism 
embraced democratic elections, and at the same time it could also 
be radically disruptive to politics without fully spurning legality.84

Perón stated that after fascism was defeated, nothing changed. 
The postwar world was even more unjust and unfree than it had 
been before. The two main challenges to justice and freedom 
remained: liberalism and communism.85 In this sense, Eva Perón 
explained that Peronism used the providential nature of its leader 
against communism and capitalism: “Our only advantage is that 
here we have not had the misfortune of suffering the horrors of two 
disastrous wars and, instead, we have had the privilege that God 
has given us a conductor of the carats of Perón.”86

In the pages of the magazine Peronist World in 1952, early popu-
lists rejected “fascism, a foreign, alien word that has nothing to do 
with what is Argentine.” They advised the Peronista youth to reject 
it and be offended if somebody used it to describe Peronism: “We 
give you permission to get angry and shout when you hear that 
General Perón is a dictator or a fascist. Perón is the Head of the 
extraordinary popular movement. Dictators have no account to the 
People but they enslave them.”87

Populists advanced the idea that democracy could be blended 
with the leader’s incarnation of the people. In theory, this meant 
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reviving Mussolini’s combination of revolution and reaction. As 
one of the most incisive theorists of Peronism, Ernesto Palacio, put 
it, “Revolution only is legitimate when it implies a restauration of 
order.” This model allowed Palacio to imply that Peronists’ dictato-
rial antecedents had worked in a classic juridical way. Citing 
authors like Carl Schmitt, Palacio argued that reality, the “primacy 
of the world,” should overcome “the fiction of legality.” Supreme 
power resided in the will of the strongest. For him, this meant that 
the best expression of democratic government was decisionism. 
History demonstrated that the caudillo was the emanation of the 
will of the people: “Personal power coincides historically with 
democracy, with the exaltation of the democratic spirit.”88 As a 
former fascist and racist who had exalted forms of fascism and 
popular dictatorship during the war, Palacio, who became an 
elected Peronist representative in Congress in 1946, argued in 
1948 that “it is frequent, in our days, that the crudest phenomena 
of oligarchy and Caesarism are concealed under a liberal or demo-
cratic political legislation.” Going back to the examples of the 
Roman Tribunes and Caesar, he maintained that “the democratic 
revolution, embodied in the leadership of a caudillo, establishes a 
new regime in which the elements of power subsist, naturally, with 
the same structure that they presented in the monarchy and in the 
aristocracy, but inspired by other principles.” The leader of a dem-
ocratic revolution preceded by dictatorship was a perfect embodi-
ment of popular sovereignty, acting and governing “in the name of 
the people.”89 The idea of representation was more ambivalent in 
the populist model than it had been for fascism. As Palacio stated, 
“Representation cannot be given. Either one has it or not.” 
Elections could only be the confirmation of the leader’s incarna-
tion of the people, or, as Palacio also put it, “The people do not 
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choose their leaders. They consecrate them.”90 This idea had dan-
gerous potential: a negative electoral result could be eventually 
construed as fake. But this didn’t happen until the following cen-
tury with the wannabe fascists.

Perón said he wanted to replace formal democracy with “real 
democracy.” He admitted that “in this regard, I am indeed totali-
tarian.”91 What he meant is that his politics did not involve liberal 
forms of deliberation with people who disagreed with him. And 
yet, Perón found the accusation of being a totalitarian dictator 
especially insulting. In accordance with the clerico-fascist theories 
of Father Franceschi, Perón saw fascism, “plutocracy,” and com-
munism as “totalitarian forms.”92

Perón considered his regime to be the opposite of dictatorship, 
because dictatorships “insectify men” and they cannot last longer 
than the man who rules them.93 Perón also argued that the problem 
with dictatorship was that it misunderstood the role of violence: “A 
minority enthroned in government via fraud or violence consti-
tutes an arbitrary dictatorship which is the antithesis of all demo-
cratic meaning.” Reflecting upon his own transition from dictator 
to elected president, Perón argued, “A soldier can only be a ruler if 
he is capable of throwing his inner general out the window, 
renounce violence and submit to law.”94

This was the opposite of what many dictators like Hitler and 
Mussolini did. Perón believed he was called totalitarian because he 
was an enemy of communism and liberal democracy. As a dictato-
rial figure transitioning to democracy in 1944, Perón found it diffi-
cult to deny the charge. Even then, he asserted the transitionary 
nature of his dictatorship and claimed he was defending the con-
stitution and popular sovereignty.95 But once he had created a new 
democracy, he wanted to adapt the “revolutionary principles” to 
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the preexisting legality. The dictatorship was over, changes had 
been integrated, and they did not entirely replace the previous sys-
tem. He defined dictatorship in the traditional Roman juridical 
sense, but he still used the fascist language of revolution. And yet, 
unlike the fascists, his revolutionary dictatorship led to democracy, 
or as he put it, “The 1943 coup d’état was exalted to the highest 
quality of people’s revolution.” By electoral means, the “revolution 
was converted into government.”96

After 1946, Perón asked how he could be a dictator when had 
been elected and reelected by a majority of the people. He said, “If 
a ruler elected by his people, does what his people want and in this 
concept fights for social justice, economic independence and the 
sovereignty of his country, he is declared a ‘dictator’ and his gov-
ernment ‘totalitarian.’ ”97

In other countries, the concept of totalitarianism and the  
notion of similarities between fascist and communist dictator-
ships were at the center of the populist rejection of dictatorship. 
Ecuadorian populist leader Velasco Ibarra explicitly rejected the 
pro-dictatorial positions of fascists like Chocano and Lugones, say-
ing it wasn’t about the dilemma of “Rome or Moscow” but the 
need to reject both fascism and Bolshevism. Fascism was “the 
same” as “Leninism,” sharing its dictatorial procedures but with a 
totally different ideological perspective. Rome and Moscow repre-
sented dictatorship, and he rejected both. Smart and energetic 
leaders needed to combine their prowess with democratic politics. 
For Velasco, the problem behind totalitarian dictatorships was that 
of “Caesarism.”98

All in all, these early populists recognized that 1945 changed 
the political world, but they often failed to recognize their own pre-
vious participation in dictatorial governments. In Venezuela, 
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Betancourt, just before he was going to become the president of a 
revolutionary junta after a coup, said that the era of dictatorship 
announced by Lugones in 1924 was finished. He contrasted the 
interwar success of fascism with the postwar context: “There was 
a reason that can explain that retreat of the popular movement: it 
was time for the rise of fascism, it was the hour of the sword, as 
Leopoldo Lugones said; but in 1945 the situation is absolutely dif-
ferent: we are universally living the hour of free elections.”99

Wannabe Fascists and the History of Coups

Regarding permanent dictatorial power, wannabe fascists fall 
somewhere between fascists and classic populists. Unlike the 
former, their attempts to interrupt democracy are not followed to 
their ultimate consequences. Unlike the latter, they do not flatly 
reject the possibility of a dictatorial coup.

In a weird moment of introspection, Trump stated that “people 
with no ego will have very little life force, and people with too much 
will tend toward dictatorial personalities.”100 And yet, a dictatorial 
personality does not make dictatorship. It is well known, for exam-
ple, that Trump and Bolsonaro did not achieve their dictatorial 
aims in 2021 and 2023. Wannabe fascists tend to downgrade 
democracy, curtailing freedoms and rights, sometimes even 
through attempted insurrection—but they eventually cop out. In 
contrast, full-fledged fascists do not fear the consequences and will 
do anything in their power to destroy democracy. Despite this key 
distinction, fascists and wannabe fascists share a lack of concern 
over authoritarian trends, and sometimes enable them. The sup-
port for extremism by conservative business interests that act as 
enablers is no small matter. As Peruvian anti-fascist José Carlos 
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Mariátegui observed in 1925, it was the bourgeoisie that had “apos-
tatized from its democratic faith, and has opposed the dictatorship 
of the proletariat with its own dictatorship.”101

When fascists came to power and then destroyed democracy 
from within, almost nobody cared, or perhaps they did not care 
enough. At the international level, in democracies like the United 
States, the fantasy of American exceptionalism contrasted with the 
real Jim Crow America and its own fascist characteristics. The idea 
that “it cannot happen here,” so well criticized in Sinclair Lewis’s 
book in 1935, not only ignored fascism and fascist traditions such 
as the Ku Klux Klan at home, but also enabled fascism abroad until 
it was too late.

This first happened with Benito Mussolini, who received world-
wide admiration and also drew worldwide condescension for 
Italians.102 The mainstream media ascribed Mussolini’s destruc-
tion of democracy to natural causes and justified his dictatorship as 
the outcome of his embodiment of the people, which allowed fas-
cist dictators to continue their work of destruction.

In the case of Italian fascism, it took some years to solidify the 
dictatorship. But in 1924, after fascists close to Mussolini assassi-
nated the most important figure of the opposition, it became  
clear that Mussolini was openly moving toward dictatorship. In  
the case of Nazism, the transition was accelerated by the same pat-
tern of conservative enablement and an apathetic reaction to Nazi 
terror.103

Fascism destroyed democracy after using it to gain power. As 
Joseph Goebbels stated, “Democracy permitted us to use demo-
cratic methods in the time of our opposition, it was because this 
was necessary under a democratic system. We National Socialists 
have never maintained that we were representatives of a demo-
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cratic viewpoint, but we have openly declared that we only made 
use of democratic means in order to gain power, and that after the 
seizure of power we would ruthlessly deny to our opponents all 
those means.”104

Fascists have no qualms about questioning democracy within 
democracy. Mussolini, a few months before the March on Rome in 
1922, stated that in light of the political experience of parliamen-
tarism, “The eventuality of a dictatorship needs to be seriously 
considered.”105 On October 29, 1922, during the March on Rome, 
fascists claimed they had “a dictatorial mandate.”106

Fascist strategies for winning power involved military insurrec-
tion and civil war (Spain) or becoming a puppet fascist regime after 
a fascist invasion and occupation (France, Norway, Romania, and 
Hungary). At other times, fascist groups have been part of a larger 
right-wing coalition, such as the Blue Shirts in China, the nacion-
alistas in Argentina in 1930–1932, or the Japanese fascists. And fas-
cist fellow travelers can act as instruments or allies of fascist pow-
ers, as with the case of Subhas Chandra Bose in India.107

Coups are an exemplary form of fascism attacking democracy. 
What fascist Curzio Malaparte called the “technique of the coup 
d’état” was a key tactic in fascist strategies to gain power.108 Coups 
in general do not lead to fascism in particular, but to dictatorship. 
Historically, when constitutionally elected leaders were denied 
their legitimate mandate, there was just one word for it: coup. 
Think of the emblematic cases of Salvador Allende in Chile (1973) 
and Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala (1954)—both democratically 
elected leaders who were toppled by the military. In other cases, 
such as in Uruguay in 1973, Peru in 1992, and Venezuela in 2017, 
presidents decided to ignore the law and attempted to stay in power 
indefinitely through self-coup.
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A coup against a democratic regime can be defined as any polit-
ical action by state actors that aims to either maintain or seize 
power by unconstitutional means. There is a coup whenever mili-
tary renegades or democratically elected leaders suspend the dem-
ocratic process.109

This definition—and its global history—is why Donald Trump’s 
long-standing refusal to accept his electoral defeat and his instiga-
tion of the attack on the Capitol have alarmed so many people, as 
they were clear warning signs of dictatorship and even fascism.

Trump’s coup failed, but his actions—denying and attempting 
to overturn the results of the election and getting top Republicans 
to indulge these dangerous efforts—are still symptoms of the fra-
gility of American democracy at this moment.

And this is exactly why we must know about the history of 
coups—how they happened and, most importantly, how they have 
been stopped. Trump’s big lies about the election, the failed coup, 
and his statements about the dubious legitimacy of future elec-
tions constitute an attack on the state and democratic government. 
While his words and actions may be dismissed as merely tan-
trums,110 the history of dictators in Latin America, and of fascist 
dictators in other parts of the world over the past century, suggests 
the need to take this dangerous moment seriously.

In Latin America, there have been several political leaders and 
civil servants who betrayed their countries’ constitutions and  
democratic rule by launching coups. For example, conservative  
politicians in Argentina lost the 1928 presidential election and  
then supported Argentina’s first coup in 1930, led by General  
José Felix Uriburu, who wanted to permanently change the nation 
from a democracy to a new corporatist and dictatorial fascistic 
republic.
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The Supreme Court, days after the takeover by Uriburu, offi-
cially recognized the de facto situation and legitimized the coup on 
extraconstitutional grounds—the stability and survival of the 
republic. The justices prioritized social order and political security 
over democratic legitimacy, setting up a legal precedent for future 
dictators.

In other Latin American cases, courts were not enablers; 
instead, coups were legitimized by conservative and anti- 
communist parties that controlled the national legislatures. 
Following a defeat at the ballot boxes, these conservatives consoli-
dated and seized power within governing institutions to then 
advance unpopular and unequal policies.

For example, in Brazil in 1964, conservative politicians, includ-
ing the majority in Congress, supported a coup against elected 
president João Goulart. In Chile, Augusto Pinochet led a coup 
against the legitimately elected Allende, overtaking the govern-
ment by force in 1973. The dictator immediately dissolved 
Congress, but conservative parties supported the coup. The United 
States supported both of these coups as part of its Cold War anti-
leftist crusade.

There were also cases of Latin American elected presidents who 
executed auto-golpes (self-coups) through the implementation of 
emergency laws when they were facing democratic impediments to 
their power. For example, in Uruguay, President Juan María 
Bordaberry decreed a state of emergency to install a civic-military 
regime to face the tupamaros guerrilla insurgency in 1973. In Peru in 
1992, right-wing populist Alberto Fujimori dissolved Congress to 
enact controversial security and economic changes by executive 
decree. In Venezuela in 2017, President Nicolás Maduro shut down 
Congress to rule without checks on his power. In these three cases, 
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elected civilian governments morphed into dictatorships through 
the manipulation of legal procedures and technicalities.

In most cases, the press and certain sectors of the population 
either condoned, supported, or normalized these seizures of 
power, while others remained apathetic about the demise of 
democracy and/or fearful of the ongoing repression and terror.

An important moment in the 1980s provides us with a template 
for the present—a moment when a coup failed because citizens 
united to defend democracy.

After the bruising experience of the fascist-inspired “Dirty 
War” dictatorship from 1976 to 1983, democratic governance was 
restored in Argentina. When President Raúl Ricardo Alfonsín was 
elected in 1983, Argentines and their government decided to inves-
tigate crimes committed during the dictatorship, hear testimony of 
survivors, and create a truth commission to research these crimes 
and eventually provide evidence to prosecute the perpetrators.111

Antidemocratic forces did not want to recognize the legitimacy 
of the new democratically elected government. They worked to 
interrupt these trials and pursued a coup. In early 1987, renegade 
soldiers attempted to topple the Alfonsín government by mobiliz-
ing troops in open insurrection.

But massive peaceful protests denied these attempts to over-
throw democracy. Spontaneously, hundreds of thousands of citi-
zens took to the streets to support democracy. In Buenos Aires, 
more than two hundred thousand marched to the House of 
Government, the Pink House, to support the elected leaders.

The media also played an important role. The main newspa-
pers and radio and television channels reported and criticized the 
illegal actions of the coup plotters and defended the democratic 
system. So did state institutions, including Congress and the 
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majority of the armed forces and the police, who sided not with the 
rebel coup leader Colonel Aldo Rico, but with the constitution. The 
result was neither a violent overthrow of government nor a manip-
ulation of the law to undermine the way democratic institutions 
functioned. Rather, it was democratic participation on display: citi-
zens peacefully protested and defended democracy on the streets 
instead of being passive and apathetic when the military tried to 
take over. I was there with my family. I was twelve, and I still have 
vivid memories of the moment the would-be dictators were 
stopped.

This is why Trump’s actions after his defeat in the 2020 election 
seemed like a return of the repressed memories of the past.

On January 6, 2021, Donald Trump attempted a coup. Had he 
succeeded, Trump would have become a dictator. But he failed. 
Once out of power, Trump stated in a famous speech in North 
Carolina in 2021, “I am not the one trying to undermine American 
Democracy, I’m the one trying to save it.”112 True to form, Trump 
also falsely intimated to several people that he could return as pres-
ident before the next presidential election. Following Trump’s 
example, Bolsonaro’s followers also attempted a failed coup on 
January 8, 2023.

In the same way that Mussolini’s dictatorship in the 1920s influ-
enced Hitler’s path in the following decade, including his failed 
coup of 1923, the Trumpist coup influenced Bolsonarism. In fact, 
the day after the seizure of the Capitol, Bolsonaro threatened that 
Brazil was “going to have a worse problem” if it did not change its 
electoral systems—that is, if he lost the elections.113 After denying 
any participation in the seizure of the three branches of power, 
Bolsonaro reposted on his Facebook account a text saying that Luiz 
Inácio Lula da Silva was not elected by the people but by the courts 
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of justice.114 Since Bolsonaro and Trump were not immediately 
held accountable for their continued instigation of crimes against 
democracy, other similar actions will be seen again. These lies 
about democracy and dictatorship motivated Trump’s and 
Bolsonaro’s supporters to take over their respective Congresses, 
and both men continue to motivate the conspiratorial fantasies of 
global right-wing extremism. The similarities between the two fac-
tions are a product of mutual ideological influences. In both cases, 
fascism is just around the corner.

There is an old joke in Latin America that explains the absence 
of coups in American history. The reason behind this absence, the 
joke says, is that the United States is the only country in the world 
lacking an American embassy. To be sure, the United States has 
participated in the overthrow of dozens of Latin American govern-
ments since the late nineteenth century. These interventions have 
taken the form of direct military attacks, covert operations (often 
involving the CIA), and different forms of aid to rogue internal 
actors bidding for power. What we saw in the United States with 
Trump’s failed coup was not an external matter but a result of overt 
antidemocratic tendencies within Trumpism and American his-
tory as a whole. The joke no longer works (if it ever did) because it 
misses two points. The first is that for a coup to succeed you need 
strong supporters and enablers within the press, the armed forces, 
Congress, and the judiciary. The second point is that the United 
States is like the rest of the world. American democracy is not as 
strong as it was assumed to be, and this is why it needs to be con-
stantly defended like any other democracy.

History teaches us that whether a coup succeeds may depend 
on how democratic institutions, media, and citizens respond. 
Institutions play a significant role in taming fascism. If we ignore 
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or normalize even timid coup attempts, authoritarian flirtations 
with coups could become more serious.

Without clear boundaries between democratic legality and 
authoritarian illegality, power grabs become easier. In his last years 
as dictator, Mussolini pondered whether his full power had been an 
“illusion.” He wondered how, in a few hours in 1943, his dictatorial 
power had disappeared.115 And yet, he soon would return to power 
with the help of his Nazi friends in the puppet republic of Salò 
between 1943 and 1945.

Hitler admired Mussolini so much that he never truly blamed 
him for his many war failures. Trump also admires dictators and 
autocrats, and although he has degraded American democracy, his 
power grabs have been prevented by its institutions, media, and 
citizens. Americans voted him out of office and in future presiden-
tial elections they will have more chances to stop his would-be fas-
cist legacy. Trump’s behavior—and the refusal of Republicans and 
their media allies to condemn it—is how antidemocratic move-
ments and fascism begin. This is why it is critically important that 
citizens and institutions exercise vigilance over dictatorial behav-
ior and refuse to take democracy for granted.
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After failed coup attempts, fascists sometimes resorted to other 
means by a so-called “legal revolution.” As historian Alan E. 
Steinweis explains, “It was crucial that Nazi rule be perceived as 
the consequence of a legal process rather than as some form of 
coup d’état. But neither Nazi propaganda, nor the self-deception or 
self-serving dishonesty of those Germans who were prepared to 
accept it, should be allowed to distract historians from the funda-
mentally anti-democratic and anti-constitutional process that 
gave birth to the Third Reich in 1933.”1

Whether fascists admitted it or not, dictatorship was a natural 
outcome of fascism in power. Hans Frank, Nazi minister of justice 
and later governor of occupied Poland, told his interrogators at 
Nuremberg, “Hitler gave an oath before the Reich Supreme Court 
in Leipzig that he would come to power only legally and if he came 
to power he would govern legally. As long as the Fuehrer was in the 
position before he came to power to need lawyers and judges, he 
could need me, but once he had come to power, I felt more and 
more that he would drop these formalities and rule in an authori-
tarian way, as a dictator.”2 By then, Frank had joined other Nazis in 
trying to distance themselves from the Nazi dictatorship.

Epilogue
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Franz’s attitude was typical and extended to global allies. As 
recalled by Nazi leader Albert Speer in 1945, with Hitler’s Nazi 
project foundering, “the rats deserted the sinking ship.”3

Against expectations, none of this happened with Trumpism 
after its crushing electoral defeat in 2020.4 Like the fanatical 
Goebbels, who stayed with the sinking ship of Nazism to the end, 
Donald Trump’s ardent admirers and followers showed no signs of 
abandoning the destructive politics of their leader.

Major national and international allies did not desert Trump, 
either. Trumpism and the new politics of wannabe fascism that 
defined it are here to stay. This is very clear when we assess the 
state of global autocracy after Trump. Moreover, for many dicta-
tors the autocratic ship is not sinking at all, and many mainstream, 
center-right politicians in the US and abroad took the wrong lesson 
from the wreck.

It is difficult to say whether Trumpism’s fall from power, or its 
imminent return in the form of impersonators or the man himself, 
can mobilize democratic forces worldwide. But after all the talk—
around the time of Trump’s election win in 2016 and Brexit in the 
United Kingdom—of a global populist insurgency from the right, it 
is important to wonder if, despite the clear failures of wannabe fas-
cist politics, we are still on the cusp of a deeper shift toward that 
disastrous path. It might be too soon to tell whether this is the case. 
Authoritarianism is not mechanical, unstoppable, or unaffected by 
processes of resistance and the empowerment of democracy. This 
is why we should learn about those processes as part of the broader 
histories of fascism and populism.

This is a global phenomenon. While it is understandable that so 
much media, and pundit and academic, attention has focused on 
Trump and the aftermath of the US election, it is disappointing that 
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there has been little discussion in Anglophone media of the 
pogroms and increasing repression in India, Bolsonaro’s criminal 
mishandling of COVID-19 and the failed coup of 2023, and the suc-
cess of mini-Trumpists like Nayib Bukele in El Salvador, the  
populist-neofascist alliance of Giorgia Meloni and Matteo Salvini 
in Italy, or the prospects for other autocratic leaders, including 
Juan Antonio Kast in Chile, Santiago Abascal in Spain, and Marine 
Le Pen in France. In short, there is not much discussion of the glo-
bal potential for the destruction of democracy from within that 
Trumpism represented so well.

Although for many people in the United States, indeed, the 
majority of its voters, Trumpism had to go, the force of the former 
president’s words still commanded attention after his defeat in 
2020. World autocrats already missed Trumpism in power, and in 
many countries their attacks on democracy and their politics of 
hatred have persisted and even increased in recent years. While the 
pandemic has made clear the limits of authoritarian rule in demo-
cratic countries, in most autocratic contexts the pandemic and the 
ensuing political and economic instability gave leaders a rationale 
to engineer more crises and more suppression of the press and the 
opposition.

Exclusively focusing on the United States presents significant 
obstacles to understanding the world, and even to understanding 
the United States. We must assess the broader state of global autoc-
racy in light of its past challenges to democracy in order to under-
stand future ones. What are the prospects for global autocrats, 
especially the ones who want to abuse democracy, to downgrade 
and even destroy it from within? To be sure, autocrats thrived well 
before Trump’s rise to power. But countries where democracy  
does not exist or is seriously limited will continue to develop,  
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irrespective of the more recent global phenomenon of populist 
autocrats who want to return to the ways of fascism. Indeed, coun-
tries like Turkey, China, North Korea, Zimbabwe, Venezuela, Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, Cuba, Russia, and Belarus cannot be explained 
within the framework of the recent attempts to degrade or even 
destroy democracy. When there is only one party or no party at all, 
when popular demands are not channeled by elections, protests, 
and media criticism, democracy simply does not exist. The out-
come of this suppression is more traditional forms of autocracy—
namely, despotism, tyranny, and dictatorship. Where autocracy 
exists without democracy, Trump’s defeat was less consequential. 
Countries like Russia and North Korea actively preferred Trump’s 
more empathetic positions toward them, and in the case of the 
former, even tried their best to affect the results of the 2020 elec-
tion (as they might also have done in 2016), but these autocrats 
were the least affected by Trump’s demise. Other countries like 
Iran, a dictatorial theocracy where elections are curtailed by the 
power of religious authority, might have been happier with Trump 
being gone, but this in no way affected the stability of their authori-
tarian leaders. The same applies to dictatorships like Syria. In fact, 
Trump’s confrontational, often erratic positions served to 
strengthen these types of autocrats by allowing them to use nation-
alism and anti-imperialism to hide their structural problems of 
repression, inequality, and poverty. China, the most powerful non-
democratic country in the world, could find itself in the same 
situation.

China, North Korea, and Vietnam have been communist autoc-
racies for decades, and their politics did not change significantly 
after 2020. Among other global autocrats not very affected by  
the fall of Trumpism or wannabe fascism as a whole, we should 
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probably count those whom Trump ardently supported and even 
enabled, such as the leaders of Saudi Arabia and Egypt.5

The same is also true of countries where democratic life is min-
imal. For hybrid regimes such as Turkey, Ethiopia, Rwanda, and 
Venezuela, where certain freedoms exist in an otherwise extremely 
repressive environment, the fall of Trumpism meant geopolitical 
changes but not a big internal change. Autocratic leaders like Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan, Nicolás Maduro, Daniel Ortega, and Vladimir 
Putin have fused repression, nationalism, and fear to keep them-
selves in power.

Trump had an ambivalent relationship with Erdoğan, driven by 
tricky geopolitics in the Middle East but never affected by Trump’s 
repressive nature. In contrast, Trump often used Maduro as a foil, 
promising aggressive action against his dictatorship that never 
took place. This recalled the Bay of Pigs fiasco and Latin American 
memories of American imperialism in the region, and it had the 
dual outcome of generating support for Maduro inside and outside 
his country, as well as motivating American citizens of Venezuelan 
and Cuban origin to vote for Trump, especially in the 2020 elec-
tion. The relationship between Trump and Putin remained a mys-
tery to many. Why did the American president fear his Russian 
counterpart, almost never criticizing Putin for actions that ran con-
trary to American interests and lives? Future historians with access 
to more archival information might be able to answer these ques-
tions, but in any case, it is possible to argue that while Putin cer-
tainly missed Trump, his rule was not affected by Trump’s depar-
ture. Autocrats in Africa like João Manuel Gonçalves Lourenço in 
Angola, Paul Kagame in Rwanda, and Emmerson Mnangagwa in 
Zimbabwe were not much affected by Trumpism either. This was 
also the case with autocratic leaders in Ethiopia, Congo, Cameroon, 
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and Mali. Trumpism had a similar absence of relevance in Asian 
autocracies like Uzbekistan, Thailand, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, and, 
more recently, Myanmar. In short, autocratic governments with no 
or not much democracy were not very affected by the American 
caudillo’s disgrace. The pervasive effects of Trumpism worldwide 
and the politics of wannabe fascism that they legitimized on a glo-
bal scale are especially connected to places where democracy still 
exists. Trump’s effects have been most pervasive on leaders of 
democracies, and perhaps democratic countries might find his 
absence from power to be a positive situation.

This is an important historical lesson: when democracy still 
exists and its essential features (free elections, pluralism, equality, 
anti-racism, the free press) are attacked from above, the legacy of 
fascism remains a threat. This was precisely the case with Trump, 
but it was not originally or essentially American.

In truth, Trumpism is part of a global attack on democracy from 
within democracy. This is what links Trumpism to a new trend of 
global autocratic movements. This autocratic destruction of 
democracy from the inside echoes past historical ideologies, such 
as fascism. Trump’s populism is the latest chapter in a long 
history.

The paradox of populism is that it often identifies real problems 
but seeks to replace them with something worse. Wannabe fascism 
represents the latest attempt to create a third position between lib-
eral democracy and more traditional forms of dictatorship.6

With his characteristic lack of humility, Donald Trump attempted 
to define the new state of the world as “the age of Trump.” But in the 
run-up to the 2024 presidential election, it has been clear to anyone 
living outside the United States that even if it is true that Trumpism 
provided a global boost to the legitimacy of autocrats worldwide, 
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autocrats of his kind had existed before Trump and will remain after 
Trumpism disappears or morphs into something else. The four pil-
lars of fascism are built upon societal factors that provide support 
and legitimacy. Even without Trump in power, we will still have 
Trumpism by other means. Trumpism is part of a twenty-first- 
century global trend toward autocracy that has reformulated the his-
tory of populism, turning it into wannabe fascism.

Populism, especially after the defeat of fascism in 1945, moved 
beyond the four key elements of fascism: totalitarian lying, dicta-
torship, xenophobia, and the glorification of violence and the mili-
tarization of politics. But wannabe fascists have reengaged these 
four key elements and have, to different degrees, turned populism 
toward the ways of fascism.

To be sure, the rise of Trumpism and its ignominious retreat 
four years later through a lost election and a failed coup was highly 
influential for the fate of democracies on a global scale. But auto-
crats and fascists existed before Trump.

The political, social, and economic problems that supported 
the rise of these authoritarians still exist, and they need to be 
addressed. Especially in the United States, there are signs of hope 
that anti-fascist and anti-racist politics can be more egalitarian, 
safeguarding the environment and generating jobs. But even if 
that’s prematurely optimistic, it is important to think that a more 
inclusive United States—or Europe, or Asia, or Africa, or Latin 
America—can be an example to others in the world, helping them 
confront their own antidemocratic actors. This is not only a US 
issue. But it is clear that a less confrontational American diplomacy 
might play a role in bringing about a reversal.

In the past, when anti-fascist forces put aside their differences 
and resisted together, democracy prevailed. Autocratic fascists 
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acting within democracy only succeeded when independent media 
was attacked and not defended, when the separation of power and 
the rule of law were minimized or destroyed, when the radical left 
did not care about liberal democracy, when conservatives repli-
cated the arguments of autocrats, and when the armed forces and 
the police sided with the authoritarian leader instead of the consti-
tution. When this happened, democracy was lost and terrorist dic-
tatorships began. In contrast, when fascism was fought and democ-
racy defended, fascism did not rise or could not be sustained. It is 
difficult to know what will happen, but a lot depends on the actions 
of governments and citizens opposed to these autocrats.

Fascism lost legitimacy when people actively engaged in poli-
tics by giving the state an important role in addressing issues of 
inequality, such as reversing unequal taxation and fighting poverty. 
In the present, this could be a more democratic exit strategy for 
populism and fascism. But we have yet to see if this strategy would 
be successful—whether it could convince voters to turn against 
authoritarian options.

By returning to the histories of fascism and populism, this book 
has presented a historical explanation of a new development in his-
tory and the fascist-inspired danger that Trumpism and global 
autocrats represent.

Trump’s main contribution to the legitimacy of global autoc-
racy has been to make toxic, fascist politics viable again. But Trump 
is one among many. The politics he represents are far from over. 
Perhaps his long-standing influence will be the global normaliza-
tion of wannabe fascists.
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